
The ASL p o s i t i o n  on ' t h e  new technology'  was c l e a r l y  and cogent ly  expressed 

i n  i t s  twelve-page booklet ,  A r e  t he  Machines t o  be Masters?,  w r i t t e n  by George 

Black f o r  t h e  ASL and publ ished by t h e  ASL's General Propaganda Committee i n  

1893.  (Geo. B lack ,  A r e  t h e  Machines t o  be Masters?  Another View o f  t h e  Wage 

Q u e s t i o n ,  w r i t t e n  f o r  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  S o c i a l i s t  League and t h e  B e n e f i t  o f  i t s  

Propaganda Fund, General  Propaganda Commit tee ,  A S  L ,  C a s t l e r e a g h  S t ,  1893 ,  
d  Workman P r i n t ,  74 Bathurs t  S t ,  12pp,  1  ) Black commenced wi th  a  remarkably 

p r e s c i e n t  v i s i o n  of t h e  r o l e  of machines i n  f u t u r e  s o c i e t y ,  where t h e  'man- 

c r e a t e d ,  man-devouring, mechanical monster would have f u l l  p l ay '  and Mary 

She l l ey ' s  Frankenstein be read a s ' a n  a l l e g o r y  of i n d u s t r i a l  import ' .  H i s  

t e chno log ica l  imaginat ion,  though a s  mechanist i n  form a s  F l a sh  Gordon's 

meccano-like concept ions of t h e  f u t u r e  of t h e  un iverse ,  was a s t o n i s h l y  c o r r e c t  
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a s  t h e  func t ion  of f u t u r e  technology. H e  p r ed i c t ed ,  f o r  example, t h e  A 
a n n i h i l a t i o n  of t h e  compositor. 

one may e a s i l y  imagine how, through a  development of t h e  type-wri ter ,  
t h e  t h i n k e r  w i l l  some day be enabled t o  t r a n s l a t e  h i s  thought i n t o  leaden 
c h a r a c t e r s  without  t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  of t h e  compositor. .. The p r i n t i n g -  
machine, charged wi th  matter f o r  t h e  wor ld ' s  enl ightenment ,  would then  
proceed t o  g ive  p r a c t i c a l  proof of t h e  v e r i t y  of t h e  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h e  
more mechanical power you put  i n t o  an a r t i c l e  t h e  less manual f o r c e  is  
necessary ,  by feeding i t s e l f  wi th  paper and t r a n s m i t t i n g  t h e  s h e e t s  it  
had p r i n t e d  on one s i d e  over  t o  another  machine which, having f i n i s h e d  
t h e  p r i n t i n g  process ,  would then hand t h e  papers  on, without  manual a i d ,  
t o  a  folding-machine, which would i n  t u rn  t r a n s f e r  them t o  a  packing- 
machine, which would f a s t e n  t h e  f i n i s h e d  papers  up i n  bundles,  l a b e l  t h e s e  
and, a l l  t h e  most expensive processes  being completed, would depos i t  them 
wi th  t h e  pub l i c  f o r  t ransmiss ion  t o  t h e  public.(pp.4-5) 

The i n s t i n c t s  of t h e  Luddi tes  had been c o r r e c t ,  Black argued, a s  t h e  i n c r e a s e  

i n  weal th  product ion caused by machinery had n o t  even been d i s t r i b u t e d  ' i n  

t h e  p ropor t i ons  prev ious ly  observed ' .  Wealth had increased  p ropor t i ona t e ly  

more than wages, a  p rocess ,  Black observed, which had beeen t ak ing  p l a c e  i n  

A u s t r a l i a  i n  t h e  previous 50 years . ( lO) Moreover, t h e  demand f o r  employment 

had s lackened,  then a s  now. Black argued: 'The economic tendency of a l l  

improvements i n  privately-owned machinese - when n o t  accompanied by a  

sho r t en ing  of hours  and an i n c r e a s e  of wages - is  towards a  reduc t ion  i n  

t h e  number of t o i l e r s t . ( 6 )  H e  p r ed i c t ed  'hordes  of discharged workers dependent 

of p u b l i c  and p r i v a t e  c h a r i t y '  and c a l l e d  on h i s  r eade r s  t o  imagine t h e  

l e s sen ing  of consumption consequent upon t h e  v a s t  reduc t ion  i n  t h e  t o t a l  of 

wages pa id ,  which would cause a  cont ingent  reduc t ion  i n  t h e  ranks  of 

d i s t r i b u t o r s .  

The monopolists even would r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  a  s o c i a l  cond i t i on  which compelled 
them t o  produce weal th  t h a t  almost no one could a f f o r d  t o  purchase,  because 
p a s t  weal th  had been s o  i nequ i t ab ly  and unequal ly  d i s t r i b u t e d  t h a t ,  though 
wants and popula t ion  were y e a r l y  i nc reas ing ,  t h e  means of s a t i s f y i n g  needs 
were y e a r l y  diminishing. 



Black maintained t h a t  i f  employers and employed would on ly  read t h e  w r i t i n g  

on t h e  w a l l  t hey  would see t h a t  h e a r t  was being e a t e n  o u t  of s o c i e t y ,  n o t  

on ly  by t h e  monopoly of l and  bu t  by t h e  monopoly of c a p i t a l .  'Master and 

man, t h e  machinese a r e  mas te r ing  us. P i s t on ,  l e v e r ,  wheel, c rank  and b o i l e r ,  

a r e  p r e s s i n g  us  d a i l y  t o  t h e  edge of an abyss  whose name is Chaos l t (5 )  The 

on ly  o u t l e t s  f o r  abso rp t i on  of t h e  compulsor i ly  i d l e  were t h e  p r i s o n ,  t h e  

asylum, t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  and t h e  premature grave. (8) Black ' s  s o l u t i o n ,  t h e  on ly  

means of a v e r t i n g  t h e  headlong rush  towards t h e  b r i n k  of barbar i sm was t h a t  

machinese must be made common p rope r ty ;  people  should,  u n l i k e  F rankens t e in ,  

c o n t r o l  t h e i r  mas te r  by s o c i a l i s i n g  it. 

Now t h e  machines, and those  own them, r u l e  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  and c ru sh  humanity 
t o  pulp.  I f  w e  would "master" t h e  machines i n s t e a d  of be ing  mastered by 
them, w e  must s u b s t i t u t e  un i t ed  c o l l e c t i v e  c a p i t a l  f o r  p r i v a t e  competing 
c a p i t a l s .  (12)  


