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Comrades and Friends: I think I cannot open my address more appropriately than
by stating my experience in my long connection with the reform movement.

It was during the great railroad strike of 1877 that I first became interested in
what is known as the “Labor Question.” I then thought as many thousands of
earnest, sincere people think, that the aggregate power operating in human society,
known as government, could be made an instrument in the hands of the oppressed
to alleviate their sufferings. But a closer study of the origin, history and tendency
of governments convinced me that this was a mistake.

I came to understand how organized governments used their concentrated power
to retard progress by their ever-ready means of silencing the voice of discontent
if raised in vigorous protest against the machinations of the scheming few, who
always did, always will and always must rule in the councils of nations where
majority rule is recognized as the only means of adjusting the affairs of the people.
I came to understand that such concentrated power can be always wielded in the
interest of the few and at the expense of the many. Government in its last analysis
is this power reduced to a science. Governments never lead; they follow progress.
When the prison, stake or scaffold can no longer silence the voice of the protesting
minority, progress moves on a step, but not until then.

I will state this contention in another way: I learned by close study that it made
no difference what fair promises a political party, out of power, might make to
the people in order to secure their confidence, when once securely established
in control of the affairs of society that they were after all but human with all the
human attributes of the politician. Among these are: First, to remain in power at
all hazards; if not individually, then those holding essentially the same views as
the administration must be kept in control. Second, in order to keep in power,
it is necessary to build up a powerful machine; one strong enough to crush all
opposition and silence all vigorous murmurs of discontent, or the party machine
might be smashed and the party thereby lose control.
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