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Case 1.2
The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists by Robert Tressell

The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists was published posthumously in 1914, and was based on the author’s own experiences after emigrating from South Africa to England. It describes, in fictional form, Tressell’s desire for a cooperative commonwealth to end his poverty and exploitation at work, and provide for his daughter Kathleen whom he feared would be sent to the workhouse should he become ill (Hunt, 2004). The book is a powerful analysis of the influence of ideology amongst working people who view their own employment as the ‘philanthropy’ of their ‘betters’. Tressell highlighted how, and why, people defend an economic system that exploits them when they lack the education to consider an alternative.
In one passage, he describes the experiences of those applying for charity:
“Another specious fraud was the ‘Distress Committee’. This body, or corpse, for there was not much vitality in it, was supposed to exist for the purposes of providing employment for ‘deserving cases’. One might be excused for thinking that any man, no matter what his past may have been, who is willing to work for his living, is a ‘deserving case’: but this was evidently not the opinion of the persons who devised the regulations for the working of this committee. Every applicant for work was immediately given a long job, and presented with a double sheet of foolscap paper … it was called a ‘Record Paper’, three pages of which were covered with insulting, inquisitive, irrelevant questions concerning the private affairs and past life of the ‘case’ who wished to be permitted to work for his living, and which had to be answered to the satisfaction of … the members of the committee before the case stood any chance of getting employment. However, notwithstanding the offensive nature of the questions on the application form, during the five months that this precious committee was in session, no fewer than 1237 broken spirited and humbled ‘lion’s whelps’ filled up the forms and answered the questions as meekly as if they had been sheep.” (Tressell, 2004, p. 435)
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