SAMUEL SMILES (1812-1904)
SELF HELP (1859)

Any class of men that lives from hand to mouth will ever be an inferior class.
They will necessarily remain impotent and helpless, hanging on to the skirts of society,
the sport of times and seasons. Having no respect for themselves, they will fail in
securing the respect of others.
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Equally sound was the advice given by Mr. Bright to an assembly of working men
at Rochdale, in 1847, when, after expressing his belief that “so far as honesty was
concerned, it was to be found in pretty equal amount among all classes,” he used the
following words: “There is only one way that is safe for any man, or any number of men,
by which they can maintain their present position if it be a good one, or raise themselves
above it if it be a bad one, that is, by the practice of the virtues of industry, frugality,
temperance, and honesty. There is no royal road by which men can raise themselves from
a position which they feel to be uncomfortable and unsatisfactory, as regards their mental
or physical condition, except by the practice of those virtues by which they find numbers
amongst them are continually advancing and bettering themselves. What is it that has
made, that has in fact created, the middle class in this country, but the virtues to which I
have alluded? There was a time when there was hardly any class in England, except the
highest, that was equal in condition to the poorest class at this moment. How is it that the
hundreds of thousands of men now existing in this our country of the middle class, are
educated, comfortable, and enjoying an amount of happiness and independence, to which
our forefathers were wholly unaccustomed? Why, by the practice of those very virtues;
for I maintain that there has never been in any former age as much of these virtues as is
now to be found amongst the great middle class of our community. When I speak of the
middle class, I mean that class which is between the privileged class, the richest, and the
very poorest in the community; and I would recommend every man to pay no attention
whatever to public writers or speakers, whoever they may be, who tell them that this class
or that class, that this law or that law, that this Government or that Government, can do
all these things for them. I assure you, after long reflection and much observation, that
there is no way for the working classes of this country to improve their condition but that
which so many of them have already availed themselves of, that is, by the practice of
those virtues, and by reliance upon themselves.”

There is no reason why the condition of the average workman in this country
should not be a useful, honourable, respectable, and happy one. The whole body of the
working classes might (with few exceptions) be as frugal, virtuous, well-informed, and
well-conditioned as many individuals of the same class have already made themselves.
What some men are, all without difficulty might be. Employ the same means, and the
same results will follow. That there should be a class of men who live by their daily
labour in every state is the ordinance of God, and doubtless is a wise and righteous one;
but that this class should be otherwise than frugal, contended, intelligent, and happy, is
not the design of Providence, but springs solely from the weakness, self-indulgence, and
perverseness of man himself. The healthy spirit of self-help created amongst working



people would more than any other measure serve to raise them as a class, and this, not by
pulling down others, but by levelling them up to a higher and still advancing standard of
religious, intelligence, and virtue.
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