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Though this play of The Millionairess does not pretend to be
anything more than a comedy of humorous and curious contemporary
characters, such as Ben Jonson might write were he alive now, yet it
raises a question that has troubled human life and moulded human
society since the creation.

The law is equal before all of us; but we are not all equal before
the law. Virtually there is one law for the rich and another for the
poor, one law for the cunning and another for the simple, one law for
the forceful and another for the feeble, one law for the ignorant and
another for the learned, one law for the brave and another for the
timid, and within family limits one law for the parent and no law at
all for the child.

In the humblest cabin that contains a family you may find a
maîtresse femme who rules in the household by a sort of
divine right. She may rule amiably by being able to think more
quickly and see further than the others, or she may be a tyrant
ruling violently by intensity of will and ruthless egotism. She may
be a grandmother and she may be a girl. But the others find they are
unable to resist her. Often of course the domestic tyrant is a man;
but the phenomenon is not so remarkable in his case, as he is by
convention the master and lawgiver of the hearthstone.

In every business street you will find a shopkeeper who is always
in difficulties and ends his business adventures in the bankruptcy
court. Hard by you will find another shopkeeper, with no greater
advantages to start with, or possibly less, who makes larger and
larger profits, and inspires more and more confidence in his banker,
until he ends as the millionaire head of a giant multiple shop.

How does the captain of a pirate ship obtain his position and
maintain his authority over a crew of scoundrels who are all, like
himself, outside the law? How does an obscure village priest, the son
of humble fisherfolk, come to wear the triple crown and sit in the
papal chair? How do common soldiers become Kings, Shahs, and
Dictators? Why does a hereditary peer find that he is a nonentity in
a grand house organized and ruled by his butler?

Questions like these force themselves on us so continually and
ruthlessly that many turn in despair from Socialism and political
reform on the ground that to abolish all the institutional tyrannies
would only deliver the country helplessly into the hands of the born
bosses. A king, a prelate, a squire, a capitalist, a justice of the
peace may be a good kind Christian soul, owing his position, as most
of us do, to being the son of his father; but a born boss is one who
rides roughshod over us by some mysterious power that separates him
from our species and makes us fear him: that is, hate him.

What is to be done with that section of the possessors of specific
talents whose talent is for moneymaking? History and daily experience
teach us that if the world does not devise some plan of ruling them,
they will rule the world. Now it is not desirable that they should
rule the world; for the secret of moneymaking is to care for nothing
else and to work at nothing else; and as the world's welfare depends
on operations by which no individual can make money, whilst its ruin
by war and drink and disease and drugs and debauchery is enormously
profitable to moneymakers, the supremacy of the moneymaker is the
destruction of the State. A society which depends on the incentive of
private profit is doomed.

And what about ambitious people who possess commanding business
ability or military genius or both? They are irresistible unless they
are restrained by law; for ordinary individuals are helpless in their
hands. Are they to be the masters of society or its servants?

What should the nineteenth century have done in its youth with
Rothschild and Napoleon? What is the United States to do with its
money kings and bosses? What are we to do with ours? How is the
mediocre private citizen to hold his own with the able bullies and
masterful women who establish family despotisms, school despotisms,
office despotisms, religious despotisms in their little circles all
over the country? Our boasted political liberties are a mockery to
the subjects of such despotisms. They may work well when the despot
is benevolent; but they are worse than any political tyranny in the
selfish cases.

It is much more difficult to attack a personal despotism than an
institutional one. Monarchs can be abolished: they have been
abolished in all directions during the last century and a half, with
the result, however, of sometimes replacing a personally amiable and
harmless monarch, reigning under strict constitutional and
traditional restraints, by energetic dictators and presidents who,
having made hay of constitutions and traditions, are under no
restraints at all. A hereditary monarch, on the throne because he is
the son of his father, may be a normal person, amenable to reasonable
advice from his councils, and exercising no authority except that
conferred on him (or her) by the Constitution. Behead him, as we
beheaded our Charles, or the French their Louis, and the born despot
Cromwell or Napoleon (I purposely avoid glaring contemporary examples
because I am not quite sure where they will be by the time this book
is published) takes his place. The same mysterious personal force
that makes the household tyrant, the school tyrant, the office
tyrant, the brigand chief and the pirate captain, brings the born
boss to the top by a gravitation that ordinary people cannot
resist.

The successful usurpers of thrones are not the worst cases. The
political usurper may be an infernal scoundrel, ruthless in murder,
treachery, and torture; but once his ambition is achieved and he has
to rule a nation, the magnitude and difficulty of his job, and the
knowledge that if he makes a mess of it he will fall as suddenly as
he has risen, will civilize him with a ruthlessness greater than his
own. When Henry IV usurped the English crown he certainly did not
intend to die of political overwork; but that is what happened to
him. No political ruler could possibly be as wickedly selfish and
cruel as the tyrant of a private house. Queen Elizabeth was a
maîtresse femme; but she could have had her own way much
more completely as landlady of the Mermaid Tavern than she had as
sovereign of England. Because Nero and Paul I of Russia could not be
made to understand this, they were killed like mad dogs by their own
courtiers. But our petty fireside tyrants are not killed. Christina
of Sweden would not have had to abdicate if her realm had been a
ten-roomed villa. Had Catherine II reigned over her husband only, she
need not nor could not have had him murdered; but as Tsarina she was
forced to liquidate poor Peter very much against her own easy good
nature, which prevented her from scolding her maids properly.

Modern Liberal democracy claims unlimited opportunities for
tyranny: qualification for rule by heredity and class narrows it and
puts it in harness and blinkers. Especially does such democracy favor
money rule. It is in fact not democracy at all, but unashamed
plutocracy. And as the meanest creature can become rich if he devotes
his life to it, and the people with wider and more generous interests
become or remain poor with equal certainty, plutocracy is the very
devil socially, because it creates a sort of Gresham law by which the
baser human currency drives out the nobler coinage. This is quite
different from the survival of the fittest in the contests of
character and talent which are independent of money. If Moses is the
only tribesman capable of making a code of laws, he inevitably
becomes Lawgiver to all the tribes, and, equally inevitably, is
forced to add to what he can understand of divine law a series of
secular regulations designed to maintain his personal authority. If
he finds that it is useless to expect the tribesmen to obey his laws
as a matter of common sense, he must persuade them that his
inspiration is the result of direct and miraculous communication with
their deity. Moses and Mahomet and Joseph Smith the Mormon had to
plead divine revelations to get them out of temporary and personal
difficulties as well as out of eternal and impersonal ones. As long
as an individual of their calibre remains the indispensable man (or
woman) doing things that the common man can neither do without nor do
for himself, he will be, up to a point, the master of the common man
in spite of all the democratic fudge that may be advanced to the
contrary.

Of course there are limits. He cannot go to the lengths at which
the common man will believe him to be insane or impious: when
measures of that complexion are necessary, as they very often are, he
must either conceal them or mask them as follies of the sort the
common man thinks splendid. If the ruler thinks it well to begin a
world war he must persuade his people that it is a war to end war,
and that the people he wants them to kill are diabolical scoundrels;
and if he is forced to suspend hostilities for a while, and does so
by a treaty which contains the seeds of half a dozen new wars and is
impossible enough in its conditions to make its violation certain, he
must create a general belief that it is a charter of eternal peace
and a monument of retributive justice.

In this way the most honest ruler becomes a tyrant and a
fabricator of legends and falsehoods, not out of any devilment in
himself, but because those whom he rules do not understand his
business, and, if they did, would not sacrifice their own immediate
interests to the permanent interests of the nation or the world. In
short, a ruler must not only make laws, and rule from day to day: he
must, by school instruction and printed propaganda, create and
maintain an artificial mentality which will endorse his proceedings
and obey his authority. This mentality becomes what we call
Conservatism; and the revolt against it when it is abused
oppressively or becomes obsolete as social conditions change, is
classed as sedition, and reviled as Radicalism, Anarchism,
Bolshevism, or what you please.

When a mentality is created and a code imposed, the born ruler,
the Moses or Lenin, is no longer indispensable: routine government by
dunderheads becomes possible and in fact preferable as long as the
routine is fairly appropriate to the current phase of social
development. The assumption of the more advanced spirits that
revolutionists are always right is as questionable as the
conservative assumption that they are always wrong. The industrious
dunderhead who always does what was done last time because he is
incapable of conceiving anything better, makes the best routineer.
This explains the enormous part played by dunderheads as such in the
history of all nations, provoking repeated explanations of surprise
at the littleness of the wisdom with which the world is governed.

But what of the ambitious usurper? the person who has a capacity
for kingship but has no kingdom and must therefore acquire a
readymade one which is getting along in its own way very well without
him? It cannot be contended with any plausibility that William the
Conqueror was indispensable in England: he wanted England and grabbed
it. He did this by virtue of his personal qualities, entirely against
the will of the people of England, who, as far as they were
politically conscious at all, would have greatly preferred Harold.
But William had all the qualities that make an individual
irresistible: the physical strength and ferocity of a king of beasts,
the political genius of a king of men, the strategic cunning and
tactical gumption of a military genius; and nothing that France or
England could say or do prevailed against him. What are we to do with
such people?

When an established political routine breaks down and produces
political chaos, a combination of personal ambition with military
genius and political capacity in a single individual gives that
individual his opportunity. Napoleon, if he had been born a century
earlier, would have had no more chance of becoming emperor of the
French than Marshal Saxe had of supplanting Louis XV. In spite of the
French Revolution, he was a very ordinary snob in his
eighteenth-century social outlook. His assumption of the imperial
diadem, his ridiculous attempt to establish the little Buonaparte
family on all the thrones under his control, his remanufacture of a
titular aristocracy to make a court for himself, his silly insistence
on imperial etiquette when he was a dethroned and moribund prisoner
in St Helena, shew that, for all his genius, he was and always had
been behind the times. But he was for a time irresistible because,
though he could fight battles on academic lines only, and was on that
point a routineer soldier, he could play the war game on the
established procedure so superbly that all the armies of Europe
crumpled up before him. It was easy for anti-Bonapartist writers,
from Taine to Mr H. G. Wells, to disparage him as a mere cad; but
Goethe, who could face facts, and on occasion rub them in, said
simply 'You shake your chains in vain.' Unfortunately for himself and
Europe Napoleon was fundamentally a commonplace human fool. In spite
of his early failure in the east he made a frightful draft on the
manhood of France for his march to Moscow, only to hurry back leaving
his legions dead in the snow, and thereafter go from disaster to
disaster. Bernadotte, the lawyer's son who enlisted as a common
soldier and ended unconquered on the throne of Sweden (his
descendants still hold it), made a far better job of his affairs.
When for the first time Napoleon came up against a really original
commander at Waterloo, he still made all the textbook moves he had
learnt at the military academy, and did not know when he was beaten
until it was too late to do anything but run away. Instead of making
for America at all hazards he threw himself on the magnanimity of the
Prince Regent, who obviously could not have spared him even if he had
wanted to. His attempt to wedge himself and his upstart family into
the old dynasties by his divorce and his Austrian marriage ended in
making him a notorious cuckold. But the vulgarer fool and the
paltrier snob you prove Napoleon to have been, the more alarming
becomes the fact that this shabby-genteel Corsican subaltern (and a
very unsatisfactory subaltern at that) dominated Europe for years,
and placed on his own head the crown of Charlemagne. Is there really
nothing to be done with such men but submit to them until, having
risen by their specialities, they ruin themselves by their
vulgarities?

It was easy for Napoleon to make a better job of restoring order
after the French Revolution than Sieyès, who tried to do it by
writing paper constitutions, or than a plucky bully like Barras, who
cared for nothing except feathering his own nest. Any tidy and public
spirited person could have done as much with the necessary prestige.
Napoleon got that prestige by feeding the popular appetite for
military glory. He could not create that natural appetite; but he
could feed it by victories; and he could use all the devices of
journalism and pageantry and patriotic braggadocio to make La Gloire
glorious. And all this because, like William the Conqueror, he had
the group of talents that make a successful general and democratic
ruler. Had not the French Revolution so completely failed to produce
a tolerable government to replace the monarchy it overthrew, and
thereby reduced itself to desperation, Napoleon would have been only
a famous general like Saxe or Wellington or Marlborough, who under
similar circumstances could and indeed must have become kings if they
had been ungovernable enough to desire it. Only the other day a man
without any of the social advantages of these commanders made himself
Shah of Iran.

Julius Caesar and Cromwell also mounted on the débris of
collapsing political systems; and both of them refused crowns. But no
crown could have added to the power their military capacity gave
them, Caesar bribed enormously; but there were richer men than he in
Rome to play that game. Only, they could not have won the battle of
Pharsalia. Cromwell proved invincible in the field--such as it
was.

It is not, however, these much hackneyed historical figures that
trouble us now. Pharsalias and Dunbars and Waterloos are things of
the past: battles nowadays last several months and then peter out on
barbed wire under the fire of machine guns. Suppose Ludendorff had
been a Napoleon, and Haig a Marlborough, Wellington, and Cromwell
rolled into one, what more could they have done than either declare
modern war impossible or else keep throwing masses of infantry in the
old fashion against slaughtering machinery like pigs in Chicago?
Napoleon's booklearnt tactics and the columns that won so many
battles for him would have no more chance nowadays than the ragged
Irish pikemen on Vinegar Hill; and Wellington's thin red line and his
squares would have vanished in the fumes of T.N.T. on the Somme. 'The
Nelson touch' landed a section of the British fleet at the bottom of
the Dardanelles. And yet this war, which, if it did not end civilized
war (perhaps it did, by the way, though the War Office may not yet
have realized it) at least made an end of the supremacy of the glory
virtuoso who can play brilliant variations on the battle of Hastings,
has been followed by such a group of upstart autocrats as the world
had ceased to suppose possible. Mussolini, Hitler, Kemal and Riza
Khan began in the ranks, and have no Marengos to their credit; yet
there they are at the top!

Here again the circumstances gave the men their opportunity.
Neither Mussolini nor Hitler could have achieved their present
personal supremacy when I was born in the middle of the nineteenth
century, because the prevailing mentality of that deluded time was
still hopefully parliamentary. Democracy was a dream, an ideal.
Everything would be well when all men had votes. Everything would be
better than well when all women had votes. There was a great fear of
public opinion because it was a dumb phantom which every statesman
could identify with his own conscience and dread as the Nemesis of
unscrupulous ambition. That was the golden age of democracy: the
phantom was a real and beneficent force. Many delusions are. In those
days even our Conservative rulers agreed that we were a liberty
loving people: that, for instance, Englishmen would never tolerate
compulsory military service as the slaves of foreign despots did.

It was part of the democratic dream that Parliament was an
instrument for carrying out the wishes of the voters, absurdly called
its constituents. And as, in the nineteenth century, it was still
believed that British individual liberty forbad Parliament to do
anything that it could possibly leave to private enterprise,
Parliament was able to keep up its reputation by simply maintaining
an effective police force and enforcing private contracts. Even
Factory Acts and laws against adulteration and sweating were
jealously resisted as interferences with the liberty of free Britons.
If there was anything wrong, the remedy was an extension of the
franchise. Like Hamlet, we lived on the chameleon's dish 'air,
promise crammed.'

But you cannot create a mentality out of promises without having
to face occasional demands for their materialization. The Treasury
Bench was up for auction at every election, the bidding being in
promises. The political parties, finding it much less troublesome to
give the people votes than to carry out reforms, at last established
adult suffrage.
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