
, 
1 
1 

/ 
.Î 

EDWARDIAN INTELLECTUALS AND THE STATE: 

• 
A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF SIDNEY WEBB AND J. A. HOBSON # 

" 

by 

Michêle Lalancette 

Department of History 

j 
McGill qni vers i ty 

Montréal, Québec 

1-19. Y , 1983 

1 

1 
1 

A thesis subrnitt~d ta the Faculty of Graduate Studies 

and Research in partial fulfillment of the 

j
,requüements for the Degree of 

, Haster of Arts 

C 'Mich~le Lalancette, 1993 

1 
! 



, ' 

1 

1 1 
Edwardian Intellectuals and the State 

\, 

, , 
\ 

.,. 

'. 

1 



( 

- . 

, ' 

( 

Abstract' 

The genesis of this thesis was a desire to understand 

the views of Socialists and Liberal Radicals on the state 

during the Edwardian years in England, from 1901 to 1914. 

M,uch has been wri tten about the intellectual roots of the 

New Liberalism and Fabian Socialism whièh th'en prevailed, 

but aIl too often in a fragmented fashion which deprives 

us of an all-embracing historical perspective. The Edwardian 

era' was an age when British intellectuals, drearners o~ 

drearns yet ,compulsive students of the reality around thern, 

invol ved all their energies in a strugg le to imfrove soci~ty 

by means of a thorough re-evaluation of the role of the state. 

In order to comprehend these years, this thesis delineates 

the intellectual evolutions of two of the most orilliant 

,exponents of these currents of thought, the' new Liberal 

"economist J.A. Hobson (1858-1940) and the Fabian Socialist 

Sidney Webb (1859-1947). 

They were idealists, yet pragmatic particlpators 

in a génuine crusade to transform the concrete functioning 

of the social organization of tneir day. While they are 

usually, believed to have been in disagreernent over fundamental 

issul=s, this thesis argues that Hobson and Nebb not only 

shared a great dea1 more than is cornrnonly supposed, but 

also. that they made use cf an almost identical language. 
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RésumE'$ 

Cette thêse la pour ob,] et l'étude de la vision de ]:' Etat 

" 
d~s 'socialistes et libéraux anglais durant la période 

edwardienne, de 1901 à 1914. Bien gue les fondements intellec~uels 

du nouveau libêralisrne et du, socialisme dit "Fabian" qui 
'\ ,p ~ > 

prévalaient ~ ,cette époque- aient été ,sou~ent 'ét,udiés, ce 
! .......... ~ - ' , 

--~ ~ ~ 

fut trop souvent d'une manière frag!n«?ntaire ,qui empêcha~ t 
. 

toute compréhensi9n '9'lobale, de ces ph,ênbmênest• L'es années' 
, 

,de l' ava~t-guerre consti tuen't un temps ~privirégî§' ,où les 
, 

" 'intellectuels bri t~ann~ques, à la fo~s' rêveu:t;'s, et pr'qfondément' 
l ,1'" \ 

enracinés dans leur milieu, investirent tous leurs efforts 
1 1.' / ~ J 

dans un combat pour ,amélior'er l' êquilibre 'social de leur 
• ~) 4 

p~ys ,par le biaip d'une remise en qu~stion du rôle de 

l'Etat. Afin de mieux 'connaître ce'tte époque, cette 'th~se 
, , 

retrace l'évolution i'ntellectuelle de', deux' pènseurs parmi . , , 

les plus ,brillants de' alors, l'économiste libéral 
-... . . 

J.A. HObson (1858-194'0) , , et le socia~iste Sidney, Webb (1~59-l947). 

" 1 ~ .. 

Ils étaient idéalistes, mais particip~rent n'éanmoins 

à une croisade visant à réfo~er leul> monde. Bien qu'on. 

les éonsidère gênéralement comme ayant'été en sérieux ' 

désaccord sur de ,nombreux probl~es fondamentaux ~e leur' 

temps, cett'~ étude démontre que Webb' et Hobson .non " 

seulement partageaient des pri~es de position, ~ais aussi 
" , , ' . . 

qu'ilS utilisaient un langage politique slmilaire. 

ii,i 
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De la stagnation, de l' espri t en ces 
deux derni~res décennies du XIXe 
siècle s'était brusquemen-E-- é-levée, 
dans tou te l'Europe, une sorte de 
fièvre ailée. 'Personne ne -savai t' 
exactement ce qui était en train, 
personne ne pouvait dire si ce serait 
un art nouveau, un homme nouveau, une 
nouvelle morale, ou encore 'un reclas­
sement ,de la société~ . . Mais pa'rtout, 
des hommes se levaient pour 
combattre les vieilleries. 

. 
- 'Robert Husil, 'L'Honune sans qualités, 

tome' l -('Paris, - 1,'982) p~ 64.', 
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! ~idney Webb and 
; . , 

At the Memorial 

CHAPTER ONE 1 
INTRODUCTION 

J.A. Hobson: Crusaders. 

1 , 
! 

l:- I 

Hall in London on Octobei- 8, 1910, 

the Sa turday morning session of the conference organized 

by the Independènt Labour' Party for the abolition of 

desti tution ,and, unemployment was meeting in order to' put 

pres'~ure on the Liberal Governrnent concerning the 
, 

necessi ty. of immediate and radical measures against 

poverty in England. Be{ore an agit.ated audience o~ 

ap~~oximately 270 .delegates from 150 Trade unions and 
t '" \ 

Societie's, two se17ic,ms looJ<:ing, .dignified, yet likeable 
" . 

. middle"'ag~d men were about to deli yer ,lectures. One 

. discu,!,~edl:' The CaUSes and Proposed Remedie~ for 

'Une1Jlployntent" " ,and the other 'was concerned wi th "The 

Organisation of the Labour Marke~". The former '1as J. A . 

Hobson, the new Liberal econdmist, acting as chairman 

of the session; the latter was Sidney Webb, 1ead:i:ng figure 

of the Socialist Fabi.an Society, ~d father of the 

Minori ty Report of the Poor Law Commi~sion (1909), 
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'enthu'siastically pr~moteci by the Conference. 
~ , '. ~ ) 

'. 

Accord"i!,lg. t,à a 'wi tness 1 Sidney Webb 1 s solutiops to 

preven t unemployment were ." to regularize the national 

aggregate 'demand ~or labour year by year ••. Il anq trade-

1- . 
union in~urance, aided by the State" • J.A. Hobson 

- 1 
went on to declare, in a "closely reasoned and thoughtfu~ 

address ttha~ th~.remedy was the more equal distrib~tion 
. 2 

of the products' of labour". One way of ove;r::-coming 

the apparent contradictions"to be found in Edwardian thought,. 

perhaps, might be to try to discover how the paths of the' 

Liberal Hobson and the Socialist Webb came to cross in 

this fashion~ in an age when LiberaIs could be more 

radical than ~abour partisans. 

'In s.pi te of all their disagreements 1 notably over 
J 

the cruç~al, problem of imperialism, both mén were united .. 
in pleading for a better organization of 'society. According 

to the philosopher Karl Popper there exist two kinds of 

~~litical approaches ta reform, which he labels Piecemeal 

and JJt,opian Engineering. The Piecemeal engiryeer i5-

\ , 

'1. The 'Times', October 10, 1910. 

2. Herbert Bryan, "The Abolition of Destitution and 
.- ' Unemployrnent", The Labour Leader, Oqtober 14, 1910. 
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one who,' !,'though he may pei"haps cheri sn -sorne idea1s wh;ich 
" , 

concern soc~ety 'as' a who1e' - i ts general welfa.t:e, , ' 

, , 

perhaps he does not believe'in ~he rnethod of re-

3 designing i t as whole ". The Utopian, by con,tras b,' ,seeks ' 

to "Ll:;ransforrnJ" the 'who1e of society' irt accordance 
, ,,4 - -, ' 

with à de:ffinite plan qr'bluepr~rit" Utl:qer these terrns, 

both Webb and HObs6n can be be~t described by ~ayinq 

that, they 
1 t ~ ~ 

were situated somewhere between the~e two 
j . . . , ,~:. 

,Likejmost 'Ed~a~dian pro9res~ive thinkers, extreIr!es. 

they somewhat par~doxically advocated the establis~en~ 

. of, an' ideal sta te through graduaI and respec~abl,e 
, • ~ _ _ ,. J • , 

, policies. Their ul ti]11~tè ~im wa~ the" trâ~sforffiq.ti6n o( 

British society into ah efficient who1e, ~ot its 

des truction. 

Earnestly and relen~less+y, ,both men ~~re 

. dedica'ting theïr lifework ',to 'the' cre~tion of a .state' that 

wOlild deal in ~ respônsible 'ways 'wi'th the' bùrn.:i,.ng 'issue of 

,'poverty. As Leo G'. ,Chio~:za-M6ney' had, expressed it' in his 

wiqely-read book Riches and' Poverty:' 

ever we must keep before us the 
causes which br ing into being- the'-

3: Kar'l' R. Popper, The poverty of Histo,ricism (N~:v York 1 

'19'60), p. 66. 

4. Karl R. Popper,'Ibid., p. 67 •. 
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raw material of our social 
- problernsi ever we must have a 
'clear vision of-the crime'of poverty 
in a w~althy country;, ever we, ' 
mus t seek to corné tq gr ips, wi th ' 
t.he original sin ~. 

He was thus exposing the dismal distribution of ,weal th 

in the united Kingdom; for him, poverty was a, symptorn 
, 

of the rnany'deficiencies plaguing British society. 

'Li 5 t..en ing' to tp!= Edwardian' intellectuals' and 
, , 

, their valiànt denunciations of the world as it stood 

, raises rnàny iptriguing ~uestions. For instance, in an 
,. ,,, , 

,age when even literature c,ame to b~ s'ocially oriented, 
1 .' , ~ 

, , , 

how are we·now to understand the Progressives' faith -

. in a "perfect state"? How could they reconcile their 
'~ • 1 

ge~eral pessimisrn over the Victorian heritage with a 

powerful confidence 'in the, future? 'More sîmply, why 

this ever ,present preoccupati.on with the state as a 

potential regulating power of society? 

( 

Intell~ctuals were then everywhere i~ Europe 
, -

'4 

conternp1ating the future of w~at the y called, in a,mixed 

tone of' optirnisrn and va,gue fear, the "Great State'!. ~he-

- , 

,5" Leo G.' Chiozza-Money l Riches and poverty 
2nd eq:.,(London, 1906)"p. 323. 

(1905) .' 

l , 

l'h 

, 
/, 
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wa~ in which the utopian novelist H.G. Wells defines it 

~liûstrates:perfectly the kind of- arguments 

the 'Edwardians: 

ernilOyed by 

l would like to underline in the 
most emphatic way that it is 
possible to hav~ this Great state# 
'essentially socialistic, owning , 

! 

and running the land ~nd aIl the 
great public services, sustaining 
eVe'rybody in absolute freedom at a 
certain minimum of comfort and well­
being, and still leaving most of 
the interests, amusements l'and, 
ador~ents of the 'individua~ 
life ." 

, 

" 

In The Great Society, devoted to the study, of "the human 

mat~r~al of ~~r social rn~chinery~7, the po~it~cial scientist 
• , " r ~ 

Graham Wallas even added to it a psychological parallel. 

, C ' It is therefore, not surprising ta discover tha t the 
1 

, , 

chapters ,of this work bear the rather formidable titles' 

of "Organisation èf tho.ught", "Organisation of Will'" and 

"Organisation of happiness". Clearly"the Edwardi~ns 

'were shaping'a new world for a new man. The difficulty 

l,ày for' thern in finding democr::atic means, as Wallas 

a'dmi ts, of "adjusti~g tlre vastness of the Gre.at, Soc:i,.ety 

6~ H.G. Wells, "The Past'and the,'Great state'l, H.G. Wells 
et al., Thé Great State-Essays -in Construction 
(London, 1912), pp. 42-43. 

,7. ,Graham wal~as, The Great Society. ,A Psycho16gic~1 
'Analysis (New YOFk, 1914), p. 13. 

l' 

1/' • 
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J to the smallness of individual man"a. Not content with 

: a simple analysis of things as they were, the Edwardians 

were - above -aIl working on wha t they might, and ought, 

to become. 

This is not to irnply that they aIl agreed on a 

single vision o,f -the future state, or that it was, in 

the opinion of aIl of them, to be built under 

"socialistic" conditions. Still, a consensus was then 

clearly emerging over the urgency ta transforrn society. 

~ven q thinker of such conservative turn of mind as 

vi.H. Maliock would acc:ept', in Social Refoz;m, the by then 

current detinitibn of reforrn, 

uhderstood -by those who regard the 
principal e~ils which exist under 
conternpor,ary candi tians', not as L 
sores or bruises which are local 
or accidentaI in their nature, but 
as results of sorne oraanlC defect 
in the structure of society as 'a w ole, 
and as curable only by sorne similarly 
.organic change 9 

(~ 
But what. ~as the essence of the social organism 

that, the intellectuals were sa fervently willing te 

8., Graham Nailas, The Great Societ:tr p. 337. 

9. W~H. Mallock, Social Reforrn as Related to Realities 
,\ and Delusions (London, 1914), p. 3. 

1 

l' 

1 _ 

1 
'j 
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modify? The historian George Dangerfield, in The 

Strang~ D7ath of Liberal England 1910-1914, has 

depicted Edwardian England as a doorned play "somewhat 

wanting in nobili ty and balance •.• hystericaJ, violen~, 

and inconclusive" la. But his description does not 

teach us anything about the specif ici ty of the early 

years of the twen,tieth century in Great Bri tain, for 

one can hardI y think of an historica~ period which might '. 

have been otherwise than "wanting in' no.bil~ty and . 
inconclusive". Sirnilarly, thè"-French' historian Elie 

Halévy, author of a master1y History of the English 

People .in the Nineteenth Century, 'described Edwardian 

England as: "that interrnediate peFiod which though it 0 

is not the nineteenth century consti tutes i ts epi1ogue, . 

~ ." ',.' a;nd while not yet the anxious and t:roub1ed century in 

which we are iiving to-dë.lY is i ts irrunedia te preparation" 11 

But did the decade consi st in. nothiflg 'more, than the 
, 

tormented death of the Vïctorian w9r1d? Was it merely, 

12 in the words of G. M. Young, the "flash Edwardian epilogue lf ? 

la. George Dangerfie1d, The strange Deatn o~ Liberal 
Eng1and, 1910-o191} , (1935), (NeWYork,'1980}"p. 4. 

1-1. Elie' Hal'évy, The Rule of Democracy"vo,l. I,(1934), 
(New York, 1952)., p. vi: _.'. . 

, , 

12. G.M. Young, Portrai~ of an-Age-Victori'an England 
(London, 1977), p. 184. ' 
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In reality, these scholars' ideas represent the 

once prevailing picture of the period, thqt of a national 

turrnoi1 condemned to an eventual ,explosion. Sirnilarly, 

the "good old days" rheto;ic associated wi th the age 

also endured: for exarnple, tpe writer G.K. Chesterton 
. 

referred in his Autobiography to the" innocenée"13 of 

the British before 1914, whi1e the Edwardian novelist 

H.H. Munro wrote in terms which can also be applied to the 

closing of the era: 

he fe1t a sense'of depression and 
deprivation'sweep down'on hirnself; 
bitterly he watched his last evening 
of social gaiety slipp'ing away to i ts 
end. In less than an hour it would 
be overi in a few months' time it 
would be an unrea1 memory 14. 

The distinctive character of Edwardian Eng1and, .surely" 

lies sàm~where between the notions of. a violently disturoed 

age and that of a peaceful garden-party, with,the . ' 

Bri tish beau monde dressed in impeccable clothing under 

çlear skies~ . As t:.he wri ter Doug.las Jerrold rightly 

emphasized, "It is easy and fashionable... to picture. 

13. G:K. Chesterton, Autobiography (London, 1936), p. ~Ol. 

l4: H~H., Munro, The Unbearable Bassington 
p. ,241. 

(London, 1912), 
! 
1 

1 

1 : 

1 
J 



, the pre-war decades as a foo1's paradise, a riot of 

1uxury and eleg~nt depravity contrasting with a'grinding 

poverty and a bitter social UIlrest ,,15 

According to Donald Read, "The First World War was 
,\ -

on.ly to accelerate a transfonnation which had already 

begun,,16 After aIl, this was the tirne when the writer 

Allen Upward ~ed in the ~ynarnic socialist revie~ The 

New Age in ~911, with the typical, seriousness of th~ 

'Edwardians: 

-
It is a sign of thé times that so' 

,many of us should be busy in studying 
the signs of the'times. In no other 
age since the birth of Christianity 
has there been manifested the 'sarne' 
devouring curiosity about the futuré, 
arid the sarne disposition to expect . 
a new earth, if, not a new heaven 17. 

In fact, like members of aIl, generations, the thinkers 
, 

of' the period had the impressioI'} of starting everythi!lg 

anew. An acute consciousness of the .revolutionary chfng_es, 

15. Douglas Jerro1d, ,Georgian Adventure (London, 1938), 
p. 14. _ 1 

16. Donald Read, England 1868-1914 (London, 1979), 
_p. 440. 

17. Allen Upward quoted in Wallace Martin, _The New Age 
Under.Orage (Manchester, 1967), p. 128. 
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happening around them wa9 to become their characteristic 

feature. They were neither particularly,quiet, nor 
, . 

abnormallyagitated: they,were sirnply receptive to 
1 

, 1 

the life 9f the'ir time and i ts many challenges. Mor,eover, 

it is now obvious that Halévy treated his subject from 

the point Qf,view of someone who looks at,the past knowing 

the end of the story w~ll in advance: in this case,· 

that the Fi~st World War was to strike the definitive 

blow to the long d~caying structure of Victorian England. 

For contemporaries, that shock, which would"destroy 

the last remnants of, the belief in man 1 s rationali ty, 

was totally unpredictable. But it certainly diq not 
!' 

annihilate·all they had done • 

. The wri ter Henry James, basicall'y a man of. the' 

nineteenth centu~y, described the impact of the war on 

Bri t~sh society as fallows: ' "the t~qe that bore us 

along was then all the whil~ moving ta this as its grand 

Niagara. ~,. It 5eems to me to undo every't;hing in the 

mos~ horrible ret:z::oactive wayll18 Yet, the conflict did 
. ~ 

not fulfill James's sombre prediction. Even if for most 

intellectua1s the'war camè at first as a traumatic 

18. Henry James quoted in Leon Edel, ~enry James Th~ 
Master 1901-1916 (New Yo.rk, .1972) " p. 51,2. 

J 
/ 

, 
, 
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experience, that left them momentari):y hopeless about the 

fu,tl,lre, i t was soon evident tpat th~ upheaval was in tact 

'liberating forbes of change which had been progressing 
, , 

during the Edwardian périod, and the years immediately 

preceedin~ it. 'Indeed, as observed by Beatrice W~bb 

in 1912, 

'the England to which we had come 
back was in,ma~y ways a new E~gland,' 
~ifferent, as it se~med to us, in j 
a significant manner from'the Englàn9 
that we 1eft behind us in June, 
1911 ... underciurrents of thought 
and fe~ling that have been for years 

.' growing in volume and intensity, ' 
have now swept upwards 19 

The Edwardians we're def'ini tely not- pàssively wi tnessing 

a long sunset. , f-'-, 
~) 

l'n spite of the evident vitalit;y'of the p,re-war­

y~ars 'in England, ,there has nevei been an all-embracing , 1 

study of 'Edwardian intellectua1 l~fe. Good introductions 

to the subject can be foùnd however, such ,as the chapter 

devot'ed to :' Social and POl1tical Idèas" ,by ~. H. Drivex: 
, 

in Edwardian England (1933)and "Social Thought ·.in Britain" 

19. Beatrièe -Webo, "The 'Autumn Campaign", The Crusade, 
vol. III, no. 9, (~eptember, 1912)" p. 157. 

" 
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by A.M. Quinton. in, The'Twentieth Century Mind (1972). 

Both examples' consti tu te va'luable incursions into the 

rI different ëurr.ents of opin,ions, of the time, .·but t~eir -

authors seem to, b~ 'more or less incapable of logical1y 

conveyiilg the eleînents of' their' ârg~ent. ,They are, in 
'. 

that sense, nQ more h~lp~than a m~re chrqno1ogical 
, ~ , .. J -- • ~,\ • _ 

appr.oach, where we would 1earn in a jumb1e that Bernard 

Bosanquet pub1ished\.,in 189~ The Philosbphical Theory 

of the' State, that the'painter Roger 'Fry ,organized the 
i 

first'London'exhibition OÎ Post-Impressi?nists in 1910, 
1 

or that the Webqs wrote y~t another book during the,same 
l ' 

year. Rodney Barkèr's Political Ideas in Modern Britain . 
, ' 

• 1 ~ J .. 

(1978) 'contains an, interésting presentation ?~ the 

beliefs. which then prevailed / but is obviously concerned 

mostly with poli tic al though~. 
, ' 

, , 
In ·The Edwardian Turn of ,t1ind" Samuel H~mes . SI 

states that "the. point is sif!1ply that'one cannot'talk 

precisely'about an Edwardian avant~gar~e: the advance was . , ~ "-

b . . d . Îl d' . f' f d' . fi 20 , elng carrle l too m,any l 'erent lrectlons . In 

other'words, he undertOok the tasR of understanding the 

Edwardlan intellectua'l life by affirming in advance that 

it is impossible to synthetizé it into a coherenL whole. 
) 

2.0: Samuel' Hynes, The Edwardian Turn of Mind (Princeton, 
19 68), pp. 9-1 0 . 
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In fact, he demonstrates such an eagerness to present " , 

'the age, as one of transition, if not" to paréilphrase hirn, 
l , 

one' of ossificat;ion, that the' re~!Ult 7.S 'not surp'risingly 

q. rather col.ourless patchwork. We stïl1 d~~e not ' 
, . 

succe~ded in rnastering; in 'R~Ymond Wi"lli~s 's ,~ords, 
. J 21 

"the ~ruct~re /~ feeling" of England at the beginning 

of'the twentleth century. We still do not fùlly. 

understa~d why most intellectu~l~ were then longing 

foi ord~r ,and efficiency àmidst 'a chao,tic worid. The 

Lib~ral.Charles·F. M~sterma~, ernploying his usuai ~niz~ ame, 

was sayi~g. in In Peril of Change: 

( 
. \ 

.' 

, , 

, , 
Examination"of ~he actual present 
oan but emphasise evidence of 
equilibrium distùrbed. The study 
of't~e' past can but guarantee ' 
that through rough courses or . 
smooth, heèdless Qf violence 
and pain, in.rnethods un~xpected 
and often through'hazardous ways, 
equilibrium will be attained 22.. . , . . 

How they hoped to aèhieve ·that eq'uilibrium will be the 

subject-matter of this stud~. 

21. Raymond williams) The Long Reyolution (New Yor,k, 
19 8'0) , ,p. ,6 4 • 

22. Charles P.' Mas't:erman, Tn Peril,of Change -Essays' 
'written in Time·of Trahquility (New York, 1905), 
p.' 33l~ 
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. ' 
Havirig thus conside,red'. the question's ra~sed by 

the, gE;~er~l intellectual' 'baékground of. the Edwa-rdian 
,., ,~ 0 , r ,. 

"period 'it is now necessah to ~pla:in, our choice'of, 
• '1. ~ , • 

prôtag~nists., In o~der to, answer the, @estion "Who 

wer'e Sidney webb az:d J. A; Hob~on?", one mùst 'fi}rstly, 

examine their wri tings. For' there is more. to their lives' , i . 

th~n the mere narration ?~ w?at h~ppen~d tQ 'themi, as , 

gifted intellectùals,' they 'must be studi'ed' in their 
'1 _ • ... 

~wn t~rins, Ôur mission is to discot~F' an~ un~eil wh"at:~' 
they ac:tually rne~nt by wha,t they !5 id" 'while avoiding 

. , , 

the kind of a priori reasoning that Quentin Skinner , 

denounc,eù for being "a pack ,of tricks we playon the'. 
, , . 23 

dead" , . 

, . , 

The,biogra~h~ca1 approach is a rev~aling ,~nstrurnent 

ta utilize in the field' of the history of ideas, which 

has ta, be prirnarily' a .st'Udy .of meanings. Past ide as . 
! ' ' 

wer,e once the thought of living inen' and'were incarn'ated' 

in their voiçe's.' In that sense, 'they are eminentIy 

person~J,. . Bu t: they also, ref,lect thè dynamism of a. ' 

particular,milieu. ' Just,' hO,w important is the writer' s 

,relative place -in ,sqc,iety to the ul t,imaie expression of.' 

l , 
" 

1 • 

. .. .. 
h{s'ideas? ,Perhaps the pnly way out of ,this historiôgraphic~l 

tr~p, ~::L,ght be found ~n the' ~ogical perspec,tive 'of an 

, . 
23,~ 'Quentin Skinner,,' "Meanings ,anél.'Understahding in the 

History of Ideas", History. and Theo:r;y', .. '!II l ,( 1969) ~ 
p. '14: 
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·individual who, cons~io~s of his social involvement, 

can 'nevertheless expr:ess h'imsel:f in his own name • .. 

15 

As Carl E. Schorske' rightly concluded on the question: 

liwe"must now be willing to undertake the empirical 

pursu'it of pluralities as .a precondition to finding 

unitary patterns in cUlture,,24. It follows that instead 

of searching for a theoretical "Edwardian spirit", 

we must listen to ~dwardians. 

As J.W. Davidson and M.H. Lytle rightly 

emphasize, "The past 1.s not historYi only the rawj 

, materi~l, of i t" 25 In other words, history fundarnentally 

consists· in a q~est for intelligibility. For instance, ( 

·we know,that in 1909 Sidney Webb engaged himself in a 

campaign to break up the Poor Laws anq that J.A. Hobson 

~ote The Crisis of Liberalism. This is what happened' 

then'in the lives of,two prominent Englishrnen. Bluntly 

stàtèd like this,. these facts are not p~ticularly 

'enlightening. In ieali ty, the fundamental question 

shouid be here:. were't~~ot both trying to find 

.', ·.24.', Carl E,' ',Sçhorske, Fin-de-Si~cle Vienna-poli tics and 
, " .cultu.re' (New'York, 1980), p. xxii. 

'25.- James ·H. Davidson and M.~.-by~ê, After the Fact 
. The-Art of"Historical Détection (New York, 1982), 

p. Xxl.~. 
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cdi:È.f~ren:t:',ànsw~rs to the sam~ crucial problems? For"-, 

-, . aespi te thdir dissimilar backgrounds they obvious].y. 
- J 

-. ~ere in immediate con"):act with an 'identical social 

reali ty. Our purpose here is to understand the [ 

,. intellectual heri tage that' they shared as Edwardians 

and the extent of their agreement over the cri tical 

issues of their day. 
( .. ~ 

, ' . 

. To achieve this end i t is -essential to b,ring 

ourse1 ves ta think in their own terms, and an 

interesting means of 'doing sa is the comparative 

study of intellectuals. Like aIl modern decades 

," 

the Edwardian period had i ts share of Ide'alists, 

Socialists'I Canservatives and dreamers of various kind~; \~ -, 

beyond their individual peculiarities, it is thei~ 

resp,onses ta th~ challenge, of :the.l.r time which now help 

to make- them appear 50 unique and fascinating.. Webb '. 

and Hobso.n are relevant figures riot rnerely becausè t..;ley, 

were highly esteèmed in their respective spheres of wor~, 

but also fO,r their active participations in the Edwardian' 

unrest. As intellectuals they have "interpreted and 

labe1Ied 11'1: such a way as ta influence aIl subsequent 

thought about them" 26 most of the preoccupations of 'their 

26. Theodore Zeldin, France 1848-1945, vol .. I. Ambition, 
Love and Politics' (Oxtord, 1973), p. I. 
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agé.
f 

They' truiy 'are, the h'istorian"s t~moi~s, priv'ilég.ié~-. , 

It was nqt sheer, coinc:i,denc~ if the two p~ot~gonists 
~ . ~ \ 

, ,chos'~n here, were described as "saint, figures" ,by their 
, , 

- ,conternpor:aries. The ~iberal Pt"imè Mip.i.ster Herbèrt .Asqui th, 
, " 

for exarnple', wo1.11d refer to Sidney Webb in a 1etter as 
.... \ J .., , '~ 

, ' "27 
"a "highly-knowledgeable, SaiIJ,t'f ,And -the, biographer 

'Mary A.. Harnil ton vi vïdly pres~nt;.s J. A. Hob$on as: ~'t~ll:- ~ 
, 

- ,ernaciated, - pale as parchrnent, 'wi th an eye tha t on 
, -

occàsion, blazed though gene~ally his' expression was 
, , 

What' . 
, ' 

was' sirnply ,implied. here \ was. that bot.h Webb and Hbbson' 

pe~.soni~ied ,what, was best. in, the i1-1~elleçtua1. lifé of 

their. time 1 th,eir c1a.i.m t'o .;, sancti ty" - re~ting mostly, 

on an 'ex'ceptional Cledication to work. But thes~ 
~ \ "1.,- • 

slightly teasiI":g glorifications ,of indi~i'dual. rneri t,s 
, 

werè _ta give biFth in. turri" i~ the- case of~ Webb,. to / 

.insti tutionalization~ 

would, e'ven' r,efer te fi S-idneywebblca'lism" 29, meariing the 

- . , 

27. H;erbert Asquith, quoted in Roy Jenkins, AS1Ui th;. 
'Portrait of a Man and an Era (New York( ,§6,4), 

- 'p. 518., 
1 • .. ~ 

.:. 28. Mary A. Hamilton, Rernember.ing my Good Friends 
'(L~ndon, 1944), p. 137. , 

-
29-. 'G.D.H'. Cole, The Wor.ld .of Labour 
, ,.- p. '3., 

(London, 1913,)",' .. 
, , ' 
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, ,vision 'of éO+lectivism rQotec;l in, the 1~80.' s;' ,as preached 
-, - # 1 

." by ~~ .. ' 'Sidney Webb. ,A' myth', at leas't pê;irtial'ly self-

imposed., was taking shape. 

" / Notwi thstanding _the nUm-~rous -èssays 'dedica ted 
\ l ,_ , ' p _ 

a.t.least. in ,part t,o him, Sidney Webb is still an 

undiscovered man! Arnong the possible explariations of 

this par~doxicàl, s,ituation there is, of 'course,' the , 
, , , 

image of'himself'he took great'care.to culti~ate~ that 

of a rathe'r' facele!:is, reserved and' brilllant work'; 
• ~, , l , 

" a h'o 1 i-c, . ,'l'he biogra,pher 'Lytton St;rachey, i 'n' a ..-

typica'l shégp-wi tt,ed criticis~,' desc;ribe~f his' fir~~ " 

m'eeti;ng with'hirn in the' fo~lowing:word's: '''l'd no 

idea, tha,t 'the We.bb fellow was sa utt~rly' w,fthout 
- l , \ 

, . 30 
'p};'etentions, of, being a ge'ntlernan" , 

, 
This remark 

. 
i,llustrates the ,degree to which' Webb was successful at 

,posing as a màr{ comp,letÈHy submerged, 'in ~is, thought, and! 
. - , 

, 'aPI?-arentiy refractary, to aIl 'contacts with lite. ' He 
, , , 

" " nev,er re'aily dedicated' any' time to ~utobiogiaplüèal 

introspèction, " and, professed' everywhere' ta be dispassionate, 
, , , ' ,l' 

a man "wi th no inside" 31. In short, ,Webb buil t.'a ~ail 

. 30. Lytton Strachey quotE;ld in !1i~hael Holroyd, Lytton 
Strachey -. A B~ography (New York # 1979), p. 5S9~ 

310' Kingsley Martin quot~d in Margar,et Cèle, ed.; The 
Webbs and their Work, (Brighton, ErùJl., 1974-)-,-
--~~~-------------- . , p. 297. 
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af seèming detac:hrtent between himself arxl i;h~ v.urld,' and consequenqJ.y,. 
, ' 

often appeared. as a larger 'than life, if not inhuman, figure • 
, ' 

'Yet, as we wi.ll later see', these facts certa.inly 

, do not aceount for the ch,eers and laughter 'sidney Webb 

'provo~ed while 'lecturing, and ;the almost universal 

'admiratio'n associated with his' narne throughout: his life. 

Nor do ,they explain the ardent eharacte:ç- of: sorne of hi s, 

w~itings. TIiis excerpt from an article, ",The Moral of -

th~ Eléctions", can demonstrate his usual ,tone -of seri'ouspess. 

Here 'we do -not merely hear the cold, Il exp~r~" clvîl servànt, 

but also, a prophetie voiee: 

For Bentham and James Mill a 
-fervent faith in rnerely politîpal 
- freedom s_ufficed. 'Bu't tha-t, 
fortunately for us, is through 

" 
*

'taliSing spirit bequeathed by 
t ose giants, now a past issue. -
Te. problern of our own time is' t6 
ecure ,for the whole conununity not 
oli tLcal' but economic freedpm 32. 

Webb represEmts that rather ,strange type 'of indi vidual, 

the practical -idealist: a characteristic feature he 

shared with most Edwardian thinkers. 

- t 

32. Sidney Webb, "The Moral of the Elections", The 
Contemporary Review, 62 (August, 1892), p. 287. 

,1 
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Of course,there was another factor which 

contributed to obscure the man Webb: the partnership 

with his wife Beatrice. Their lifelong friend" the 

playwr~ght and prominent Fabian George Berna~d Shaw, 

e~empl-lfies the general perception of the phenqmenon 

tha't came to be known as "The Webbs": 

'_The Webbs, Sidnei and. Beatrice •. : 
are a superextraordinary pair. 'r 
have never met anyone like them, 
either separately or in their most 
fortunàte conjunctibn. Each'of . 
them is an English,forcei and . 
their marriage'was.an irresistible 

'reinforcemen't. .. he took to her, 
in~estigation 'like duck to 
water 33. 

Indeed, both lives were anchQred in a close working , . 

col~abor~tion. At times, the observer can get the 

-imp~ession of lqoking at a powerful and single~minded 

"we'I., Yet this is a partial view of reality. J:n, 

faèt, 'both p.artners were' unique indi viduals, am=!: Sidney, 

is certainly 'th~ les ser known of' the tW0. Our· comprehensio.n 

of hi~ originàbes from his. wife 1 s autobiography ànd 

diaries, where 'he .inevi tably appears as an echo of their 

33.' G. B_ . Sl'\aw (. ,II The Webbs" 'q~ted in Sidney' 'and J3eat.rice 
Webb', The Truth about Soviet. Russia {London, 1942), 
pp,. ' 5' and 12. 
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author's point o~ view. Indeed, it is perfectly' .. 
1egitimate to ask'to what extent Beatrice was i~ealising 

the truth. For 'example, in March '1918, sne recalls 

Sidney Webb's reaction to the Gerrnan'onslaugat as follows: 

_" even Sidney has 'been dist,urbed in his usual equanimity, 

though he does not let his anxiety have any.influence 
. , 34 

on his output df work" Was Webb merèly this 

,e:Éf;ipac,iou~-,w0rking machine? ,Fbr aIl too' long, he 

has been 'described as a quiet !3hadow. . Still, it 
. , 

would surély be i+logical te:> 'separate hin, al together 

from the famous partnership{ aIl one, has ta do i5 to 

émphasize his' contribution inside it. 

. S'idney Webb i:s nIt a, man who can easù~ be kn~~. 
In addi tlon, ta his pcrsonal'ity and' his near disso.lu~ion 

in the partPership, his writings are ocèasionally far 
\ 

from l~pid, ~aking it even ,morê difficult ta comprehenâ 

him.' Mary A., Hamilton'has rightly c~iticized the Webbs' 

dual met,hod of' ~riting: "heavy ,sen1;.ences ~a t up ,the. 

li vely' phr:ases and the ap't words, the y are lost in the 

34. Be~trjce Webb, Beatrice Webb's ,Oiaries 1912-1924, 
Vol. 1; (Lo,ndon, 195~) p. 118~ . 
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rnuff1ed texture of the wholé" J5 . H,?wever, the real 
, 

obstac1'es which ,obstruct the path towards a c1ear 

understanding o~ him are ta be found in scho1ar1y works. 

~ brief s~lection ~mong studies can revéa1 the extent 

tô which his' thought has 'been segrnented. Already in . . , , ' . , 

1915, the former secretary Edward Pease Jwrote his 
~ 

History of the Fabian Society, which may be considered 

as the starting point of an enduring mythol 

to say,.it presented Sidney Webb as 
. 

father. Even H.G.,Wells ' s vengeful 

Machiave11i ; 191,O~ ~ou1d, have i ts ,~lace in this 

abiding 1eg~nd. Jurtherrnore , Webb's links with the 

Fabians have béen exarnined by Anne Fremantle in The 

Li tt1e Band of Prophets (-1960), Margaret Cole in The 

Story of Fabian So~ia1isrn (1961), and A.M •. McBrlar ln 

Fabia,n' Socia1ism and Eng 1isn PoLi tics 1~84-1918 

(1966) . 

In recent years, he has been described as a 

defender of efficiency inspired by Comtean idea1s in 
. ' 

Willa'rd Wolfe' s From -RadiG::a1ism, 'to Socialism (1975), and 
, 

as the creator of the Wè1f are State in Maurice Bruce' s 

35.-Mary Â. Han,rilton,- Sidney,and Beatrice Webb (BC\fton, 
19~3), p. 182. 

1 



The Coming of the Welfare State (1961). David Caute 
i 

, ~ 

enlists him i,n the international cornmunist movement 

in The Fellow-Travellers (1973), and E.J.T. Brennan 

fdcuses his attention on Webb' s genuine interest in 

23 

education' in Education for National Efficiençy (1975)'. 

G. R. Searle, in The Quest for National Efficienc'y (197'1), 

insists ,on his role in the Efficienéy rnovement, and 

J.M'. Winte:r::, in Socialism and the Challenge of War, 

1912-1918 (1974) anq.lyses his political thought. 

Moreover, ;r'~n Bri tain completes the, long oVerdue 

destruction o;f the myth of Webb the cul turà1 philistine , 
, 

in Fabianism and Culture: A study 'in British Socialism 

and the Arts 1884-1918 (1982). Obviously, Sidney 

Webb was lost somewhere a10ng the way, and ,his mind 

carefully compartmenta1ized. What exactly was he 

conte~pla ting? 

Eric Hobsbawn 1 in a provocati ve essay cal1ed 

"The Fabians Reconsidered" (1964), declared that 

"The Fabian claims ace large1y mythological and researches 

on the Society have therefore automatically -taken the " 

forrn, in the main, of their systematic explosion" 36 • 

36. Eric Hobsbawn, Labouring Men-Studïes in the History 
of Labour (London, 1968), p. 251. 
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At that tiine, a reconsidèration of the fabian legacy 
'. , , 

was certainly we11 founded, its adherents having 

busied themse1ves for too long wi~ exercises in self-

glorification. still, HobSbawn's judgement 'was,surely 

too severe. He seemed to imply'that the Fabians 
J • 

played,' ~n rea;I.ity, an ~lmost n~gligibl'e ro~e in the 
\ 

socio-political life of Eng1and at the beginning' of the 
1 

twentieth 'centuryi a t ~ny ra,te, one inferior t9 that of 

the new LiberaIs. This hypothesis now sounds Spêc~ous. 

In order ta serve a good çause, the argument was' ~àrried 

tao far. In fact, as Bentley Gilbe~t right1y observes: 

Fabian influence 'was u~doubtedly 
gre~t and- the' unfortunat~ , 
modern tendency ta denig~ate i ts 
impact. on English polit,ic,s is as 
mi staken as were the swerping . 
statements' twenty years !aga t,ha t 
the Fabians had practiCt~~Y 
wri tten the, Beveridge r port 
by 1909 3·7. , ' 

In 1918, the nove1ist Virginla. Woolf referred 

1 38-
in a letter ta "Old HobsQn" " This was not 50 much a 

cornrri'entary on a.ge alone, as a refle~tion on char acter . 

37. Bent;I.ey'Gi1bert, The Evolu~ion,of 'National Insurance 
, in Great Britain - The Origi.Q.5 of the welfa:r;e State 

( London, 19 6 6), p . 47. 
, , 

38. Virginia Woo~f, The Question of Things Happening. 
The, Letters of Virginia Woolf, 1912-1922 (Lon90n, 
1976), p. 286. 
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"J.A.H6bson was dignified," serious, and in many ways 

incarnated the typica1 gentleman. Margaret MacDonal?1 

thé wifè of his friend the Labour leader Ramsay MacDonald, 

woUld describe hiin in 1~96 as a l'quiet bookworrny s9rt 

f - ,,39 o person Knowing aIl this, ï t may seem as if he was 

running a very high risk of being hopelessly boring, 

another representative of the ivory ,tower intellectual. 

Yet nothing cbu1d be farther from the truth. T~roughout 

ail his life~ Hobson involv~d himself with things that 

rnattered. He was in'South Africa as a'journalist during 

the Boer War 1 and a cri tical observer of the" Liperal 
~~~ 

government!s social policy after 1906. He himself 

exPlained his position as an intellectual in Problem of 

poverty, where he d~fined a 

citizen-student who brings to 
his task not merely the 
intellectual interest of the 
collector of knowledge, but the 
moral interest which belongs to 
one who is a part of aIl he sees, 
and a sharer of the social 
responsibili ty for the pres.ent 
and future of industrial society 40 

If there is a myth surroundin'g the figure of 

,39. Margaret MacDonald quoted in David Marquand, Ramsay 
MacDonald (London, 1977), p. 48. 

40. J.A. Hobson, Problems of Poverty (1891) 
(London, ,1905) ,',p. v. 

5th ed .• 
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Sidney Webb, the same is trUe for J.A. Hobsori. Webb 

has be~'n transmitted to posteritl as the-father of the 

Welfare State, ,and Hobson as the· originator of Keynesian' 

econornics. webb is supposed to h~ve been dispassionate, 
, 

and .~obson is present.ed at times as overly sentimental ô ,. 

, ( 

The basis of his most celebrated work, Imperialisrn-A Study 

(1902), for ex~ple, is described in the following terms 

by P.J. Cain: IIThe emotional excitement of hï$ opposit.ion 

to tEe Randlords led him •.• to return to the old radical 

obsession wi·th financier as demon king, turning what' was 

to be a "systernic" theory into a _conspira'torial one Il 41. 

AlI too often, Hobson has been portrayed as a Jailing 
'-

economist, an unscientific dissenter and a defender of 

lost causes. For these reasons, he remains an unkn9wn 

celebrity. 

Like Sidney Webb, Hobson never really wrot~ about 

hirnself. His ~autob,iQgraphy, bearing the promising ti tle 

of Confessions of an Economie Heretic, is anything but a 

confession and reveals li ttle about the motivations of its 

author. His usual tone of introspection may be illustrated 

by this quotation from his essay- ~'Toward,s Social Equali ty". 

Speaking about sorne aspects of- Victorian England, he then 

~ 

-, 

41. P.J. Cain, "J.A. Hobson, Cobdenism, and the .. Radicql Theory' 
of Economie Imperialism", Economic' History Re.view, 31 ' 
(1978), p. '568. 
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goes on to"i say:: 

.i 

l take leave tQ reih.forc'e th-f~ sta tement' 
-fr9m the personal experience, of 

,. one who, born and bred in the roiddl e 
\ cl'ass of a rniddle-sized' Mid1anÇl t.own, 

was particulatly'we11 placed for 
observing CI and experiencing the 
serit~men~ a~~' practices we are· 
con~1der1pg. . 

27-, 

If Hobson, was sentimental, i-t was. concern.ing thirigs other , 

than himse1 f . 

, ' 

The clearest exarnination of J.A. HQbson' s thought. 
" -

and evolution is certainly to be found in Peter C1arke's 

LiberaIs 'and Social Demacrats (1978).' Hère is a magisterial. 

study of the group of men who ,attemp~ed before the F irst . , 
World War to rebuild the 'crurnbling spirit of Liberalism. 

According: ta one review, "The varied' company about whom 

he wri tes passessed gentle'r s?uls than the Fabians who 
, . 43 

a~quired ,greater fame through ~heir ffil!ltual adulation" . 

And indeed, from the vantage of hindsight, the influence 
,-

of the' new LiberaIs seerns to cease in 19,18, for lack of self-
l ' 

advert,isemen t. 
1'" 

J. A.. Hobson was condemned after his dea th . 
to a long period of relat{v~ obscurity, and considered"to be 

42. J. A. Hobson, 'IITowards Social Equality", (1931), 
L~ T.1 HObhouse Memorial Lecture (London, 1948), p. 13. 

43. Peter '1'. 'Marsh, "LiberaIs and Social Democrats", 
.Th~ Journal of Modern History, .53, (June, 1981), 
p. 332e j ; 
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. ,essentia11y a-n .economistQ which- was c1early not the ,cas~.' 

" , 

',' Peter Clarke 1 5 study has the greà:t merit of presénting' , 
,r \ (- . '1 ,1 • : ~ ~ ': 

,Ho.b·son 1 S ~chievements side' by s'ide 'wi th those of his 
, 

'fellow LiberaIs ~ But he 'still: remains ta be s-t:udied 

for, his own ~a)ce. 

There is an' intr iguing element in the will to, 

disapp~ar behind an 'intense devotiçm ta V{ork manifested' 

by Hobson and ,Webb. Perhaps °a key to :the answer might be: 

fourid in· these words, of the Liberal- Richard Haldane: 

,II OU~ dut y i,s ta work- wi thou;t" ,turni:ng ou'r eyes to the ' 
," ~ 

right or to th~ l'eft from' the idea.l which al~ne can' ~ight 

up our paths,,44 
'. 

Yet i t 'is ess~ptial ta rea-lize that tl1è ~ 

new LiberaIs, like the Fabians, were defini tely not 
l ' , 
contemplating nebulous ideal.-s: _, they were trying :te fipd· 

sensible and workable answers' -to the demands impose~' 

on society 'by, notab1X,: ~he e~t~nsiori of the Eranchise. in 
- ' 

1867 and 1884, ana the. gene:r:al sentimen'lt that, the ent,~re 

\ 

arganization of the 'state W.3;s in ne~d of radical transfo~a.tion. 
, 

.In 'a posthumo~s article published in 1879, J. S. Mill ~ha:d 

s'aid: 

(} 

Q 'The working classes are entitled ta 
. clairil. that the whole field of soc'Lil 

'44. Richard B.' Haldane,' An Autobi~ ,(London, .l~ 29~, p. 334. 
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~ . , 
·~·ijlstitutibns . should. be, re-examined, 
and,eve~y question considered as if it 
new arose for the first time; with 
the idea constantiy in view that 
'the persons who are to be convinced 
·are not those who owe their ease and 
importance to the present system, but 
persons who have no other interest 
in the matter than abstract justice ~ 
and' the genex:al good of the communi t y 45. 

He :was thus already proclaiming what was to become the 

· urgèlJ.t;: task' ·of· the Edwardians. 
'. 

, , 

29 

1 • In·19'Q.9,' Ramsay MaCDonald, in Socialism and Government, 

po,Ü tiqàl peFsonall ty of. a sovereign people-the organisation 
'" _..: co'" • • ' _ 

'of a community ~or makil}g i ts common will effectuaI by 

'1' . 0'1' h 'cl ,,46· · po' Itl.Ca met 0 ~ .. Th:is statement brings us far from 

the .. po~~ 'and criti..c Matthew Arnold. who could still write in 

· ,Çql ture an,d Anarchy;, 
. " . , . 

·we are in.dànger.of drifting towards 
,'anarchy ... ·we'wq.nt an authority, and 
we find :ndthing but jealous classes, 

' .... checks, and ,a deadlock; culture 
s}l9'gests~ the idea of the State. We 
f'J:"i1.d 'no basis Lor a firm State-Power 
in our oràinary'selves47 • 

--------------------
45.J.S. Mill, "Chapters on -Socialism", Part 1;' The Fortnight1y 

Reyiew, XXIl'(F.eb., -1879) -, ,p. 223. 
46. J; Ramsay MacDonald, Socialism and Government, Vol. 1,­

(.London, 1909), pp. -3-4 . 
. 

47. Matthew Arnold, Culture,and Anarchy 
1950); pp. 75 and 96. 
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. Indeed, -~t:he Edwardian ye~;:~ saw the b,irth. 'of a collective 

,sentiment concerning the state,' ba,séd on a common will 

to make it'more effièient. At the end of the nineteenth 

, century" ~mch philosophers as the i.deal'i~t, T. R. Green 
, ' 

were'still content to propose astate based on the coromon 

good. ' Now time had come to 'f ind new ways ·~o impro,!é' 
, -

. the organization 'of society: the intellectuals had - . 

n~ choice buVto return to earth and the hard reali ties , , 

df -a world in mutation. As stated, by George Kitson 

. élark: 

. ' 

. they had to use increa~ingly the 
.co,erclve power of the state and 
the :j;"esources' tha t' could only be 
made available by taxation; only 

, . 50 could conditions :in factories bè 
regulated and the moré helpless types 
of labour protected, only so could 
the towns of England be sewered, 
scavenged, partially rebuil t and 
pr,evented from ,becoming •.. the 
breeding-places of misery4 8 . 

" . 

.Sidney Webb' and J.A. Hob90n~fiowever divergent thelr 
, 

," . ','. visions' of tife, were both- caught in the sarne vast movement 

'. 

" ." 

_ .. aga~nst the clelique~.ce.nt Liberal laissez-faire. ~s the 

'~pocked Victorian Leslie, S~ephen exclaimed in 1902, "The 

. 48. George Kitson Clark,The Making of Victorian England 
: (London, 1965)" p. 2Bl~ 
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Libéral is tempted to carry on a flirta~ion with the 

\ Socïalist; ~nd 'haying' admitted 'that,'St~tè 'super-vision 'may' " . 

sometirnes 'be needed even, in, the 'j,.nt~rest of '.lib'erty'; 

is led 'to oelievè that' no ~u,perv,ision <:=an'be ~n ex ce's s," 49 .' 

This' new consensus exp,lains why ,,' as s~ggested by, Michael 

'Freeden, "On sqne issues 1t was a 7tually diffi~ult to' 

pinpoint distinctions between Hobson and the Fabia;ns' as 
" '" 50' 

:to what the stat~ was to uT,ldertake" . 

Webb and Hobson were more than abs,tract "Fabian" . ' 
, " 

", 

and "new Liberat figures: 'th~y were' highly gifted individuals 
, , 

- in, their tirné. A~ Edwardian intéll~ctuals, -t~ey belongéd 

'" '-te.. a gel1eration, obdurat~l~ àedicated. to work. Iri s,harp 

'contrast with the obsolete picture of the era, consisting 

generally of a ven~er of' unconscioushess and detachrnent 
" ~ 1 -

concealing an explosiv~ s~cial si :tuatiop, ~pey Y:'e~e­

energeticallY'advocating a fairer di$t~ibufipri'of weal~h, 
, -

and a more efficient public system. Both Webb and Hobson' 

were planning' a kind of pr::omising' N~w Je'rus'alern. 

·H.G. Wells,'they were convinced',that: "There is'a secular 
, ' 

amelioration of life, and it is brought about by Good Will' 

49. Leslie Stephen. "The Good Old CÇiuse", The Nineteenth 
century' and After, LI (J'an., 1902), 'p. 17. ' 

50. Michael Freeden, The New Liberalisrn-An Ide;:>logy of 
Social 'Reform (Oxford, 1978) p. 71. 
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,-

working through the effor1:s of mert" 51. This collective 

UGo'od Will" V{as' in 'their opinion the ~rue basis of 

a progre~sive national state. Neither wrote a treatise 

o~ the 'subject, yet that concern was omnipresent in 

'evèryt?ing they did. àur tasR,wil~ be here, to a~al~se their 

distinctive crusades. 

, 
, Q 

, " 

" 
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51. H. G. Wells, New Worlds for Old'" (New York 1 1:908), p. '5. 
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CHAPTER' TWO 

SIDNEY WEBB 'AND THE,STATE: THE 

FORMATIVE YEARS 

Sidney Hebb 'and the'" irresistible glide into" 
'collectivis"b Socialism" 1. 

- ,Sidney Webb 'l' FabianJEssays, 1889. 

f 

Bêf~t:e studying Sidney Webb' s formative e~periences 

during tne later Victorian yea'rs, i t is essentia~, to 
, 

reconsider the "enîgma" of the man. C.P. Scott's 

cdntèmptuous j'uÇlgeine.nt of the Webbs in ~8,99, st~ting 'that 

2 ' "They have been raking arnong statistics too long" , ,was 

long-l,ast'j:ng. ' Indeed, Kenneth O. Morgan feels no,wadays that 

there exists a nèed to question "the conventional wisq.om 

that regards the Fabians as austere, humourless philistines" 3 

Webb obvious1y stil~ a~aits the'historian who could 

·de,monstrate that he was more than an insensitive and eliti.st 

1. Sidney Webb, "H~storic", s.î~ney Webb et al., Fabian' Essays 
(1889), {Lond<?n, 1950),' p. 56, 

2. C. P. Scott guoted in Peter Clarke, Lanc,ashire and the 
New Liberalisrn (Cambridge, Engl., 1971), p. 171. 

3. K.O., Morgan, "Purpose before pleasure", The Times 
'Literary Supplement, (July 23, 1982)" p. 783. 

,\ 
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archdeacon 'of British--SoC'iali-s~l'that 'he enjoyed .r~ading 

George Eliot' ahd' ,Heine, 'as we1! as occas,idna'l walks in the 
o ' 

coun tryside. '~nd this despi te the ,fact that, ,in t,h~ words 

of Stefan Collini, "These days, ,the Fabians are' second 

only to 'the Bloornsbury group as the most overstudied set 

'Of' English ' intellectuals .. 4 . 

In order to comprehend Webb' s v-iews on the sta'te' 

and h'is craving to' transform the England he knew, one 

must firstly r~alize'that he was a man who could feel and 

share the concerns of his contemporaries.' H.G. Wells, 
, , 

who certainly can,not be accus'ed ,of professing an ûncondi tional 

admiration for him, wrote in 1907: 

T.o regard' Webb, for exarnpls, as a' , 
Machiàvellian statêsman is ridiculous. 
He has a mind, l.t i.5 true, of imIDensè' 
acti:vi ty, and he is a glutton for, 
worki he has a 'réal enthusiasffi for 
social organisation, and in particular ' , 
for education LhoweveV ••. ne has ' , 
adopted latterly a pose of,self-satisfaction' 
in his own, dexteri ty that arouses unworthy, 
resentrnent and makes éOlleagues' and 
opponents unduly suspicious of hirn. 
But that little weakness really oniy 
humanises his very real inteilect1lal 
greatness 5. 

, . , 

21. Stefan Collini, Il The Fal;üan' Fringe', Thinker", The Times 
Li terary supplemént, (July ~5, 1980), p. 837. l ,~ , 

, , 

5. H.G. Wells, "On the Alleged Diabolical Influ~nces in the 
Fabian Society" ~ The Nation, ARrii 6,,1907. 
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What, Wells desctibes as fi that ;li ttle weakness" was in fact 

-the myth with' whic~' Webl::? car~f'ùlly . .sur;rounded' himsalf, ' 

'Over the years. Acc,ording ,to, Leon Edel, "the self'myth 

is ~he truest part ,of an individual; by that\myth we, 

always seek ta iive; ,it is what gives us force, direction, 

'6 and sustenànce". Transposea ~q the personality of Sidney 

Webb this'idea'is quite revealing, because he himself 

really always wanted ta be rémemberéd as the, ultimate 
, , 

civil servant and the ,ideal collector of f acts,. His 
• 1 

~ork for the eve~tual rea~isation of collecti~e,Socialism 

in'England was unq~estionably the ~~iving force' in his 

life. 

Even his 'physicalappéaranc~ partici'pated in the 

image df a selfl~ss individual. ~alcolrn Muqgeridg~, fo~ 

examplé, desçrib~s him in these unfl attering 'yet somewhat 

'apt wo'rds, and can testify ta the general i,mpression he 

mad~ at f,irst on others: 

'Webb came'toddling in. He really 
was a r idiculous looking man, wi th 
tiny legs and feet,' a 'pràt1,lrin'g stQmach, 
and a 1 arge head Land he spok!àl in . 
his sqft, sibilant, toneless voice .. ~ 

,6. Leon Edel, Stuff of S~eèp and Dreams-Experiments in 
Lite!ary Psycho~ogy (New york~ 1982), p. 27. 



his goa tee beard wagg ing, his pince­
nez with their black ribbon steady 
on his' large nose 7. 

36 

AlI too often, Webb' s unbecoming traits and his .. remotednes.s" 
, ! 

had the effect of diverting pepular attention towards his 

more outspoken and attractive wife. Samuel Hynes, among rnany 

ethers, exemplifies that kind of superfic~al perception 

when he saYI3 that "Sidney Webb was a good de al less 

. terrifying than his wife;~ but he was also considerably 

, '8 
less channing" The truth is that i t was Beatrice ,who 

wrote "Alas! for human nature. l am of the old opinion 

still: -L do not like human beings" 9, not her husband. 

Sidney Webb always was a keen observer of realitYi the 

existing world was his 'lifelong' ènthusi5ism. Describing 

a srnall Australian fining town visited in 1898, he reported: 

The town- proved to be unexpec~edly 
a ttracti ve and channing - srnall .but 
beautiful gardens with tree ferns 
and palms, splendid public buildings' 
erected by the Colonial Governrnent 
in boom- tirne and generally the air 
of a German 'Residenzstad t' 10. 

7. Malcolm Mugger~dge, Chronicles of Wasted Time~ Vol. l, 
The Green Stick (London, 1972), pp. 147. 195-196. 

8. Samuel Hynes, The Edwardian Turn of Mind, ~. 98. 

9.-' Beatrice Webb, Beatrice Webb 1 s Dl.aries, Vol. II, 
;1.924-1932 (London, 1956), p. 248. 

10. Sidney Webb quoted in A.G. Austin, ed., The '.4ebbs 1 Austra l ian 
Diary (Melbourne, 1965), p. 90. 
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Whether he found the buildings more appealing than the 

trees is perhaps open to question: the important 
J 

element ta notice here., as in aIl his writings, is the 

strong curiosity manifested. 

In the middle of a long and austere presentati~n 

to the Royal Commission on Labour in 1892, one is 

surprisèd to discover the fol1owing l;ght-hear~ed exchange 

between the interrogator and Sidney Webb: 

Q.: The single men are better off a good 
deal are they not? 

S.W.: l should be sorry-to state that. 
Q.: Why not? 
S.~.: Because l have just got marriedl1 . 

Webb, the caricature, must never hide from us Webb the 

resourceful and creative mind. There always was in him a 

witt y man hiding behind the dignified façade. G.B. Shaw, 

in Ol1e of his typical inflated statements, has said that: 

"Webb never posed, never acted, never courted popular 

favour or any other favour, and was never in danger of 

becoming a humbug and a living fiction, not ta say a 

l " l' ,,12 lVlng ,1.e But this was probàbly unfair 

11. 

12. 

Ms fJüend: instead Qf presenting. a flawless 

Sidney Webb quoted in British Parliamentar 
Report from the Royal Comm1.SS1.0n on La our 
Vol. 43. lndustrial Relations (Shannon, Ireland, 
1970), p. 26l. 
G.B. Shaw, "The History of a Happy Marriage", The Times 
Literary Supplement, (October 20, 1945), p. 493. , 
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being, he should have shawn Webb as he really was. 

And the bes~ way to re~aer full justice t6 his true 

38 

personality is surely to 'study the road that led him from 

44 Cranbourne Street, his anonyrnpus birthplaèe" to national 

eminence at 41 Grosvenor Road. 

'Sidney James Webb was born in London on July 13 f ' 

1859, the year of,Charles Darwin's Origin,of Species, John 

Stuart Mill's 9E Liberty, Samuel Smiles's Self-Help, 

and Charles Dickens's A Tale of Two Cities. Palmerston, 

that monument of British,politics, had forrned in June 

'yet another Ministry and Queen Victoria was fort y years 

old. It appeared then as if the nation was to withst~nd 

for ever any abrupt transformations: 
\ 

indeed~ the Queen 

could still open Parliarnent usi~g these benevo1ent 

terms: "1 am happy to think that, in thé internaI state 
, 

of the country, there is nothing to exc,i te disquietude, 

and much~to calI for satisfaction and thankfulness,,13. 

Obvious1y, Webb be10nged by birth ta a world still 

essentially "victorian" in outlook: he was ta be IInurtured 

on the purest milk of Vict6r~an radicalism" 14. 
, ' 

Yet the first years of the sixties were to witness 

13. Annual Register, 1859 (London, 1860), p. 3. 

14. R.H. Tawney, The Attack and Other Papers (London, 1953), 
p. 133. 



many trou~ling and premonitory phepomena, foremost 

among those being the wars in Italy and the United States 

and' the inèreasing tensions amidst the British,labour 
. 

force. The truth w?,-s that the nineteenth century in E.urope~ 

as Theodore Zèldin has rightly observed, "was very far 

from being eith~r stable or simple to live in •. ,.it was J 
15 a century of doubts" Clearly, the Edwardians were 

not the pioneers of the movement of skepticism about the. 

Victorian consensus. For exampte, when'the essayist 

and harbinger of years ,to come, Walter P'ater 1 said in 

1873, "What we have to do is to be for ever test~ng 

. r,,16 , .; , 1 . 
new opln~ons , he was,contr~butlng to an evo utlon 

, 
of thought which gave birth during the l880's to a new 

generation's self~consciousness. Indeed, an unprecedented -
social awareness and growing ânxietles were gradually 

creating during the 1ater Victorian years what H.M. 

Hyndman described in 1,881 as ":the DaWn of a Revo1utionary 

17 
Epoch" . And the young Webb was caugh"!: in the middle of this natio~al 

15. Theodore Zeldin, France 1848-1945. Anxiety and Hypocrisy 
(Oxford, 1981), p. 276. 

16.' Walter Pater. The Renaissance 
p. 15l. 

(1873), (London" '1893), 

17. H.M. Hyndman, "The Dawn of a Revo1utionary Epoch" 1 

~he Nineteenth Century, XLVII (January, 1881), p. 1. 

" 
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1ntellectu'al' tu'rmo±l. 
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.' 

The historian R.H. Tawney has warned trrose'cbncerned 

with' Sidney Webb's intellectu~l formation tha~: 

If the work of the Webbs is too massive 
for biographical gossip, an attempt 
to provide thern with intellect~al 
ancestors is equaliy superf1uous .. '. 
The clue to their out1ook on the world 
of ,their day is to be fo~nd'less ln 
what they absorbed of its prevalent 
assumption? and fashionable philosophies 
than in ,what they igno,red 18 ., . ~ 

A~d indeed, Webb was never. one to formulate ldeas 11ke 

a ,conque,ring hero. His 11f-e t s, output was one of creati,-:e , 

synthesis: if there is'a pattern tq be found in his 

~xistence, lt 11es surely ln his c6rtstant efforts in self­

ed~catlon. Borh ln'Leiceste~ Square wherè his f~ther-, 
-

was a local public accountant and radical vestryman who 

actively supported J.S. Mill's elèctora~- campaign il) 1865 

and his Evangelical mother managed an hairdressing business, 
, ' 

Webb's milieu was the one defined by,Harold Perkln as 

'the forgotten midd1e class' for whom f1 the id~al - society ,~ 

was a functiona1 one based on expertise and selection by 

18. R.H. Tawney, The Attack and Qther Papers, p~ 132: 

" 

1 

\ ~I 
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merit,,19. ·Instead of attènding a Uriiv~rsity he started 
, 

at sixt~en ,to liv~ on his own 'as a') clerk in a broker' s 
office, while perfecting his education at night by 

,ac~umùlating scholarships and s10wly e1evating 'himself 

in ~he civil service hierarchy. 'Richard Shannon has 

~poken of Webbls educatiori as belonging to that'of a 

l' frustrated minori ty among the working classes conscious 

of deprivatio~ who, :even as they scr~ied .to embourgeoisify 

themselves, would very often do ~o as part of an education 

, . : l' ,,20 .i.n SOCla lsm . This 'education ~n socialism~, indeed, 

was to become the decisive element in his career; Yet 

his background had made him a thoro~gh petit bourgeois. 

He had triumphed over the- system's inequalities ~~ a 
, , 

personal leve1, ,ahd therefore fel t that dramatic 

--------transformaeions were unrealistic and unnecessary. As we , . 

sball see', he remai~ed in' the~retical matters a believer , , 
/ 

wlthout a religion. 

The Sidney. Webb 'of the ,1880' s fi ts' easi1y into ~he . , 
early B~itish ~ociali~t Movemeri~, ~hich ha~ been described • 

, , 

by E.P. Thompson, ~raphra:;;ing William Morris, as a "collection 

i9. Harold:Pefkin, The Origins or Modern English Society 
1780-1880 (London, '1969) , p. 258. ' 

, 
20. Richard Shannon, The trisis of Imperia1ism 1865-1915 

~,FrogIJloré, Engl. 1 1976), ,p. 222. 

, " 
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of oddi ties n

, • 

. . 
lJ,.l.!...assérted ~e.n"ll.ke G .. B. ,Shaw, Tom 

, , , , - . 
Mann, John Burns,_ H.H. 'Champi~n', H.M. Hyndman, and 

a~ e~e~ growi~g number of Soeialist partisans wer~ then 

aIl uni ted in a corrunon belief that the English state·' 

h~d to become some 'day democratiC and collectivist. 

For the~, as weIl as for Wèbb, changes were imperative 
, 

and h~d to be radical in nature, if not' revolutionary. 
~ 

As 'expJ,ained by Helen M. Lynd, ~ the ~'Sdcialists of this 

, . period were more coneerned with a series of specifie 
\ . 

reforrns than with any integrated program of social, 

, 22 
change" 

aware that 

Mill' s On Libe'rty had m'ade aIl of them 

th~ worth of a State, in the long 
run, is the worth of the_individual 
composing it ... a State whieh .dwarfs 

.; 

its, men, in order that they may be . 
more docile instruments in its hands 
even for beneficial purposes- will 
,find that with small men no great 
thing can really be aeco~plished23. 

Mill .des_ired the establishment of, a J:l.E!N maÎl and a new ,state:' Webb 

" 
and his fellow Socialists undertook the task of rnaking his proJect real. 

21. E.P. Thompson, William Morris-Romantic to Revolutionary 
._ (New York, 1977), p. 298. 1 

22. Helen M. Lynd, England in the Eignte~n-Eightie§ 
(London, 1945), p. 187. 

23. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty a 
Rep r e se n ta t i ve Gov-=e-r-nm-e-n='7t----0~O~x'-;r::--,,-.......,r;-:""~--:--""""I"""r-

-10,.,.----

J \ . -
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" 

"~ 43 

For simil~r reasons to those which,made him consider 

'.. j. S. Mill as the greatest ec6nomist, wèbb always admired 

W~lliam Morris. Together theyoco~stituted for him a kind 

- of' dual intellectual ancestry, with the somewpat reluctant 
" ' 

Soci"alist on th~ one hand', and the enthusiastic dreamer' 

on the other. And,together they taught him faith in the 

power of ideas. The Socialist poet explained in 1894 his 

adhesion ta Socialisrn as being associated with a ~timulating 

. --
conversion, or near resurrection: "Sa there l was in 

for a fine pessirnistic end of life, if it had not sornehow 

dawned on me that amidst aIl this filth of civilisation 

the see'ds of a great change, what we others calI Social-

Revolution, were beginning ta germinate" 24 For Morris" 

as for Webb l,ta accept the world as it stood was to 

participate in its eventual deathi in contrast, Socialism 

Iepr~sented a powerful tool ta assail, the Victorian 

orthodoxies. In short, it was a rneans ta build a regenerating 

new life, as weIl as a rational argument that jus~ified 

o~timism and social involvernent. 

Like many rnembers of his generation, Webb was free 

1 

1 

from the Victorians 1 use of charity as Il a way of spreading 

self-help philqsophy and of combating revolutionary 

24. tlil~,iam Morris'r -"lfow l became a Socialist", William Morris­
Staries Sn Prose, Stories in Verse (London, 1948), 
p ... 65& • 
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-wrote: 

<. 

, , 

In 18~9'-, hé, was still passionate when he-

I am- 'furious when' I read of bequests 
to the Poor Box, or the Lifeboat 
Society,' or the Hospitals-it is 
worth more to discQver one tiny 
irnprovernent that will perrnanently 
change èonditiéms ever 50 little 
for the better than to assuage 

rocm::mtari1 y the \oJOeS of ,t:housands26 • 

. Life was for him based on an inner mission to perforin 
, 

.' social work.-- ConVinced that the individual could. be a 

<.powerful p04i tical instrument, he said in 1890: "We 

4,4 

hav~ no right to live our own lives. What shall it profit 

a man to save his own soul, if thereby even one jot less 

good is done to the world" 27 The previous year, he had 

decl'ared in' 51 tone which- recal1ed J. S. Mill: 

The p01itical conflicts of the 
near future will necessa~i~y take 
place between the party representing 
poverty and econornic privilege on 
the one hand, and the party of the 
wage-earners on the other. The 

2·5. Derex Fraser, The Evolution of the- British Welfare State 
(London, 1975), p. 119 • 

. 26. Sidney Webb quot'ed in Sydney Caine. The History of the 
Foundation of the London Scnool of Economies and 
Poli tlcal Science (London, 1963), p. 95. 

'- 27. Sidney Webb quoted in Robert Skidel~ky, "The Fabian 
Ethic" in Michael Holroyd, ed., Thè Genius of Shaw 
(New York, 1979), p. 116; 

.j 
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fundamental principle of the one 
will be Individualismf that of the 
other will be Collecti vism28 ", ' , 

, 

This struggle wa,s to become 'his own! and there would be 

nq doubt concerning his side in the bat;tle: he would try . ' 

to reconcil,e the two factions! 

. Ouring the 1880 '~, Webb believed 'alteady that' bis 

. '.'mission'" had to be exercised outside traditie>nal -

}?arty poli tics, to 'be , succ,:'ssfUl. As E~Wa::t;'d ,pease explàined: 

, 
The po1it'ica1 parties. w. offered' 
very li.tt1e attraction to the .,.. 
young IDEm of the early Êüghties, 
who, v~ewing our -social system with 
the fresh eyes of youth, saw its 
cruel ties and 'i ts absurdities and 
judged them, not as older men, by 
comparison wi th the worse cruel ties 
and greater absurdi ties of earlieJ; 

" \ days 1 but wi th the standard of 
common fairness and cornmon sense 29 • 

Indeed 1 Webb '.5 true concern was 'the task of rec0!lsidering 

the fu~ioning of society via the perspective 'of conunon 
, 

sense. In 1878, he met G.B. Shaw, and sOOn engaged 

himself in heated debates wi.th Graham Wal1as and sydney 

28. Sidney ,Webb, Socialism in England 
(London, 1893 f, p. xxi. 

(1890), 2nd ed., 

29. Ed~ard Pease, The History of the Fabian Society 
(1915), (London, 1963), p. 17. 
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Ol~vier on the "righ t" way to transform England. He 

attended with these friends in 1884 the first meeting 

ot the Il Karl Marx Club", later to become the Hampstead 

Historie Society. There he discussed Marx' s theories, 

46 

slmul taneously repelled' and a,ttracted by the new credo. 

Socialism appeared already to him as the best means 

to make himself useful to "Humani ty": he was convinced 
, , 

'that ,the days of. the collectivist remedies had come. 

But he was looking for solutions, nor revolutions • 
. 

As he explained in 1889 to Alfred Marshall, "the course 

of~;social evolution is making us aU Socialists against 

, . 11'' 30 • our. Wl • 
~ 

When in :l8~5 the still obscure civil servant Sidney 

Webb 'jo.j.ned the newly founded Fabian Society, he' had the 

impressi.on of. finding at last the perfect platform. The 

immèdiate successor of the ethical and anarchist Fellowship 

of the New Lif~, whose ultimate aim was an ambiguous self­

perfection of the individ~al ~ the Fabian Society, created 

in 1884, differed from its predecessor in many ways. It 

was prragmatic, "scientific", and worked for the bctterment 

30. Sidney Webb quoted in Jea'nne MacKenzie. A Victorian 
Courtship-The Story of Beatrice Pot ter and 
Sidney Webb (New York, 1979), p. 61. 
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of collectivity as a whole, not trom an indiv.idualistic 

basis. As observêd by G.'B. Shaw, "The Fabian Society 

got rid of its 'Anarchis'ts ..• and pres..ented Socialism 

, h f f ' f l' ,31 ~n t e orm 0 a ser~es 0 par ~amentary measures' 
'\ 

The Fabians found their inspi~ation in the works of 

Augu~te Comte, Henry George, J.S. Mill, Robert Owen 

and Karl Marx, while insisting on the potential 

practicability of these thinkers' ideas. In fact, the 

Society' s blueprint Ideal created a gulf between i ts 

members and their intellectual forebears~ In sharp 

contrast with their predecessors, the Fabians' political 

atti tude was always based on pragmatism and oriented , , 

towards the living worldi in Sidney Webb' s words "even 
, 

Comte, superior a~ he was to many of the weaknesses' of 

his time, must needs add a detailed 'Polit y' to his 

'Philosophy J of' Posi ti vism" 3 2 • 

For the Fab,ians, the means to achieve conc:r;etely 

theircollectivist Ideal were as important as their Ideal 
. \ , 

itself. As rightly emphasized J;ly Max Beer" {IIBentham's 
" ' 

formula is, 'The greatest happiness of,the great~st 

31. G.B. Shaw! The Inte~ligefit Wornan's Gu.ide'to .sociàlism 
and Capi'talism (New York, 1928), p. 220. 

32. Sidney Weçb, Socialïsm ~n England, p. 4. ' 
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~': The Fabian formula is, 'The greatest efficiency of the 

" greatest nurnber '1l33• I:I~iness was a vague nàtion, linked witI: 
, , 

.outmoded utiHtarian conc~pts, while the t~ansformation' 

0f society represented a highly workable ent~rprise. - '\ . , 

'As proclaimed by Webb, '''Thé Socialists a~e the B'entham~te~ 
- 34 

bf this generation" His aim was thus to make sure 

that the future state would w6rk fqr'the'benefit of· 
, ' , 

all, not mere,ly for a minority. In 'shor.t, 'what the 

,Pabians, desired was to find. an ê!-nswer to the problem 
1 

.formu'lated by Mil,l ,in '18'59 about "how to make 'the 

fitting ad]ustrnent betweèn, individual, independence and 

, '35 
social con'trol n • 

The sociologist i. T .. Hobhouse s'urnrnàri'zed the 
, 1 

original mission 'of 'th'e p'abians as follows ': 

, J 

The li ttle group of mIddle-class 
in:t~llectuals'.. .. who formed the 
Fabian S6çiety:in th~ early~eighties; 
had a great opportuni ty. ',' to~ 
build the 'brj.dge .Qver the 'ch sm thât 
severed the old laissez-f.air , 

1 ~ i ~ 

. " 

33. 'Max-Beer, A History of British Social~sm, Vol. Il, 
(London, 1920), p. 276. 

-34'. Sidney Webb, Il Socialism: True and PaJ.,se". ' ~.1894) , 
The Basis & Policy of Socialism (London, 1909), 
p. 55. 

, , 

35 .. J.S. Mill; Or Liberty and C01)siderations on-Representative 
Government, p. 4. 

, ' 

l" 
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Liberalism from the new demands 
of political and economic 
democracy36. 

4'9 

T~e project was immense and, as might have been foreseen, 

only partially fulfilled its ambitious programme. The 

Fabians most successful performances consisted in their 

effective systematization of the Progressives' dispersed 

credo and their demonstratiol1 that a "reasonable'" 

Socialisrn could bé accepted in England. As observed 

by Philip Poirier, the Fabians' plans "embodied mos!: 

of the short-term objective's 'of the Marx.:Lsts" 37, while 

being openly d6ubtful 'about class bheories and the , , ' 

"potential abi1ity of the working classes to govern their '. . 

own destin,ies. 

The'Fabians wqnted, in the words of Barbara Tuchman, 

a "Socialism wi thout Màrx or reiVolution, something like' , , 

,Macb~th wi thou't murder, - an inte1l'eètual, respectable, 
• • ., - ~ J J 

. ' 

graduaI, 'factual, 'practical, 'gas ~nd water r English 

socialis~'" 38 ~ , This reflection illustrates per,feçt1y the ' 

, , 

36. L. T. Hobhouse, ,II The CÇj,reer of Fabianism", The Nation, 
March 30, 1907., 

37. Philip Poirier, The Adven"tj of the British' 'Labour ~a'rty 
(NeY{' Yqrk, 1958) " p . .29~ 

, .' 
3 8. Bar bar à W. Tu clu:na n, ..:T:.:h.::..'e=-..::.p-=r:...::o::;..;u:=.d=-:-, -=T:...::o;..:,w:....:e::.;r=-_-..,..,.:.A=--P=--=o~r::...;t:::r::..:a=i~t::.....:o:::.::f 

,the World. before' the' War', 1890-1914 '(NeW" York r 

1966) ,'p~ 3-58. 
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two-dimehsional nature of Fabiariism, whïch was aiming 
l 

at the realisation of a social ideal while being 

simultaneously convinced of the usel~ssness of utopias, 
, , 

<, 
and professing a creed whbse unique dogma wa:s that' 

knowledge constituted ,the ultimate' cüre ta aIl problems'. 

This man.ifest dîchotomy ~greatly resembles. 'Sidney 

Webb' s own apparent con!:radictions f whièh' Willard Wolt'e 

describes as the" dispari ty between Webb' s sweeping 
, \' . 

theoretical a-rguments ..• and the rather, modest reform 
. ,.' . '.) 9 ' 

proposal's ,~hat they were. intended to sus tain" G.D.H. 

coie has stélted, àll udirig to hill), tl1a t "~ab~anism 

was essentiallY: his creati,9n" 4 0,. 'And undeniably', Webb 
, . 

~ abi anis~ did gro~. tog~th'er:', no ot~er crtEid ,could' 
'. . '. ~ , 

and 

have b~t ter ma tohed his peculiar blend of moral 'etliics , , 
, • 1 1. 

and c0l!s,~itutîohal, social}-s,m. On March '20, 1885. 1 1).e 

delivered hi~ 'first lect~re ta the Fabian' Society,. ,"T'he' 
, - . ' 

'w'ay ,OU:~",. in 1 which he 'already demons tr ated his typica~ 

reasonabl-eness. It was one of the, ~arl{est ~xposi't.i,.ons , , 

of what has' beèn called "the quasi-re~iglous functi6n 

39; Willard wolfe~ From Ra(Ùca:lism to Soci.alism - Men 'and 
Ideas int1;le I;ormation of Fab;i..an Socialist Doctr.ine? 
18~1-1889 (New H~ven, 1975) 1 p. 382.' 

. ' 

40. G.D.R. Cole quoted in Anne Fremantl,e, The Little Band 
of PFophets! ,The British Fabians (~ew York, 1960') , 
p. < 39. ' 

, ' 
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of Webb's cdllectivisrn as a substitu-te faith,,4l. 

1 

Î 

Inde~d, 'he gradually transformed himself during 

• 
, thè eighties from being an orthodox and indi vidualist 

.Liberal-Radica·i into a ~ocia1ist, by publicly proclaiming 
~ ~. ~ 

,to the Fabians in 1886: "1 calI myself a Socia1is-t;: 

because l am desirous to remove from the c_api ta1ist 

the temptation to ,us.e his capital for his'own exclusive 

42 " 
ends. Still, the capi,talist mêl.y do good by accumulation" . 

<. 

'Here i t is essential to consider the reas'ons that 1ed 
- , 

Webb to 'Sbcialism and ,the, extent to which he accepted , . 

,II the religion of So~ialism" 43, if such a creed 'then' 

evel;" 'ex:isted. in 'Engl.and. As, Paul Thompson rightly _ 

6bserves, Webb, Wa11as and 'Olivier were "mllder 

socialists who had re,ached their new convictions 
. 

h' h 'b' l" d' : l ' ,,44' t l?oug Ll. era l.sm an SOCl.a conSCl.ence • They had aIl, 

been ,muct: impiessed by Chamberlain' s conception of 

murücipi11 governm'ent, with i -ts plans of' limi te.d, praétical, 
. , 

1 

, 41. Willard Wolt;e, From Radicalism ta Sociali sm, p. 282. 

, '42. Sidney Webb quoted in Wil1ard Wolfe, Ibid., 'p. 211. 

43: Stephen Yeo, "A Nêw Life: Tne reÙg ~on of . Socialism 
in Bri tain, 1883-18 ge', History Workshop, 4 

, ' 

,(Autumn, 1977), pp. 5-'-56. 

44. Paul Thomps-on 1 socialists, LiberaIs and Labour-The. 
Struggle for London 1885-1914 (London, 1967), 
p. 137. 

" 
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public" ownerqhip. In the words of Donald Read, the 

Birmingham mayor was indeed "enough of a "socialist' 

to believe that services which by their nature best 

52 

, 45 
functioned as rnonopolies should be under public control" 

In fact" Webb was convinced wi th his Marxist friend 

Shaw that Socialism was rnerely the "next step in the 

46 Rad±cal programme" And as if to sonfirm this belief, 

the year 1886 wi tnessed the Radicals' downfal1: Joseph 
1 

Chamberlain broke wi th Gladstone, the LiberaIs were 

defeated in the \Genera~ Election, and Sir Charles 

" 
Dilke' s career abrupt1y ended fo1~owing a sensç.tional 

divorce ti:" ial. In short, the Liberal party was in 

. jeoparÇl.y, and Webb had to search for another poli tical 

,pla.tform. 

It now appears obvious that Sidney Webb remained 

47 
"çm' innocent bye-stander" of the Sç'ciaJ,ist movernent. He 

Il convert.ed'~ h;irnself to Socialis-rn for very pragrnatic moti 'Y,es, 

even opportunist ,ones, and .becquse' he felt by the' ~ighti~s 

45. Donald' Read, Eng1and 1'868-1914., p., 57.' 

46'. G.B. Shaw quoted in Wi1lard Wolfe, From Radicalisrn 
tq Socialism, Pi 257". 

47. Royden Harrison, "The Religion of S.ocia1isrn" l ,History 
Workshop, 5 (Spring '~97 8) 1 • p. 215. 

. . 
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tha't RadÙ::alism offere.d only patchwork solutions to 

social problerris in need of global transformation. 

In contrast with 'G. B. Shaw, who i,s i~por~ed to' have 

said in 1906 that when Socialism wil~ have rearranged 

society "as i t migh t be ih 106 yea:rs' or so, mankinél., 

should go on with its main' work, the reiilization of 

53 

GOd Il 4 8 v Webb always expressed down tG ea:r;th and worka};:> le , 

views of the future qf·hu~anity. He never believed 

• himself to be the- inca;:-na tion of a S~çi~~ist prophet. 

, , 

.Cau<3'h t in the f11.lddle, of a na ti,onal quest for 

a new ~equilibrium between social organisation an~,the 

,individuàl, Webb progre~sively realized that HBrbert 
, 

Spencer's contention st~ting that "Al~ sociali~rn involves' 
" 49 slavery" was qui te sirnply ,indefensiple and archaic. 

\ , , 

when he came .to thé Fa,bia!1 so~iety" he already was 
, , 

under the 'in'fluence of ,T. H. Green, for whorn the ,state 
1 

had a legitimate and vital role ,ta play ,as keeper of 

i-ndividual liberties. Inspired by ~he Hegelian wil'l ,to 

èompr~hend the Universe's totality, Green's understanding 
, " 

of- Ethics was, in the words of the' philosopr:e'r, ~ ~ G. 

\ t _ 

48. G. B. Shc;tw. quotéd ip Char,les; A. Berst', ed., Shaw 
and Rellglon (London, .1981~, p. 84. , 

49.' 'Herbert,Spencer, The Man,Vers'us the ,State '(New 
York,- 1884), p. ,34. ./ 
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Ritchie, 

\ . 

completed by his tyiew of Poli tics; 
because' he· conceives that' the functiàn' 
of' the State is to make i t possiblé 
for men ta realise themselyes, which 
they can' only do by attaining a'good 
that. is 'a common 'good50 • 

, 54 

. , 

Sidn~y Wepb' s thoughts.' on the subject of state intei:-yent,iop. 

were altogether similar, since he' fèlt that i t ought to ' 
, . ' 

consti tute a means ta serve humani ty through social 
'. , 

reconstruction: In short, hi,s conc.eption of a "step 

bY stf2P'~ Social,ism was always devoid of' any "my~t~cism", 
, , 

and rested on a f irm he lief that,·If the socialist philosophy 
," 1 

of to"':'day i5 bùt the CQnSClOUS ~nd explici t assertion 

of princ~ple.s 'of soc,ial organization which have been , , ' 

, ' 51 
already in great p~rt unc0nsclously adppted" 

. , 

~ fervent aqmirer of'German literature, Webb, 

characte.1;'ist.l.cal.1y preferred, Goethe 1 s Eaus"t: ,to his 
, 

roman tic ,novel The Suff E7rings of Young Werther'- After 

teading, Cq.rlyle, he was convinced that. the creator of 

,Faust hact initiated ,a .Gospel of I.ndividuai 

50'. 'David G. 'Ritchie", The Princip1es of State Interference. 
,(London, 1891),' p. 140. .', 

." 
51. Sidney' Webb, "Hlstoric" 1 Sidney Webb et al. / Fabian' 

Essays, p. '28~ 
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Renun.c~ a ~on . . This confirmed him in his conviction 

that 

We must àbandon the self-concei t 
of 'imagining that we are 

. independent'units and bend our 
proud minds 1 absQrbed in their . 
own cul ti vation, to this subjection 
to the higher end" the Common Wea1 53 • 

For Webb, only Socialism cou1d reconcile au thori ty and 

indivi~ual liberty; only Collectivism could prevent 

.' th,e resurgence of egoistical behaviour. which had led 

England in the past towards the conternporary social 

sclerosis. 

55 

Alw~ys to rernain in many aspects a traditionalist, 

Webb was, as observed by Raymond Williams, the heir of 

"a utili tarianism ref ined by experience of a new si tua tion 
1 

in history ll54. For the mernbers of the Fabian Society, 

the "Revolution" had necessarily to be a quiet one: 

in their opinion, nothing could be more tactless than the 

idea of a brutal and frontal attack of the existing 

52. Willard Wolfe, From Radicalism to Socialism, p. 277 • 

. 53. Sidney Webb quoted i~ Willard Wolfe, :ibid., p. 277. 

54. Raymond Williams, Culture and Society 1780-1950 
(New York, 1966), p. 181. 
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economic order. In 1889, the Fabians published their 

soon to become classicÇll. Fabia,p 'Essays. -G.,B. Shaw, 

one of i ts contributqr"s' r thus exp1ained the book' s 

originali ty: 

i t presented LSocialisI]i' for:, tbe first 
time as a completely constitutional 
political movement, -which the most 
respectable ?and leas t revo~utionary 
citizen can joi~ as ir;reproachab~y 
as he might j oin the nearest 
Conservative èlub55 • 

In his own section, enti tled "Historie", sidney Webb 

fully subscribed to the ambitious Radical programme 

of the London LiberaIs of 1888, ta which, he referred 

56 

-, -
-~ 

\~ 
-'. 

as being the manifestation of an "uneonscious s~eialism" 56, 
\ 

This pr<?ject exposed the elernen ts of social reforn;) tha t 

were to consti tute his lifelong interests: the~ g 19ba1 

revision of taxation, the shortening of the hours of 

labour, the increase of municipal powers, the abolition 

of Poor Laws and the demoeratisation of poli tics. As 

emphasized by Asa Briggs, Webb was convinced that 

" 'unconscious' or later 'eonscious' socialism was the 

neeessary corollary of poli tical demoeracy. The resul t 

55. G.B. Shaw, The Intelligent Wornan' s Guide ... , p. 468. 

56. Sidney Webb, "Historie", Sidney Webb et al., 
Fabian Essays, p. 50. 
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would neèëssarily be the ernergence o,f a more aptive-
, 

"state,,57. 

"b· 

Inspired by Social Darwinism', he believed that 

social or9anisms ,- not indi viduals, were invol ved in a 
-:-' 

dynarnic struggle for life, and propelled forward by what 

58 he called ~he na tural "rate of progress" He thought 

that sècial,institutions were "as much the subjects . . 

of èonstant change and evolution as any biological 

" ,,59 org,anl sm ' In agreement with thinkers sueh as D.G. 

Ritéhie who talked of an Il attempt at Hegelianising 

57 

natural selection,,60, Webb often re}erred to the predestined 

fulfillment of Socialism as an inescapably moving 

. Zei tgeist. For him,' as for Ri-tchie, mor ali ty carne ta rnean 

"the eonscious and deliberate adoption of those feelings 

and aets and habits which are advantageous to the welfare , 

f h 
. ,,61 

ote cornmunl ty Both Hegel and Darwin percei ved 

57. Asa Briggs. II The Welfare State in Historical Perspeeti ve" , 
Archives Européennes de Sociologie, II (1961), 
pp'. 232-233. 

58. Sidney Webb, Socialisrn in England, p. 9. 

59. Sidney Webb, "The Difficulties of Individualism"', 
The Economie Journal, l (June 1891), p. 361. 

60. D. G. Ri tchie, Darwin and Hegel wi th Other Philosophical 
Studies (London, 1893), p. 56. 

61. D.G."Ritchie, Ibid., p. 63 . 
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ethics as an integrated part of sociology, and from-

this belief sprang Webb's outp~t. Ho~evér' lost he might~ 

seern amidst fastidious details, he always had the 

certitude of working for a better Eng1and. Indeed,' it 

-·would be a distortion of reality to reduce Sidney Webb 

to be merely an overly zealous civil servant. For it 

.was a.unique conjugation of attachrnent to details and 

a far-seeing vision that made his thought so coherent . 

. . -- -, "Thère. ~qS a d~eam of social equali ty in the mind of the 
~ 

.i-.rémote"',civil servant and- it was to become the source - -, - . ' 

'of. his- li:Ée-work. 

" , 

webb-' s views on the evolution of ,Bri t-ish society' 

du~ing the nineteenth century were' anchored in ~is 

conviction that England had then experienceq a "beneticient 

~evol u~i~n" 6 ~ which had to be completed by respons·ibl~ 
,and efficient·individüals. He feli: that NMan &as béçominq,7 

9 " 

the rnidwife of the great womb o~ 

that each generatio,n was respons'ible fo rit s 

future. This insistence on the role to be played ]:)y the, 

individual was in verfect harrnony with the Fabian 
r 

62. sidney Webb, Labour in the Longest Reign l837-1897~' 
(London, 1897), p. 15. 

63. Sidney Webb, "The Difficulties of Individùalism", 
p. 363. 
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Society' S' "missionary/' wor~ A s Webb expla;i.ned in l894: 

• 

we·· repudiated the comrnon assumption 
that Socialisrn was necessa~ily 
boun~ up with Insurrectionism on 
the one hand' or Utopianism on t~ 

'other, and we set to work to dis over 
for ourselves and to teach to ot ers 
how pr.actically to transform Eng and 64 
into a Social Democratic Commonwealth .. 

59 

Yet if the Zeitgeist was moving, it was progressing 

ve~y' slowly indeed . In 1887, Webb published his "Facts 
. 

for ~Socialists" and in 1889 1 ~is "Facts for Landoners". 

Bath studies wer~ detai1ed stati~tica1 presentations 

of theh evils" aff1icting England with corresponding 

Socialist rernedies. But 'i t tu:r:ned out to be' more difficult. 

than expected ta change the British minds of ~he 1ater 
,. f ' \ 

Victor.fan period, anç1, the Fabian professors', were often 

facing apathetic aud~ences. !1s cynically,.obsérved by 

G. B. Shaw in 1900, "o\,lr '\acts for Socia1ists' Lremaine9,7 

'facts from edition to edition, in spite of our sixteen 

years' struggle to awaken compunction concerning them" 65. 

It was difficu1t for'rnany conternporaries to 

64. Sidney Webb, "Sacialism: True and Fa1se", p. 51. 

65. G.B. Shaw ed., Fabianism and the Ernpire-A Manifesto 
(London, 1900), p. ix. 
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understand that, paradoxica~ly, state intervention 

and increased municipal powers were to become guardians 

of Itberty in the near future. Socialism, which Bruce 

Glasier defined as Il the transformation of mankind from 

a state of loosely linked and competing families and 

gro~ps into a perf~c:t cooperative cornmonweal th" 66, was 

60 

still cons~dered un-British and ~otalitarian. For exarnple, 

in Marc~ l89i, the Lfbèral-Unionist Leonard Courtney strongly 

, conGleffiI?ed Socîalism' and rei terated his fai th in his 

political creed, speaking of it as the manifestation 
, 

of a eivi1isation where were to be found IIfree men, with 

personal independence' .•. working out an elevation of 

the common life through individual advancement" 67. In 

June of the sarne year, Webb retaliated by demonstrating' 
< : 

, 'the oDsolete nature of this idea in "The Difficul ties 

of Individualism ll
, proclaifuing that 

The whole range of the present 
competitive Individualism 
manifestly tends ..• to the glori­
fication, notof honest personal 
service, but of the pursuit of 
personal gain •. ~ 'The inevitable 
outcome is the apotheosis not 

66. Bruce Glasier, Il What is SocialisrrP' i The Labour Leader, 
May 18, 1906. 

67. 'Leonard Courtney, IIThe Difficulties of Socialism". 
The Economie Journal, l (March, 1891) p. 188. 
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df social servi~e; but' or ' 68 
.successfpl financier speculation 

For the Progressives, the important task was to convince 

the poli ticians to adhere to the new beliefs, a mission 

that Webb exercised ~uring the nineties from the platform 

of the London County Council. 

The 1890 1 s were crucial years.- in Sidney Webb 1 s 
, 

life: i t was then that he feally became an intellectual 

in poli tics, in closer conununica tian wi th the reali ties , 

.. 

of his time. In 1892, he resigned.frorn the Civil Service, 

married Beatrice Potter, and was eleqted as a prOgrjSSiVe 

to the London County Cou~cil in Deptford, where he emained, 

until 1910. This series of events influenced the future 

course of his whole career, and the forerrost among 

/ .. 

these was certainly the beginning of a ··permanent collaboration 

wi th Beatrice. 

Beatrice Potte,r was apparently the perfece foil 

to_ the more "prosaic" Sidney Webb. In t]1e words of Shaw,-

she was 

, 
68., Sidney Webb, "The Difficulties of Individualism", 

p. 377. 
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an intelligent girl--capitalist, 
with a sensitive conscience and 
a will of her own, criticall'y 
{mpervious to mere persuasion, and 
impressible by first hand evidence 
and personal exp~rience only,' fWhq7 
was led to Socialism by stubbornly 
investigating the facts of Capitalist 
ci viliza tion for herself69. ". 

62 

Indeed, she always gave the impression of being an efficient 
- 1 

worker apd an overwhelmirtg woman. Yet behind the f açaqe 

of a forceful ind~viduality. qoula ~e discoveFed evidences 

of deep i.nner insecuri ty., She pos'sessed a t+"0ubled 

"~ictorian" mind, as is clearly revea1ed in the foll~w~ng 

e'ntry from her Diarie,g: 

Physical appet~tes "are ta me 
the devil: . th~y,are the signs 

'o{ the,disease' that ends i'n death ... 
l am haunted wi th the fear tha,t aIl 
my struggles may be in vain; tha,t 
disease and death are th~ End;;; , ,-

, towards which the i.ndividual; the 
race and the ~whoie conceivable . 
Universe are moving 70. 

, , 

, 
But despi te ;t.hese anxieties, or perhaps precisely just 

because of them, she,immersed perse1f in "the Work'i. H.G. 

69. G.B. ~haw, The Intelligent Womad's Gu~de ... ~ p. 46$. 

70. Beatrice Webb, Beatrice Webb's Diaries, Vol. l, 
1912-1924, p. 50. ' 
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'Wells caricatured the ,unique co~ple s'ne forrn~d with Webb 
f' r t 

_ by saying that Il She wa~ ag~ressive, imagi!1ative, and 

-had a grea t . capaci ty 'for id,e~s.r 'wh~le he was almost -' , 

desti tute of in'i t-ia"tive { and could do nothing, wi th . , 
.' , hl 

ideas except remembe:r; and discuss them"C.'. He was 

. th]lS aC,cusing her o~ having "m'ade" - Webb. ' In tact th'e 

l " 

basis. of thBir l(ar,tnership wa'~ never dominat~bT:\ on either 

, ,sïde. but ra ther frui tful exchange •. 

WheI'\ 'they met r Webb already was an' influential 

figure', - proud of his' rise ta emine~ce t.hrough his own' 

efforts. B~atrïce was then reacting again.st her prosperous 

familial bàckgrcmnd and e~perienci'ng t an inten~e desire 

té. 1T!~~e lier _ li .. fe uE!.efu~ in t?e, fight against social 

injustlce. In' 'today' s 'langu.age, one might a150 add that 

she wanted ta realize hérself as a WQman. But'what they 

shared was more important' than their indi vidual enthusiasms 

and origins. They both intended to re-shape the society 

they were rejecting, a~d 'together believed that knowledge 

was the perfect instrument to enligh,.ten the world. 'She was 

inclined to speculative meditatfons, whereas he was an 

exceptional collector of facts and more willing to involve 

71. H.G. Wells, The New Machiavelli 
p. 194. 

(New York, 1910), 

/, 

, , 
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, , 

'~l{ in J;Dlitlcs, then a 'rœn's arena. In short, 't,lItr. and Mrs. ,Webb" , 

l , ( 

,65 they came ,to be known; c0mplernen_ted each other perfectly. 

, '-

Beqtrice Webb's most'visiQle ~nfluence on her husband's 

Y.Ol:-k d~.ing -the- nineties cOnsisted' of her contribution to their 

pr-Oduction in; dU,al a~uthors?~p ,'~f The History of Trade 

Unionism (1894) ,.Industrial Democracy (1897), 
~ 

and Problems of Modern Inçlustry (1898). 
'<> 
It was then that 

t:hey developed a literary /style that was neither "his" 

nor "hers" but belonged to "the Webbs" . These pùblications 

of immense erudi tion were assoc{at:Lng his tory wi th 

sociology',ta propose conorete so~utions to the "Social 

Problem". Their impressiv~ o~tput'S origin~lit~ r~~ted 

in what The Edinburg Review then déscribed as the Webbs' 

wish to 

allure the minds of their readers 
as gently as possible; and without 
having to cross any gulf of 
principle, towards the idea that 
aIL conditions of labour sanitation, 
safety, hours, wages, should 
gradually be brought under public 
contro172 . 

Referring constantly to the history of the ninete~nth 

'72. "The Sta te and Condi tions of Labour", The, Edinburgh 
Review, (April, r898) , p. 285. 
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- , 
century in England, Sidney and Beatrice Webb ,demonstrated 

in these volumes that stat~ interven~ion on a national 

scale had merely to be increased and better organized, 
, 

not artificially imposed on the ,country, since it alr~ady 

existed . 

In Industrial Democracy, they'argued for' the first time 

in 'favour of the idea ... of a "National Minimum ll 
f this 

quintessential Webbian device the y defined as being the 

"enactment of a definite SUIn of earnings per we~k. below 

which no employer should be allowed to hire any worker 

[in ~Tdey to' secure the conununi ty against the evil of 

industrial parasi tism" 73. They t hus established< the basis 

of their common work, which was ~o be primarily a struggle 

for the maintenance of a national.winimu~~f 
" ... 

" civilized i'ife at every levei of an -efficient and dernocratic 

state. As Beatrice later summarized it, "Our who1e 

working energy lias been applied ta thts particular prob1ern 

of how to combine, 'in the Control of Industry, National 

Efficiency with the ful~ 'cohsciousness of consent' which 

74 is Democracy" 

.. 
73. Sidney and Beatrice Webb, Industrial Democracy (1897), 

(London, 1920), p. 774. 
,-

74. Beatrice. Webb, "The Autumn Campaign" ~ The Crusade, 
Vol. -II1', No. ,9>, (Septemper, 1912) "p. 163. 

. , 
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"Sidney and Beatrice Webb we~e inte11~ctuals,. pro'n\~nent 

, ones, and rriight h-ave"'spent 'the 'rèst of thelr lives eontinuing 
, ~ t , \ 

ta wri'te exh~ustive 'tex'b"books' ,on, "'how things shou1d be ' 

do ne" , ,and f'raining an ideal British nation .. But they 
, ' 

',were {nte1l,~ctuais ~ith a difference: 'they wa:rtted, as, 

. exp~aiÎ1ed by Beâtrice f to become "aéti,ve ,ci tizen,s .. " to 

,h~\Te a: prac,tical 'polie)' Df, 'public 'lif~" 75. In short, 

they' de,s'ired to rnake sure ,thé! t theïr plans \'le,re to be 
< , 

• 1 • f 

iinplernen ted, not aba~done'd, on the shel ves'. Thi's' i51 why 
, .' 

. , 

their lives present so much the ~spect 'Of an ~ndurihg. ' ' 

and intensé fight for "~he p~rp<?se'Ç>f ',intel~eetuar~z'i,nq'" 
, . 

poli tics-bring'ing the whole of poli tics intc conformi ty ~ , ' 
1 ( • 1 

" 76 
, with' a large inteIlectual or' rational seheme of things" '", 

, l 

Thi:? is ~I:y they' becarn~, "permea tors" . 

, , 

Sidney Webb was· <i mueh 'more, th<;:>roug? ,,'poli tical 
\ ' 

a.nirna,J Il' th,aI'l .'his ~i fe. 
. ' . 

'Al though alw~ys dist,rustfu:). of part.Y· 

politics.; he ~ansideréd i:t as a n,eeessary game tp play1 

The 1890's were',years when the mid~le-':class F,abians feJ,t, , 
, '. Q 

3.S .Paul', TpoIl).pson ,obser:ves, "dt ease in the' Liberal 

,75. Beat~iee ~ebp. Our p~rtnershiE (London, 1948), p. 16. 

76, Gertrude idmme'lfarb,' "The' inte11ectuals in ,politics: 
thé case of the Webbs",' Journal, of, Contemporary 
His'tory,' VI (19:71), p~' 3. 
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'Associatio'ns,' wherè ~heir views were tole'rat~d,,77. Despite , \ '\ ' ~ 

> , ,', ·thei.r profession of sociaiism, ,they' , considered any 

, pospibility bt. ,a Labour, po1itical pa:r:ty as utopian; In· 
, ~ , ) . 

fact, their'ge~eral attitude on the subject is rev~al~d 
, , 

in Béatrice Webb 1 s dismissal 'of' the r.~. P. 'partisans, 
'- " -

. "ih 1.89'?' as mer~ "babies in poli tics;', 78. \ The demarcat.~on, 
-

line betweèn t~e F.âbians and the Liberal' Radicals was 

then iTIdeed qùite thin. 
" , In the 'words of Michael' Freeden,' 

- 1 } ~ 1 _ \ 

," Both liberals and non.:...lîbe-rals wer.e aware of' the feasïbili ty 

o,f a pr,actical 'alliance oh the basis 'of the: éornmon 'measures 
, ' , 79' 

they.advocated" . In, this context, i-e. is:not surprising 

to disçover that,th~ Webbg' polltical efforts during the 

early ',nine'ties' aimed at fO.rivinqJ t,he official Liberflls 
-

on,into a séa of S6cialism before they kno~ where th~y , r 

, 80 
ar,e ll 

':' Sidney Webb always remai,ned a ç,onsistent ~soc,ialist. 
, • - ", , 1 

~o~eye~~lo~e-to v~riouS ~adical~ he might hav~ been thé1 

(atténding leçtures of Ethièal So~ieties' or Lib~ral 'meetings)', 
, . \ 'I " " l ' _' 

ldeo'logical concerns 'riever, b'ecame the main motivations beliind 

77., Paul Thompson, ,Socialists, LiberaIs and, Labour-The 
Struggle'for London, p~ 1Q4. 

1 • 

78. ' 'Beatrice .Webb ~uot'ed in ',l'he. Lèttèrs of Sic1r~ey, and 
Webb" Vol.' II, 'Partnership' 1892-1912 (Cambridge; 

, Eng 1. 1 1978) 1 p. 3 5 . ' . . 
" ' 

,79. Mtchael Freeden, The New'tiberalism, p. 147. 

Beatrice 

80. Sidhey' Webb qùoted' in Jea~ne' Mac,Kenzie, A Victoria'n 
) Courtship, p. 1_6(}.~~ '. 
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his shifting political alliances. Even at this early 

stage, his mind was totally absorbed in a quest -for powerful 

political instrurnènts. It would be a; distortion bf reali ty 
\ 
1 

to believe that because he frequented Radical circles at 

, . the time, he- becarne one of them. Since li.is " fai-th" in 
-, 

Colleçtivism was devoid of any religious overtones, one 

rnay compare his a~titude to that'9f an edrnest salesman 

1 trying to convince potential buyers of the effectiveness 

<;tnd quali ty of his product. Pragmatism ancr Idealism, together 1 

were the roots of his political action.' 

It was then' tpat Sidney Webb realized thab. the,.LQndon 

'\. CQunty -çou,ncil might be the per.fect ôutlet for the Fabian 

credo:' that it constituted the ideal platform from which to 

demonstrate the practical nature of his ideas, the fact that 
, , 

they ,could really work. Always a "Cornmi ttee man", he was 

ta' revea~'hirnself'rnuch more effective in the Council than 

during his later and rather disappointing care~r with the 
" ," . .-/ , ' 

Labour P~rty,after 192~, whose major achievement seerns in 
) 

retrospect·to have been nis creation as Lord Passfield in , , . 
1,929. ' , 

In order to understand Webb's involvement'with the " 

Lonqon County Council, one must firstly ernphasize his passion 

\ ' 
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for London. It certainly was one of the dominant enthusiasms 

in his life, and represented for.him "not a city, but a. 

province, even a whole nation in itselfl1 8l . In 1928, using 

a rare.personal tone, he recalled the London of his,youth: 

It is impossible, with any brevity, to' 
convey an intelligible notion of the 
deplorably.lo~ state of urban civilisation 
of the London bf my childhood •.. Needless 
to say, the administration was as 

» primitive and barbarous as the jurisdictions 
were complicated and obscure. The sIums: 
the all-pervading stenchesi the a1terning 
seas of mud clouds of poisonous dust 
of the macadarnised streetsi the floating 
'blacks' that darkened the air82 . 

London was a microcosm of the wor1d, and the scene of what 

he considered to be "the greatest municipal experiment 

that the world has ever 83 seen" , the London County Council. 

The election in 1889 Qf the'Progres~ive p~rty in municipal 

London opened the way for Fàbian permeation, and Webb started 

~o involve himself actively in what G.B.Shaw described as 

the "Fabian conquest o~ the London County Council" 84. His 

, , 
81'. Sidney Webb,\~ "London University: A Policy and a Forescast" , 

The Nineteenth Century and After, 51 (June, 1902), p. 915. 

82. Sidney Webb quoted in M.A. Hamilton, Sidney and Beatrice 
Webb, pp. 111-112. 

83. Sidney Webb, "The Work of the London County Council", 
The Contemporary Review, LXVII (Jan., 1895), p. 130. 

84~ G~B. 'Shaw, '''Sixty Years of Fabianism", Fabian Essays, p. 209. 
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electi~n in 1892 was ~n a sense the logical conclusion 

of his lifelong interes't in the general welfare of the city. 

, 
In 1891,' Webb had assernbled a collection of Fabian' 

Tracts under the ge?era1 title The London Programme, whith was, 
, 

in the words of B-entley Gilbert, "the application of '<;:Jas 

and water socialism' ta the metroPolis"jP: It consisted .' 

of the presentation of practicable SOl(tions to most of the 
, 

problerns 'which then aff1icted London, ranging from the 

issues of Housing and Tramways to the Financial Budget, 
v 

and taxation, and ending wi th a chapter describing "London 

as it rnight he"'. "Webb was enthusiastic and confident: 
, " 

the ':muddle" would eventually be overcome: 

If the fi'ght is severe, the prize is 
great. And we·dare not hesitate. 
Whatever the cast, the vast province 
covered with houses can no longer be 
safely neglected. These five millions 
of Eng1ishmen cannat be left unorganized, 
a prey to every soctal disease. This 
is why there is, and why there must be, 
a London Political programme86 • 

He was convinced that "i t is ,mainly for 'Municipal Socialism' 

85. Bentley Gilbert, The Evolution of National Insurance­
in Great Britain, p. 48. 

86. Sidney Webb, The London Programme (London, 1891), p. ~. 
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tha"6 th~ near future is bright" 87 speaking of the Corporation 

. of Birmingham, Joseph Chamberlain said in 1894 that it 

. 
" 

enters' into direct competition with 
private industry and undertakes work 
which individuals are equally able to 
perform; it has become its own builder, 
its owri, engineer,. i ts 'own manufacturer 
... ï ts ·own shopkeepei88 • 

,What Webb d'esired was the establishment of a simi1ar 

adrniniptrative government not only in London, but in, the . ' . 

who~~ of Eng1and. 
,1 

\ 

. In 18,91, he 'wrote in collaboration wi th Harold Cox 

,an eS,say, 'The~ Eight Hours Day, where he advocated an idea 

which had béen previously-introduced by Karl Marx in his 
. -

Capital (1867)\ The main emphasis of the Eight Hours 

Movement to which. i t. contributed was on::; the necessi ty ta 
/ 

• 

',ameliorate the .qua1ity of the workers' 1ife. According to . ta 

Webb, . 

Men and wornen who toil for wages are 
everywhére growing tired of being 

r-- · 
87. Sidney Webb, Socia1ism in Eng1and~p. 131. 

88. Joseph Chamberlain quoted in Sidh~y Webb. IIThe Work of 
the London County Council ll

, p. 149. 
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~ only working animaIs 1 fl:heJCf are 
growing daily more conscious of 
the cruel ty of a system which condernns 
them to a barely broken round of 
rnonotonous toi189. 

'1 
" 

He was thus demonstrating wha t he considered to be the 

urgent need to "convert •.• political democracy into what 

90 one rnay roughly terrn an indus trial democracy" ,where 

1"2 

the indiVidUàll might possess sorne control over his working 

'conditions. ~n 1893, he pursued his campaign for dernocracy 

in the form of a bitter and sensational article written 

with G.B. Shaw, "TO your Tents, Oh Israel!", where he 

accused the LiberaIs and the poli ticians in 'genera1 of 

having betrayed fundarnental democratic principfes. In 

"short, he denounced their aloofness in face of the nation' s 

politica1 and administrative inadequacies, their b1atant 
( 

uselessness in the fïght for social progress, and conc1uded:, 

Il 'i t remained .wi th the workers thernse1 ves to make our words 

good" 91 

89. Sidney Webb and Harold Cox, The Eight Hours Day 
1891), pp. 2-3. 

(London, 

90. Sidney Webb quoted in Sri tish Parliamentary Papers, 
Fourth Report from t'he Ro:ya1 Commission on Labour 1893-4, 
Vol. 43, Industriq.l Relat~ons, p. 266. 

91. Sidney Webb and G.B. Shaw, "To your Tents, Oh Israel!", 
The FortJ:l.ightly Review, 54 (November 1 1893), p. 589. 
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Sidney Webb never believed that the a'dvent ot a 

collecti vist heaven was irruninent, yet his conviction that 

reason and education would eventually rule society was 
,0 

strong. His ultimate ambition was to shape his milieu 
, 

in conformity with G.'E. Moore's ethical principles which 

understood dut y as "that action which will cau~e more good 

92 . 
to exist in the Universe than any possible alternative". 'f 

According to Carl Schorske, "the European mind lost i ts 

~ 9~ 
capaci ty to project satisfying utopias" during the 

-

twentieth century. If that is true, ,then the Edwardians 
} .-
were clearly the last thinkers in England ta dedicate 

most of their energies to the elaboration of an ideal 

collectivity based on reason and morality. rndeed,' as 

rightly observed by David Caute, the Fabians formed one 

"perch on the family tree of the Enlightenment" 94, and what 
, 1 • 

else were documents such as The London Programme if not 

careful exposi tians of a kind of vision reminiscent of the 

eighteenth century optimism.and self-assurance? WebbÎ s 

.f conclusion of his Progranune is here particularly 

92. George Edward Moore, Principia Ethica 
Eng 1., 19 56), p. . 14 8 • 

93. Carl E.Schorske, Fin-de-siècle Vienna, p. 279 

94. David Cau te, The Fellow-Travellers- A Postcri 
Enlighterunent 

to the 

ll, -
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, 
It is not money t11.a t is lacking 
ta turn f London as i t is' into 
'London as i t might be',' bût ohly 
ideas, sorne' growth in public imagination, 
and a development of the ordinary civic 
virtues of municipal life95 • 

74 

, -

For him, British society was moving in the right direction; 

..iJJ 
aIl it needed to go forward were guiding principles. 

In a sense, Webb' s thoughts always belonged to 

the future: in his opinion, democracy and ci~ilisation 

were in their infancy and had to be slowly and carefu1ly 

p1anned. This is why one of his most enduring achievements 

during the 1890's was his important contribution to the 

Fabians' initiation in 1895 of the London School of 

Economics and POlitica1! Science, 'which he conceived as a 

powerful instrument to achieve a long-term transformation 

of Eng1and. He was convinced J in the words of Edwa~d 

Pease, "that a thorough knowledge of these sciences was .. 

a necessity for people concerned in ~--;èial reconstruc1;ion" 96. 

In 1903, Sidney Jvebb described the fundamenta1 motives which 

prompted him to found the School in the fOllo,ng terrns: 

. ~ 

95. Sidney Webb, The London Programme, p. 214. 

96. Edward Pease, The History of the Fabian Society, p. 124. 
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l think l must say that the School 
orig inated wi th my wife and rnyself. 
We had long been concerned a t the 1ack 
of provision for (1)- e.conomic teactling 
and research, (2) training in administration, 
whether commercial or governrnental •.. l 
thought tha t we were suffering much from 
lack of research in social matters, and 
that l wanted to promote it91 . 

Rather paradoxically, he did not believe in utopias, but 

was nevertheless looking for builders ta cons~ruct one. 

As ha explained in 1901 to H. G. Wells, 

aIl experience shows that men need 
organising as much as machines, or 
rather) much more; tha t the rnaking of 
such arrangements, and oonstant 
readj us tmen ts, as will ensure order, 
general health and comfort, and maximum 
productivity, among human beings, 
is a professional art in itself98. 

75 

Dur ing the ~Edwardian years, his social proj ect was, t'? 

consist of a struggle aiming "not 50 much to disil!tegrate 

or supersede the existing social organizations, as to expand 

97. Sidney Webb quoted in Sydney Caine, The History of the 
Foundation of the London School of Economies and 
political science, ,p. lI. , 

98. Sidney Webb, The Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 
Vol. II, (Cambridge, Engl, 1978), p. 144. 
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As intellectual em . 

himself as a guide during , ' 
process of creating a new 

.- .. 

.. 
politics", he considered ~n 

the imminent and collective 

British state. 

c~ , 

- , 
1 

99. Sidney Webb, Socialism in England, p. 7. 
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SIDNEY WEBB AND THE STATE: THE EpWARDIAN YeARS 

"LWil must interfere, interfere, interfere"·l. 

Sidney Webb, June 1910. 
~ 

By tI:,e time Edward VII, - that ,,'very hum'an 2 man" " 
1 

the thrâne in 190,1, Sidney Webb was already a mature thinker~ 
~~ _ i , \ li, _ , 

He might have been overwhelmed by the Edwardia~ unr~st~ 
'\, l' • 

i';;stead" th·is t-0te wa,s \0 constit.u'te for him' ~ per:L?d of 
... l '-' 1. '- ~ 

,prodigious activi ty. _ Hè had discovéred l).i~ 't;l"ue d<?lI1ain. 

As ,in tpe: case (j)f most of hi~ intel1ectua1 peer-s,' fr-6m 

1 Graham Wallas to Hilaire' Bell<?c, he 'brought rejuvenated 

ardour and seriousness to politiqal d~scusé~ons. During 

years which have often been wrongly characterized as 

glam0r.0us' and care1ess, tl).ese men constant1y referred to 

the social dut Y of each citizen: 'Equipped wi th a compelling 

moral calI to-perform social work ànd an ardent desire ta 

1. Sidney Webb, "Eugenics and the Minori ty RepartI!; The 
Crusade, vol. I, (June, 1910), p. -52. 

2. A.G. Gardiner, Prophets, priests and Kings (London, 
1908), p. 2. 



,. 

78 ' 

, 
change nothing less. than the whole bf England, they thoroughly 

belonged to a generation for which Il progress, ough t ta be 

based. on pfinciple"3. 

~n 1999, Webb oroke ~ith Ramsay MacDonald and other 

anti~war Fabians, since he agreed with the Liberal-Irnperial~sts' 
, \ ... 

views on the Boer War. In 1911, he ,left Eng1and with 

Beatrice for a wor1d ,tour. Betwee~ these two dates, hi's 
(}.. '; " 

, , 
activi ties,. we-re dispersed - in inany dire,ctions.' It ':las as 

\ - , 
if he had wétnted ta contribute persona1ly to the qeveloprnent 

,f.~. . ' , 

of aIl the ·spheres of society where he considered the 
• ~ -! • 

Zeitgeist ta ~e progressi~g. H~ was st'ill,'in;rolved 'in the 

London, County -Council and the Fabian S?ciety. 
, 

<\ 

He wrote with 

'Beatrice a stupendous serie-s of works on the history of 
, , 

Municipal,Government. , 011; ,the' poli tièi3:1 scene, he perrnea'ted 
, '. 

with Fabian,ideals "both Liberal and Conservative'parties, 

drafted the Education Act, and actively pleaded in favour ., , 

of his "Nationàl Min~murn'~., In 1909, thè Webbs launched a 

national crusade ta abolish the Poor Laws,but without a 

voice in the Liberal Government their carnpaign wa$ ultimately 

condernned to failure. Whether on Educ?tio~, State intervention, 

Municipal Government, Poverty or Individualisrn, Webb had 

3. G.K. Chesterton, What's Wrong with the world 
, i9l0} , p. 302. 
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somethihg t;o say, and ,was ,liste~e,d to. The' funny looking 

man with the ~+akY' v~ice 
made ,him the, champion of 

, 
~as thert prQf~ssing tfioughts that' 

an .efficient sta,te, of '" a' nation 

of first-rate individuals" 4 :, ' 

At the begi~ning of the pew century,' the'\1ebbs' 

amb-ition 'was' ta ~ansfoim the, 'aust~re di~ing-roorn" of 
, , '... 1 

tneir house on GrosvenQr' Raad into ~ pOli-Ùca'l headquarters. 

They wanted ta, becorne :no'thing ièS'S than the éminences gr,:L'sés 

of the' forthcoming poli,tics. Assoc:lated at "fir'st with 
, . 

the Liberal Irnperiali~ts, or ",Lirnps", t~rough ,thei:r frientlships 

with H.H., Asquii;:h, Edward' Grey· and, R.B. Haldane" they. 
• - 1 f ~-

focused their a'tten'tî6n ~fter 1902 'on ~rthu~ Balfour. In 

return,' the Conser,vatives, 'apP,ointed Webb in 1903 to 

the Royal Conuniss:lon on Trade 'Union Law', and Beatrice 
, , 1 l , 

became, a member of the Royal' C6mm~ssion on poor' Law' in',1905. 

'The fundamental rea~on, for these 'all'iances a.an pe di~covered 

in the followfng let ter of Beatrice Webb to Ha1dane on March 

21, 1901, where' she said: ," we regard you às an aider and 

abettor, if not as a fellow: conspirator, in our, sma11 

attempts ta outflank sorne of the stupidity and unenlightened 

self-interest.. 'of this troublesome w~r1d" 5. Like her husband, , , 

4. "Nr. Strachey" 'So,ciety and the Individual", The New Age, 
,Vol. l, no. ,15, (August 8,' 1907), p. 229. 

5. Beatricè Webb, The, Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 
vol. II, PartneJ;'ship,' 1892-1912, p. 137. 
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, she believed' that to ga~n. the ·active support 'of' any prominent' 

. politi~lan 'Gonstituted' a stage in the inelt;lctable jourJ?èy 
. .' -

towards th~ realization of an efficient, mature~ British state~ , , 

, 
and a fight against' .darknes,s. 

In 1902, the Webbs were the' instigators of a din~ng 
, 1 

cJ:ub, "'l;'he Co,""Efficients", ,'Whose primary conŒern was the 

disG::ussiof). of 1mpE;!ria1ism. 'It continued to meet regularly , ' 

.unti1 1908, long a:Èter the s~bject 'ha.d grown out of . . . , 

fashion' and ~he ·~o-efficien~s" idea1 had been ,subrnerged 

by the c~ntrove:t~ial que~tion -of T~riff reforme Lts, 

mernbers 'were 'vast1y divergent, ranging from, Tory irnperia1~sts 
, , 

1ike Lord .Milner' to pers.ona1ities 'such élS Bertra'nd Russell,' 

G.B. Shaw.and H.G.' Wells. Yet a,ll wer,e convinced that 
, 

the first, less'on to be ":'acquired from the Boer' War experi,ence 

was- not, as it was to be for J.A. Hob~on, that i~pe~ialisrn 
, \ 

should be condernned, but rather that the whole national 

administrative system had to "be perfec,ted. As G.B. Shaw 

explained in 1900: 1 

Whatever else the war rnay do or undo, 
ii'at least turn~ its fIer ce searchlight~ 
on-official, administrative, and rnilitary 
perfunc1;.oriI1ess •.. , ,It rnay be tha t 
nothing will rouse us but sorne staggering 

,calarnity or sorne un,bearablê hurniliation 6 • 

, 6. G.B. Shaw, ed., Fabianisrn and the Ernpire-A Manifesto, 
pp. 98-99. 
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For the "National, Èfficienoy" movement, the E~ire was a 
r', 

.manife'station o'f- civilisation; Its adherents-Wargued . 

that 'a well-orga:nized En~land. ,sho'uld' lqgical1y' possess 

a cor'responding rational and equitable imperial , 

, p6licy: the growth b~ Empires~ they felt, 

81 

'was an in~Së:a~?:.91e-1iistori~al trend. ~Indeed, the 

Co-efficients 1 solidari ty wi th the Empir'e; did not ëssentially 

proceed from,"Jingo",or tnilitarist sympathies, ai from 

their ~dmiration 'of ~he German and Jàpanese ~uthoritarian 

~e~imes. As expressed by Ha1dane, th~ir main concern alway~ 

was "the development of the' State lf 7 . 

consider~ng this general context, Webb's real 

position on the subject of imperialism appears complex 
'- t- ~ • 

\~and', some,what 'hard to define . .' Accordin9' to, Leonard Woolf, 

",LWebli7 was a progrèssive, 'even a revolutionary, in sorne 

economic'and social sp~eres; ~here the British Empire . . ' 
, ~ 1 ; 

was' concerned, he was a common or garden imperialist 
t 

co~serva'ti ve" ~. 
. ' 

Unti1 the Boer War,. the Fabians were 

clearly ~~t serious1y concerned by international topiès, 

, 
7. ,R.B. ,Haldane, "The Dedicated Life"" (1907), Universities 

and National Life (London t 1910), pp •. 67-68. 

8. Leonard Woolf, An Autôbiography, Vol~ II, '1911-1969 
(Oxford r 1980)', p. 363. 
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and he was no exception. His reaction ta the South Aftican 

conf1ict seems ta have been somewhat ambiguous and 

opportunist. For examp1e, Beatrice described in 1900 

their common attitude as fo11ows-: "we two sitting 

comfortably LDetween the pro-Boers and Tory imperia1ist27" 9 . 

In fact, one gets the impression that Webb did not feel 

much con~erned by the issue, and was content ta enunciate 

rather mi1d statements on the matter, such as "Our abvious 

dut Y with the British Empire is de1iberately sa to 

organise i t as ta promote the max,imum development of each 

'd' 'd 1 'h" b d,10 1ft 1V1 ua state W1t 1n 1tS oun 1 • The most adequate 

illustration of his understanding of imperia1ism is perhaps 

to be found in Frank Ho1mes 1 s summary of what the "right" 

socia1ist apP,roach towards the Empire should be: 

And the Socialist attitude towards 
Imperialism can be defined in a 
sentence: ~rovide'a worthy nation , 
q.nd then defend i t to th'e last drop 
of blood ..• Mi1itary glory may'be. 
good, but'there is another ide al better 
worth the energies af a nation 1ike 
ours. For this reason the Socialist, 
in his modest way, demands that 

9. Beatrice Webb, Our Partnership, p. 194. 

10. Sidney Webb, Il Lord Rosebery' s Escape from Houndsdi tch" 1 

The Nineteenth Century and After, L (September, 1901) 1 

pp. 371-372. 
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Imperia1ism, 1ike charity and 
every other virtue, shall begin at 
homel1 • 

83 

"Webb certainly shared with Holmes an "England first" vision 

of Imperialism during the Edwar?ian era. Nevertheless, 

i t must be noted here that his opinion on internationalism 

did change over the years, largely as a result of his 

journey aroun~ the world in 1911-1912. In 1913, his 

perspective had broadened, and he wrote with his wife: 

LEhe Socialist§7 repudiate the 
conception of foreign poli tics 
which makes it a patriotic dut Y 
to strive always to 'get the better' 

, of other countries, and to profit at 
their expense ... AState has, in 
its corporate capacity, in relation to other 
States, the same sort of moral obligations 
and duties as an individual to other 
individuals - even the same sort of moral 
dut Y to humani ty as the citizen has to 
the community in which he lives 12. 

Yet as an examina tion of his views on imperialism 

makes clear, webb' s major uconcern at the turn of the century 

remained the condition of England. He was then searching 

for an effective politica1 instrument to transform his 

IJJ. Frank Holmes, "Socialist Imperialism", The New 'Age, 
Vol. I, no. 9, (June 27, 1907), pp. 137-138. 

12. Sidney and Beatrice Webb, "What is Socia1ism?", The New 
Statesman, 1 (Ju1y 26, 1913). 



country, and believed for a while ta have found i t in the 

<fQrrn '?f the Liberal Party. 

coinc~ded wi th a period of 

" 

Unfortunately, his association 

increasing malaise wi thin the 

Liberal ranks. As explained in 1900 by' H.W. Massingham, 

84 
~ 

"There occurs to every political party a tirne when it finds 

i tself depri ved of the rneans to gi ve effect to i ts principles •.. 

The Liberal Party, or what is left of it, has too long been 

, , . l" ,,13 l1.Vlng on unrea lt1.eS According ta him, the era when . 

the (Liberal Gladstonian mission could have still prevailed 

had definitely passed away. The Whig Liberal was becoming 

an endangered species. And its archetype, the part~ aristocratie 

leader Lord Rosebery, clearly had ta leave the scene in 

order to ensure any possibili ty of a Liberal renaissance. 

In retrospect, i t may appear surprising ta discover that 

,1 Sidney Webb chose to influence. Lord Rosebery wi th Fabian 

ideals, in conformity with his' familiar method of permeation. 

For after aIl, posterity has retained the following evaluation 

of the Liberal poli tician 1 s personali ty: " •.. his lordship' s 

talents have been displayed mainly in the direction of 

refraining from daing things,,14. Why did Webb select him 

13. Henry W. Massingham, "The Decline of Liberalism", The 
National Review, 35 (June, 1900), pp. 560-566. 

14. "Lord Rosebery in 1 Houndsdi tch''', The New Age, Vol. l, 
no. 26, (Octaber 24, 1907), p. 401. 
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as a 'political al1y? 

Al though Beatrice Webb wrote in 1901 that Rosebery 
~ 

"willnever be a leader of men... He is far too capricious 

and aristocratie to ,re-fo~ a' great Popular party" 15, 

the efficiency group thought tha t he possessed enough 
) 

qualities to become an appropriate exponent of their 

aspira tions. He was genuinely concerned by the p!ob1errf 

of education and accepted the Presidency of the London School , 
~ 

·ot Economies in 1901. Moreover, he had been Chairman 

o~the London County counêi1 in 1811,\90, and had expressed 

''Biberal Imperialist sympathies. Here Webb cannot be blamed 

for being at fau1t in forecasting the future course of 

na tiona1 life,. or for failing to see t.he reali ties that 
"'-

Massingham was a1ready discerning. r-In ,fact, from the 

General Election of 1895 when he fell from office until 

the Conservativ,e Education Act of 1902, Rm;;ebery served 

as the rallying point for many demora1ised LiberaIs. He was 

still the Liberal force, if only' an ambiguous one. He even 

displayed wha t seemeç"i to he a readiness td 'understand ,the 

Fa b i ans 1 argumen ts. As E. J. T. Brennan explains 1 the Webbs 

"were convinced that, however vague Rosebery 1 s reference 
.. -

'" 15. Beatricè Webb, The Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 
Vol. II, p. 135. J 
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te, social problems rni~ht:'be, ,tltey were entil;'.ely. con'Sistent 
• , 1 

,:with '-àheir' own hé.11er, in 'the' ~e~d to pr.ornote. '.'the '~ational 
.... ,...... ." 1 .' • 

: 'minimum' in' :êvery way 'p~ssible,,16: 'Webb :ee'lt .strongly '.' 

that sorne' ~rgent reforming action was 'needed, , and selected 

: ROsebe~y a.s the l?est ava~lab~~ me~!1s t) P~l~C.i~e· hi~' " . 
. opinions.. ~t '~he -t~e, a!ld from' his 'o~ 'standpoint~ it 

'was p'robab,l.y qui te a l.og i~'ai. al terna'ti v~'. 

, In Sep-tember 1901 t~~.re appeared und~r' the narne 

of. Si~ney ~ebb ,a' s~ns" tiona,l ~tic le, ~ ~alled; . . ~i f the' 

cha'racteristié' use of metaphor, "Lord . Rosebery,' s Escape ' 
" 'i .~ 

86 

from Ho~ndsdi tch" . I~ could have been .. m<;>re_ simp.ly, entitled 

nWhy Lord Rosebery ought té escape from .oid-:-faahioned 
',' -'., " ... 

•• l, J .. ,tf" 
Individualist I;iberalism". According ~to P~'t'ex Clarke, it 

was the ptoduct of a collaboration w;i.th Ber,nard' Shaw 
, )...' ... \ .. ". 

, 

, -

Bu~ i t Wc;lS ,more th~n ci favoùrable ocoasion ,tQ ,try to imp~ant, 

'the, Fa1:?ian credo arnong a section' Ç>f the Liber~i. party. . It . 
o , ' 1 ~ 

was more than, to, paraphrase ,Shaw; . a mere: hand-ling' of' Rqse-pery.-
1 -

It was "essentUllly the ,exposition :of sid~ey 'wébb's visi~n 

l ' -

16. E.'J.T. Brennan, Education for National' Efficiency~ 
The Contribution of sidne~ and.Beatrice Webb 

. (London, 1975), p. 59. "-
, ,> 

-
17. Peter Clarke, LiberaIs and Social Democrats (cartJ.b.ridg~, 
... E ng 1., 1978), p. B 6 • 
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of wha t the new' century ~~s t'o be. In â lec,tùre to th-e _ '; 
~ ~ , 10 > 

... Fabian Society,durÏI?.g NbveItiber of the saroe yea:r, .he,. 

ernp)lasized \~he unique. reg~nera-ting ,capa.ci ty of :his, , , 

gener a tio"n :" . 

.. 

It îs'-riot' altoge~her an'idle '~aI)cy' 
c""that' assoc,iates' the.'change 'of , 

cen-tury ,wi th' a change' of. thought. 
The govern'ing 'ideas tô whïch we look 
forward, at' the ,beginning of the ' 
.twèntj.eth centu:r;y, wiLl, we may be sure" 
. not' be, those on which we look'ed. baek 

~ at the close of the, n1I1eteenthI8. 

Webl:!, as we have seen" poss'essed an overwhelming laith. 

in the 'p~wer.M i~ea,S'. ,Whenall around' is ~teri1~i";' 
and selfl.-:shness,' ~,deal!l.sm 'cah ,shock: and' awake people. : ~" . . ~ \ 

~ , ' .r 
And thïs beçomès especially' true when" as in' the, case 

87' 

. ' 

. ' 

, ; ~ 

, ' 

of Webb, 0e 'proposed' utopia' t~~s' .th~ forro of. a ."scientif~ic" 
, , 

'and r~a:;'onable plan. 'For him, thè ,cltuJi-~i transforID~tioh 
• '\ • ~ • j • l' • . . 

experi7Il:ced in England at the" tiine,' was tnat "We have )J-ecome . ~ - , , , 

aware, .alniost iti a flash, that we are npt merely i;ndividual~, 
.. .. ~ ~ - , 1 t~.· ~ 

};>ut: mèniber·s of a,.conununity,. 'n'ay, ci tiz'ens '.of th,e' world"l~ , 

cons~qu,en-t;:.lY, "t:he ultimat~ aim' ;f,- his' .seIfie/ss· ~trùg9'le w;oul<i' , , 1 :: ' ---...... "..; ~ t ' • 

, " . ,- . '. . , - -, - ',', , " ", " . '. " 

, f J, ; • 

~ .' t 

1 ~ ~.. ; • ~.. _ • 

,18. '_sidney Webb, .II,Twehtieth 'Cemtury politics"" (Nov. ,19Ql)" . 
Fabian Tracts'. (Nendeln, Liechtenstein" 19p9r, p. 2. 

, • fi. - ~ . ~ . , ' . . .. 

19. Sidney Webb, "Lqrd Rosebery's E·scape~ •. " . .'_'·Pp. 368"'3,69. 
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'be to inak~ the .politicians awa~e of the necessity to build , , 

a ste'te based on truly responsible pers ons • 

Elevating himself above the futile stratagems of 
l ' , . 

party politics and the admÏnistrative torpor and'grayness 

characted.sing the' British Pa;rliament, Webb scrutinized 

reality and was asharoed by what"he saw. In' "Lord Roseber~'s< 

Escape ••. ", his critical analysis oj; the condition of 

Lïberalism was used in reality as a pretext to arrive at 

,a' new 'global asse~sment of English society. His larticl'e, 
; , 

was ,a' fe:rvent appeal for progressive renorms. For 'ex~ple, 
.1 

there ,'is to be f'ound <a deep feeli,ng of urgency in 'the. 

following outcry: 

" ' 

'-* 
'JI.,; 

Can we, even as ,a mere matter of' business, 
any longer afford tOi119W the eight' 
rnill~ons of whom, I ha e alre'ady spo~en­
the 'submerged fifth ' of our nation-
to he housed, washed and' watered worse' 

'than our horses?29 , ' 

\ . . 
c~eB:riy,' 'the task of transfdtmitlg, England. intol an' effective· 

whole' was' to pe formidabÎe. Ând' ït soon be~ame evi'dent 
- " ~ \ \ . 

that RosÈilierj obstructed the road' ta t,hè ,ach~e~eTent' of 

'this mission. The Liberal po~i -t;.;cian, felt, uneasy ovèr à 

20 •. Siçlney Webb,' "Lord Roseb~ry's Escape.:."i, p. 377.' 
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credo he neither really' bèlieve~ in-nôr understood. 

,~e Liberal_Party was undergoing profound,internal 

-dissensions, with 'the "Pro-Boer" and' "Li~p~" 'factïohs 

.apparently worlds apart. The following statement of . 

, Campbe;tl'-Bannerrnan on Rosebery' s views gives 

an idea ,of, the, cl~ .. .trl'ate rei,gn~ng 'ip ~901 ' ,insipe 

the party: 

AlI that he said about the cleè\n 
slate and. efficiEmcy was an ~, 
affront to liberalism & was pure 
claptrap- Efficiency as a watchword! -
Who is against it? This' is a mere 
réchauffé of Mr. Sidney,Webb21. 

, 
Meanwhile, 

, , 
And aS if to make matters worse, the Limps wére tq be torn 

by tpe Tariff Reform question. "between allegianoe to the 

pa rty 1 S tradi tional adherence to free tracte and,- their 

desiré for a strenghtened empire"22 As ~.result of aIl 

these ide~logical discords, the Webbs bec;~e -incr.e~5ingl~' 

dubious about the political potential of the Limps clique. 

At the time, even the new-LiberaIs' plans failed to attract 

~ 1 ~ r 

21 .. H. Campbell-Bannerrnan quoted in J-ohn Wilson, c. B~ -A Li,fe 
of Sir Henry Carnpbell-Bannennan '(London" 19,73), p.' 371. 

Bernard Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform': Eng lish ' 
Socia1-Imperialist Thought 1895-1914 - (Cambridge; Mass., 
1960), p. ,82. 
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them: ~s ,Sidney explained to Hérbert Samuel in.a: Lter 

'.' 'reviewing the later' s Liberalism (1902), 

, .. 

,1 

., . 
1 

LYour book7 is weak and vague in 
the connection between your 

"fundamental/ principle of Liberë!-lism,. 
and som~ of your par'ticular proj ects. •• , 
The sort of middle axioms you ne~d, . 
~ think., are suçh as To Raise çompulsoiily 
the Standard of Life r To Enforce" a 
National Minimum in each important 

,point, Collective Regulation of aIl 
matters of' Common Concern,' and sa 
on23~ 

Conf~o~ted' by the inadequacies, of the Liberai/., ~f all' 
C) " 

.. , 1 q".' /, 

kinds~ tpe Fabians ~ad to find other influen'9ial: 
\ - ~. _ 1 ) 1 / 

personalities te cultivate,' this time Conservative Ol1.e.s •. 

In retrespect, the Webbs' invoivement with t~e 
, ' 

90 : 

, l' 
'. ' 

~_conservatives came to be considered as one of their several 

'unfashionable political alliances between 1900 and 1910, 

as another manifestation of their almost chronic inabil±ty 

ta choose the ".right" part-ners. Indeed, the Liberal M.P. 

-
. John M. Robertson tho:ught that t;he Conservati ve Party 1 s 

legis.lati ve mea.s':lr~s a~ing at social reform Il /.1ladJ been 

obviously motivated by the immediate desire ta 'dish the 

23. Sidney Webb, The Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 
Vol. II, p. 146. 
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Liberal,s' -, whether or ,not for u1 terior req.sons of. a ritore 
, ' 

'present~l,e kind" 24, an opinion shared by many dbservers 

, . of. th~ pol:i tical scene. Notwithst~ndiTlg the f~ct that ,this 

'. remark was expressed by a Liberal,' it certain1y contains-

sorne elemeI'lts of truthfu1ness. The qUintessential Tory 

Lord Hugh Cecil, for example, seemed ready ta recognize 

the necessity of social refornl, but only "from a 'stand-
, 1 

pOint prudently distrustful of the untried,' and preferring 

to develop what exists rather than to demolish and 

. 25 -
reconstruét" . In an age which was to be dominated,' 

by the mornentary triumph of Liberal po1itics, the 

Conservatives appeared indeed to rnany as tepid and dubious 

allies in the "March to Progress". Considering that 

their leader wàs the somewhat a:loof Arthur Balfour, i,t' 

is not surprising that the rneasures they advoc'rted were 

cri ticized for lack of impetus. After a~~, BaJfour ~as 
/ 

a man wno could still write in 1895: "we forget amid 

the buzzing of deb~te the multitude of incomparabl-y I1'\Ore 

important processes, by whose undersign~à co-ope~atior 

alone the life and gro1th of the State is rendered 

poss i,ble". 2 6 ./ 
1 

24. John M. Robertson, The'Meanin~ of Liberalism (London, 
1912), p. Il. 

25. Hugh Cecil, Conservatisrn '(London, 1912), p. 195. 

26. A.J. Balfour, 'The É'oundations of Belief (New York, 
1895), p. 21~. 
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Yet it was his government which 'initiàted a long 

overdue reform of Education. Desp'l,te the highly ~omplex 

political intrigues behind the Education Act of 1902, 

it nevertheless must be acknowledged that it consti~utes. 

one of the few successful illustrations of the Fabian 

tactics of permeation. In Marga;ret Cole' s OPijiOn, 

i t is nearly "the dream- 'of Fabian 'permeators' corné ta 

life-proposals drafted by intelligent and hard-working 

--. 

'. 

92 

, ' 

Fabians, conveyed to puzzled or sympathet~c adrninistratqrs, 

27 and carried into effect by a Conservative Goverrunent" . 

In 1901, Webb, the true' father of the Act a10ng witn 

the p~ominent civ~l servant Robert Morant, had said of 

what he labelled contemptuously ',' the Education Muddle": 

The various educational institutions 
in' the, United Kingdorn-tax~ng only . 
bhose supportea out o~, the rates and 
taxes-are of'ficially under the . 
charge of no fewer than ten separate 
Cabinet Ministers; and their seyeral 
departrnents usually scorn to consult 
together. . . In, Eng lish educa'tion 
to-day, waste and want go hapd ih 
hand 28 • 

After . a long and detailed description of the appal.lil'lg 

" 

27. Margaret Cole, The story of Fabian Socialism (Stanfotd, 
Calif., 1961),p. 107. 

2~. Sidney Webb, ':The Education Muddle and the Way Out", 
(Jan •. , 1901), Fabian Tracts (Nendeln, Liechtenstein" 

, . 19 69) " P ~ 3 . 
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condi:tiop of education in the cçuntry; his 

wa$. simple and, bold: "What we have to, work 
" . 

concentration in a single elected bo~y for each locality 

of aIl' the public business, entrusted to that locali ty~' 29. 

Bere is another example of the familiar method employed 

by Webb ta d~fine his proposaIs of social remedies. For 

many pages he almQst seems lost amidst a thorough, and 
"-

" 

93 

qui te often 'apparent'ly meaningless, analysis of the parti,cula'r 

question ~e is examining. And 

of reality are known at last, 

then, when aIl asp~bts 

h 1 ~, 1 dl, ' cornes ~ og~ca ev~ce. 

In the case of national education, it consisted of the 

addition of an effective centralised Board of Education 

to a well-organised system of loca~ authorities. 

While not entirely satisfied by the' Education Bill' 

of 1902, Webb,was nevertheless optimistici ,"Litl'begi!ls 

a new era. For the first time Jwe 'have 

pub.1ic functi~on, ~i~~lY as, ?dhcation, 

eduçation made a 
, 

without restrièt!on 

of age, or sex, or ~lass, or subject,' or grade"30 what 

was more, the fJ~darnental aspect of his plan of reforrn, 

centralisatIon, 'had been accepted ~y the government. Consequ.ent1y,. 
:' 

there is an unusual tone,of contentedness associated with 

the sentiment of a fulfilled mission to be ,found in Webb' S 

29.' Sidney webb, "The Education Huddle and the Way Out", p. Il. 

30. Sidney Webb, "The Education Bill", The Nineteenth Century 
and After. LII (October, 1902), p.60S. 
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apparently unassuming,~entence: "The council' of eve+y 

eounty or' county borough is now the local education 

authori tt,31. This "now" illustrated his conviction' 

of beloriging to a new world. 
, 

As Richard Shannon observes, Morant iRaugurateo' 

. in . 1903 . "the er a 0 f e5iuc a tional pol iey as '. a coromi tment 

94 

to an ide al of popular enlightenment, no longer as a matter 

32 of administration and finance, bricks and rnortar" . His 

ideas and those of Webb were thus in-perfect"harmony. 

In 1896,' the latter had.partiéipated in an international 

Socialist Congress which discussed education, as Chairrnan 

'of:the ,Technical Education Board of the London County 

'Counc~l. He there defined his convictions in the form of 

the following series of resolutions: 

-. J , -, 

31. 

, 
" th~ Congress, wl)ilst fully recognising 

the ,value in education of 
independent experiment, deelares fi 
that it is an essential dut Y of the' 
'publiè ,~dministrat.ion ill each! country 
-ta prov1de a. complete system/of 
educatiop, under Democratie wublic 
control, extending from Kindergarten 
ta the University (including· physical, 

.. 
, idney Webb,' nThe Education Act, 1902-How to Make the 
'Best of ,It ll

, Fabian T;r acts . (March 1903) ( Nè n de 1 n , 
Liechtenste,in, 1969), p. 11. 

lJ 
Q . ' 

32. Richard 'Shannon, The Crisis of Irnperialism 1865-1915, 
~. 3.04. ' 
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scientific, artistic, aJild technical 
[IUanual worJs7 training), the whole made 
g~nui,nÊüy accessibl~ to every citizen 
by, freédom from f~es'and by' scnolarships 
covering maintenance33 • 

95 

The enunciation ol these views was thé occasion for heated 

eebates betW~en himself 'a~d Keir' Ha~die on th., 'subject 
, ' ,/ , ' , 

of scholaz:ships,. which Hardie' attacked for cl'bsing the' 
/ . 

1 

doors of, educa tion 'to Many children. AIÏd he was not the 

" 

, . , 

l ,only one to criticize this "ladd.er ideall\: Leo 

Chiozza-Money p.as referred to i t as a belief whicn } 
...' R ~ ,.. ... 

.... - /. 

l 

,:Ca·ffirmV that it is necessary to 
divide the nation into two parts: 
the toiling mass ... and a ,considerable, 
but relatively smaller, number of 
people who are- ta be comp-letely absolved 
from manual labour, and who are to 
act as the officials and overseers of 
the toiling 1l\any3.4. ' 

Unq~estionablYI there is an elitist aspect in rnost of . , 

Webb,' s writing~, and, hi,s ,cult of ~e e~pert .merged on 

occaslons wi'th authori~arianism: l:t~ believed 1n a (1 'managed' 

1 
33. Sidney Webb quoted August l, 1896. 

34. Leo èhioz za-Money, The FU,ture of Work and Other 
(Lo~don, 1914), pp. 129-30~ 
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'-democ~acy" 35, al the' only functional ai ier~ative., 
, .. 1;0 tackle Eng11nd' s "sicknesses". Hirnself a beneficiary " 

of the scholarship system, he wanted te establish, as 

96 

;he declared in 1897, ftthe greatest capacity-catching 

machin~' that the world has ever yet seen,,36,. LiJçe Morant,'. - \ ' ~ ..... .. .. 

he ,was searching for future leaders. Webb could never 
, , 

h.ave, been a ,utopian , the ci vi1.:Lsation in ~ , , 
'.' 

democrat: 

which he was living was based on inequalities which he had 
" . 

'personally experienced in his 'youth and, were· still to 'be 
, ' , 

considered 'in ,G\ny realistfc approach te the education 

prob1ern. Yet ev en 'by the standards of. the tim~ the' 

E~ucation Act's achievements wez:e quite imprèssive,. It had, 

in the words of A. V. Judges,'" spread the opportuni ty so 

"that further education in the widest sen,se should be 

avai'lable ta aIl fbuy ... not wi thout ë;n eye te the G.ivi~ 
" 

-, 37 
dividend" '. As Webb explained iÏl 19Q2 to Graham Wa:llas, 

aIl he wan ted was 

3t5. Brian Simon, Eaucation, and the Labour Movement '1870,- r 

~920 (LQndé'n, 1974-), p. 175.' 

36., Sidney we~b quoted "in E.J.T. Bre~nan, Education for 
National Efficiency •.. p. 29. 

37. A. V. Judges, "The Educa tionaI. Influence of ,the Webbs", 
. The,British Journal of Educational Studies, X " 

(Novêm'ber,. 1961), p. 47 • " - d,' 
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. ,a) The bes't possible primary schools available to all 
. b) The largest possible scholarship system 
c} The best possible' eveninga instruction 
d' The most efficient secondary ,schpols and 

University colleges 
e) The most ~oiough prov;i.sion :eor. post-~r'aduate 

study and rèsear.ch38. 

lndeed, Webb peraeived the reform of the 'British 

Univer~ity sy~t~ as a positi've' step towards 'j:he overal.l, 

'mode~nisation of the cc;mntry: As he had deInonstrat~d 

by his invj21venÎent in the' foundation of ,the London 

S,chool of Economies, he always considered univers±.ties as 

~tenti~l braintrusts) .speaki~g of tond~n University" 

which he had helped to re-organize w~th ,Haldane~ Webb ~i. 

(de a' t~ue professi,on of faith: _ 

, '. 

. '\ 

They are futile dreamers ·wha seek ",', 
'to fit .new circums'tances to the 
--old ipeals; rather must we strive, 
by deve~oping to ,the utmost ~e ' 
opportunities that the present afrards 
\lS', to create out of twentieth century 
conditions, new kinds 'of perfection39 •. , , 

. ; 

, 
>,' 

" 

" 

H~ be~ieved th~ Univer::;ity ta havè cruciâl roles'''t6 play 

. , 

ip th~s '"perfectlf' sta-t.e:' the mission of: 'enlightênmenbt' 'and 
~I ~ 

.. 

'. 

, , \ --------~---'---'--'----
... ' 

-- ' 

, , 

'. .. 

" 

< 

38. Sidney Webb, The Letters of- Sidney 'and 'B~atricè Webb, 

39. 

., 

Vol~ II, .p. 174. ' ' 

Sidney' Webb, ~I London University: A Policy and a " 
Forecast", The Nineteenth Century 'and Aft'ér,' 51 " " 
. (June, 1902), p. 931. , 
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of propagation of the ide~l notion of what society shou1d 
,. 

be. Moreover, he was convinced that "It i s in the class-

rooms ••• that the future battles of the Empire for commercial 

'prosperity are being already lost" 40 Needless to say 

he was quite cheerful in 1903 wh~n he observed that 

"we ~re actual1y engaged, on no small scale, in the business , 

of making univer~i1iies. We are e~ident1y going during .~~...: .. ;..' 

t,he next few years, to endow each part o'f Eng1and wi th 

. '1 1 ' ." 41 . h th . t . ~ts own oca un~vers1ty . W1t e recent re-organ1za ~on 

'~ - ", 

'" 

'~Of' th~ university of London (l898-,1~00), and the establishment 

~,--.. / of universi'ties at Birmingham (1900), Reading (1902) and 

.... ~ 
r- •• 1, _ ~ __ 

", 
'" ' / 
~. 

" .. . ' .. 
, .. J~' , 

t~ '" 5"' 
; '-' 

<\ .. ~ .. 

~ 1 III:t; " ~ 

.. !.. .. \ ~ ~ . ( .. , 
" . 

t .... , .. ' : ... 
1 ·~C 

.~ ! ,..,. 
;. _ .... 
ï .' 

, -

" 'Southampton (1902), even eontemporary developments in 

eClutation illustrated his fai th in localisation. As Webb 

wrote in 1907: IIWEt is most delaying progress to-day is 

.our l·a:ck or knowl dge. If. we knew more, things would 
" \ . 

'. 42 f . rt'l9ve':faster" • And indeed, education was.a1ways or h1ID 

" the key sect:0r in the fight ta. transfon;n permanently 
, ' 

~riti~p' sosiety. 
, .. \. , . 

, '" --
" ' , , 

- But 'edqcation r~p;-esented( rnerely a fracti9n of aIl 

" _" '1-

40. Si"dney Webb, "Lord ,Rosebery's Escape ••• ", p. 383. 

41. Sidney Webb; "The Making of a University", The Cornhill 
Magazine, XIV (April, 1903), p. 530. 

~ - . 
-- .4"2." Sidney Webb, The New Age," Vol. I, No. l,' (May 2,_ 1907) 1 
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.. 
.: ' . - . ±:.ha work: thàt. -remaiIÎed" to l::le done. Gladstonian Liberalism 

.. ~ .. _... . - ..,'" ........ ~ -... ~ ~ .. . 
1 l" ~ 

l - .• ~ _" h~d- aime,? at .the~rulfil1mènt_of. in<iivïdu~l libert,ies: 

. , 
" _ ~ • t 

+ l' .... 

... - ... J 

. -: ' Wel::lb' s r:Soè'iali.~tic :j.è1e·~I, py contrast, was that' of 

~,~ ~c:rpor~,te. ~:~èdOi:, t~' .lfé~~~~~d prim,a:r;ily 1n~ide t.he 

/' -trade:-unions,. the co-operat;i.ve movement and municipal, 
.. ~' ~ ~ •• ..1 ~ .... , 

, . " 
'~overIlIÎ\ents ~ Rec'al~ing the fact that lOCÇl~: administrations 

.. , ~ 

were compèilêg since rS56 to provide a well-organized 
. ~ , 

police s'ys~èin, he de'clared: '" England has, almost wi thou~ 
1 

" _, 1 

being .~ware ... of ~it, inven-ced exactly that relationship 

.. " ... ~-

00' , 

, ~ .. '. ' ......... .:, . 
b~tl!ee~ __ ..:.ce~~ral and local goverrunent wh~c~ enables the' 

...." ~ -

... - ... '. gl?eata"St: pôs~ible-progress to' be made" 43. 
• <J ' 

"i{.. _- ~ :: _ () • 

, . 

'. 
Sidney_ Webb, was, acutely' consèious" ôf tl)e fact that':' 

, " 

-- -ail tlie r~fqrins advoca'ted .'bY th~, -centr'~l governmeÎ:l't' . 
.... ".. ; ., ') ~.. ~ • : - ..... "1", ~.. .. _ 1 'L 

" were 'vain ~nd. à:bsu~d unless co'~çrete meàns bo guarantee . 
, ' . -, . . 

". " ~ 
their succésses were secured. For him, theore1;ic~l 

.. -1. ~ -

," 
'~ 

:.' . sp~culàtions 'an~' gov'ernm~ntal sc~em~~ 6ught to be 
... " - .--... ~ .. ~ .. ... ~ 

_ ' .. ~;~omp~~~ri~~,d."l?Y ,an' efficient ~ys't~ .of,:Gran:ts-in":'Aid, 
'. 

"",~.',. -':0: re~orme97 fin~nci.al': arrangem'e~t 'betwe~n 'the Lqcal .. ' 
Au thori tiès and', ~he Na t.i6hal . Ex~hèquer" 4 4 : 

" - ... ~\" ~ il .. 

< •• 

The GIant~-:, ,.' : 

!' 

1 

.. 
" 

~. . 
.,.' 

"1, 
. \ - .. . , ~ . , " 

, 
• ~ "1. ~ ,,' • • .J-..--

.'. ',' ... ::>.43. sidney Webb, uLord,'Ros'ebèrY's E~cape.' •• ", 'P.' :379. 
. '" - . E • 

, ' • .. .... .... ~.. .. -l.l -. - "" .;: l,.. '-' J ~ • , !, A " 

.-i- ~ ':.' ,", ~. ~~~ ~~~. ',"'44: -Sïdftêy ~ëbb',' .Grants in A-iCi':~'~, 'C;i ticd.sm ;'alld a Propos aL 0 :,' C~' ,:': <., "> ~_ .. -. - (Lonâon.,- 19~1).,' p., SO. " 'j ", • ;' 
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had emerged"' in the éourse ~f ~e Îlin~~eenth cebt~.11;", 
, " 

consisted ih the' right of the'Natio~al'Gover~ent tp . 
-' _ 1 .... ' J ~ • \ 

!5upeJrVise local proj ects in exchan~e: Qf '.s'~vent~o:t;ls·. 
• .. 1 " 

'. The inHtiative was 'still l.o'Cq,l,; but, made 'effe.ctiv~ 
• 1 l ' 

". • • 1 • 

'by the allowance of. na tional' funds ... Dllrii'l'g the Edwardian, 
" .'.' . 

era, the Grants system was rest:.ing inadequately o~ an .' 
~ ') - . .... . 
ad hpc b~sis,; and- as. always when'ia~ing: a~ a~inistra'ti~e. 

, ' . 
, , , 

,', 

, 
mud~le, Webb raised'his visi~nary voice: 

J," • 

, . 
" 

, 
, . 
, . 

. j -
~ ~ ~ .. 

- . 

, . 
'Whether any branch of the Local 
Government, serVice hard'ens into' 

" 

~ stagnant bureaucracy •.. or' blos~oms 
'and gevelops into an ever-iffiprovi~g, 
·~iquitously-~erving, agency~ •. ~epends 
'very iargely'on'the particular 
oonqitions ~~on which its Gr~nc in 
Aid is made . 

'50 Inuch, 'for 'Webb the 'fanatical bur~atlcrl3.t., 
, . . ~ 

" 

'. 

,'. 'Indeed, the stat~' as: e~visa~ed by Webb was' never an 
• - • '1 ' 1·. 

'. ,'impos~ inanimate,' structure. In the 'co1:1ec'tivity that 

. ..as. P'la~n~ :~~ ::~.,.;~~', ~s 1~89, l'lissez-f'~ire 'was beaten 

:',on:'ail ;ront'S:, ,o':. ',~ / ..... 
"~ ... ~ '1 ~ 

j " • 
~ \ t\ • . 

" The -: iridi ~iduali~t -town counc'illor . \ 
, will ~walk along tli~ municipal pav:.em~.mt, 

",'1 .... 

01'. ',8, 

, 45. - SidnEi!Y ,Webb, ~J:aIits in Aid, -p. '.2,3. 
, ' 
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\ , 
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, 1 • 
li't by rhuhicipal ga.s and cleansed 
by muni.cipal b'rooms witn municipal' 

,'wat~r, and seeing ,by the 'mun-;icipal : 
, clo.ck in the municipal market that he 

is too early ta meet bis children 
'corning from the municipal school, 

.' hard by 'the county' lu~atic àsylum 
mun~cipal 'hospital, will use the' 
national telegraph' system' to tell 
thern not to walk throùgh the municipal 
park,- bu t to come by the' municipal . 
trarn~ay ta meet him in the mpnicipal 
reading-room46 .. 

, , . 
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Webb WÇi.s definitély never'a <;Jreat 'fiction wrf.ter., Yet 'these 

oft-quoted, lines illusttate mOJ;e ;than a mere "municipal" 
... . ", : 

. , 

fantasy., ;rn factf" municipal' goverrunent was wheI;'e h~' 
j .-

, focused IIlost of Q.is pJn~~aki~g analysis Ç>f British' 
4

' 
/ " • 

\ ':, gOvernmeri.t~' , In. the words of Rodney Barker, 
- , " " -

,Lthé Webb§? saw the ~ocialist state 
'as . b~ing active at bath na tiC?na~' 
and local ,leyels" though ,Sidney 
complained Qf the absence of_any 
discussion of the distribution of 
~ncreasing public .responsability' , 
b'etween ,local and national gov~rnft1ent-••• 
their_ heav,iest ernphasis wa~, always 
placeâ on IodaI gOVérnmeht47 . , 

\ 4' • 't 

,~hi!? insistence on ,the, v{tal role -of iocal' admin.istration 
, '" , 

was far from unknown -in E'~gli~h, pOlitica~ thd\lght. Webb 

, " 

./ 

" -
, 46 .• Si-dney Webb qUÇlted in Wal ter ·L ~ Arnstein, ,Bri tain- . 

y'esterday and Today--1830: t9 the Presènt' . (Boston f i96-6),. p ... 1"86: 

47. Rodney Barker, POlitidal Iaeas in Modern Britain 
eLond'on, ,197.8), p. 33. 
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o,f1;en -quoted 'révere'ntly J ~ S. Mill' '5 Consid'ératio'ns on 

Representative ,Government (~861), on- th~~subject~ 

John Stuart Mill'was emphatic in 
'! his' declaration,' as a p'ri,nciple of 

J' fundamental iInpo,rtanc,e, thàt .' in, l, 

.each local circumscription there ' . 
should be,but bne elected'body fo~ aIl 
local business, not different bodies' ' 
for different parts of it'48. 

He W'~s in a· sen'se, merely ~ontribut.i:ng ,to the rev,iyal of. 
.' 

tiiis slogan'. ( t, 

Since Webb's vision of the state was anchored in. 

the concrete England he knew, it implied the obligation 
t l, 1 

to fînd, ',; sCientific,1 'solutions 'to' problems as dl.verse ' 

"a\,'t!ie a~ysmal ignorance of the British pe?ple, 'the' 

"' . sweating system, or the parishes' water supplies~ ·It 

. r,ep'res~ntèd - nothing less than the pla.!lning of à whole 'new 

civilisation, ,accompanied ,by the implantation of the bést 

individuals,.the "experts",.at every level of governrnent. . ' 

.Webb was'convinced that there ought to exlst what Comte 

had d,es-cribed many ye~rs. before, as "~ class absorbed by 

speculative latçurs, constantly and exclusively oçcupied 

. ' 
. 48. ,4~y·Wèbb,-. '!The Ed'lJ,cation Bill", ,p. 607" 
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in ~urn~shing aIl the rest with the'general rules of' 
, . 

. , . ' . - ,- 49-" 
conduct', which ,they can no more, dispense' with ~han' creat~" • 

, -~ , ' 

_.' ", _In ,a somewhat paternalist 'fash-ion, .'Webb, thought that- the 

J" 
'. 

,,-

, , 

" 

-, 

, , ,- .. ' 50 
,!'best' pos!iible reàring of the 'children of the St'ate'" 

could be secured only by the_se~sible employment of a 

collective method of national administrati,<;:>n. ·In '190'9 i' 

he defined' it as: , . 

J 
.. 

The fourfold path of ,collective 
administration of public'serv,ices, 
collective regulation of private 

- industty, collectï ve téUf:atlon 
Df.unearned income, and collective' 
provision for ~he dependent 
sec,tions of the commu~i ty-ànd not ' 
any excursion in utopia or 'cloud­
cqckoo-land ' 51. 

.' 

, . 

While trying to comprehen~ the whole fbrest, webb tended 

-' " 

1. 
1 

1 

~.. .... 

l' 

to, alway's 'begin with individual trees. Sir wiiliam 

Bever.idge accurately describ'ed in q.n obi tuaJ;'y the partnership.' s 

output; 11 It was designed as an exarnple of sociology and 

49. Augu5t~ Comte y System of Positive Polit y, (1822), quoted 
in Philip Rieff, ed./ On Inte11ectuals':'Theoretica1 
Studies, Case Studies (,New York, 1~69),. p. 275. ' 

. 50.. S,idriey Wel?b, It-Lord Rosebery 1 s Escape,"'''' p.: 381. 

'51. 9idn~y w_ebb, .To'wards· Sociat.- Demoqracy? ,:(1.909)-" 4th 
ed'., (London, 1~21)"p. 39. 
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poli tièal science based not on theory but on description 

'and ,analysis of institutions ,,52 using this method,' the 

Webbs', aim was to abèlish a world, where, as expressed 

by Sidney, -II The, denizens 0f the sIums .•. might cancei vably 

pull d?wn,the ,industrial communities among which' they 

exis,ted, not 'by, revolution, but by that insiduol:1s 

demoralization whiéh sprang-from the sIums and ~te away 

the vigour and' manhood 'of the race" 53. ' 
. , 

.. ~. 
- . 

1n Il Lord ,Rosebery' s Escape •.. Il Sid~~y Web,b was 

:still advocating the idea 9f a National ~nirnum he had 
,-

• - first prop~sed in ~tie' 1890's, particularly, as w~ have.o 

seen" in Industrial 'Dernocracy, and i t was· to remain 

an essential element of his 'global vi~w of the stat~. 

,Referring to this,- A.M. McBriar has said that "one feels 

that the question about the State rnight have elicited-
, , 

'from him a vast amount ,of :f;actual information about 'the 
, . . 

relation between County Councils and centr'al ,governrn~nt" 
, • 1 • f 

departrnents" 54 This certainly consti tutes an- unfair 

5"2. William Beveridge, "Qbit~ary-Sitlney' Webb 1859~1947" '. 
The Economie Journal, 58 (SepteIDbèr, 1948), p. 431. 

53 .. Sidney Webb quoted in The Times, April 5, 1910'.' 
ii\ 

54. A. M. McBriar, Fabian Socialism and English Polit-ics 
. 1884-1918, '!2' 73,. ' 
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judgrnent., There is, ,to be sure, an exaggerated, almost , 

,obsessive, preoccupatioI;l witb facts to be found in MOst 
~. . ' 

of Webb's writings. For example, in a Fabian Tract ealled 

"Five Years,J Fruits of the Parish Couneils Act~', 

WB are tald that "The Parish Couneils of Threapw~od 

(Cheshire, pop. 306) and Hildenborough (Kent, pop. 1, 440') 

complained ta their District Councils time after time 

about the unhealthy state of their pa~iShes, owfng'~o 
the bad a'rrangements, for drainc3:g~1I 55 • A~d a f:Jw pages 

further, one can discover alm,ost ctyptic! s'entences, such 

'as: IIThe Parish Council may' ask the Rurë3,l District ço,uncïl 
, 

to appoint' a 'Parochial Cornmi ttee',' arid to- make 'the Pari,sh 

Couneil that' c,?mini ttee, wi th perhaps the addition. of 

the District Councillor' for that distr.j.ct" 56. , Yet the 

true ~ssence of his work lies elsewhere, and the bare facts 

were serving larger purposes. Whôt he xeally wanted was 

'to d·emo:(lstratè the need' for the creation of "an indissoluble 

partnership between the individUal and the commu~ity, 

in'which neither must ~ail in duty ll57 

. i' 

,,- 55. Sidney Webb, "Five Years', Eruits of the Parish Councils 
~ct", (Jan. 1901), Fabian Tracts (Nende'J-n, Liechtenstein, 
1969)"p. Il. 

5.6~' Siçinev Webb, Ibid., p. 22. 

57. Sidney and Beatrice Webb, The Preven~ion of Destitution 
(1911), (London, 1916), p. 297. 
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. The deffitiv~ ve~siori of 1;he perfect state according 

te Sidney Webb dees net exit. He always worked on varieus 

proposaIs concerning precise means ta attain a better 

sà~ial qrganisatièm., This explains perhaps why the 

Wèbbs' ~ole production as abstract social theorists, 
, 

A Constitution for'the Socialist Càmmonweàlth of Great 

Britain C1920), has been characterized 1::>y Margaret Col'e 

.' 

in these words: "no one ever framed; loving ly" 50 horrible 
, 58 

a Utopia" Sidney apd Beatrice 'Webb were no Robert 

OWen." Nevertheless, 'their seemingly undogm,atic magisterial 

series of works on Eng~ish Local Government is eminently 

relevant ta a> study of Sidney's vision cf the state. The 

Times Li terary Supplement, speaking about ,the volume r" 

The'Parish and the County (1906), referred to its main 

theme as being If a me1ancholy narrative of incompetence, 

jealousy, and corruption on the part of the governing bodies, 

and of neglect, fraud and oppression on the part of their 

officers,,59. The result of eight years of research, 

the book presented a detailed picture of the eyolutien of 

British Parishes and Counties from 1689 to 1835, the year 

58. Margaret Cole, "The Webbs and Social Theory", The 
British Journal of Sociology, 12 (1961), p. 103. 

59. Il The Parish and the CO,unty",. The Times' Li terary' Supplement", 
, ( Nov. 2, 19 06), p. 366. 
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o ~f:, the M~ni'cipal Refonll, Act. Eden Paul, a member of,' , 

the I~L.P., wrote in a review of the Webbs' The State"and 

, " 

the Doctor (1910): 

T'he Webbs are no'. merely irna.gina·tiv~' 
reformers. They base a~ways their, 
adrnonishment of what ought te be; 
and their aspirations regardirig" ' 
what rnay b~, upon an exhaustiv,e' , , 
and accurate demonstràtion, of 
what has been and what is60 • 
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And indeed, as we have seen, the study of'the past was not 

for thern sirnply an antiquary's leisure. It was an essential 

. and stirnulating element of Iieality~ Thi-s is why each,'of. 

, the Il 1aborious and luminous' studies of English local 

'in~tituti.o~s"61 written by thern during the Edwardian 
'. . 

, ' 

years have aIl to be considered' in order ta appreéiate 

fuliy their option. 

Whether exarnining' the' English .hierarchies of town 
" 

g.6vernrnent before 1835, as in The ManQr and tl}e Borough (19-08), 

or obserying the historical developrnent of the'road systém 

in The Story of the"Kihg's Highway (1913); theY,were ~lways 

. ' 

60. ,Eden Paul, "The State and the D,octor':, The Labour Leader", 
(August'26, 19,10), p~ 531. 

:61., "The' ManQr and the Borough", The Times Li terary ,Supplein~nt~' 
(April', '16,· ~908), p. 122. 
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" '. , ", " implici ~ly advértising the 's~.e pattern 'of 
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l' ' l, ",' 
'f' , ; .' ,,' , .' .-

.-1-
f • ,. 

, ' 
" 

, -, 

1 • l ~ • 

nàtion~l. 

,efficiency. ~~ Sidney Weçb admitted in G~ants in 'Aid: 
, 0 l '. 
"when a thing had been said once, it is not altogether 

, - ' 
, . . 
impertinent, if there be need, for it to be said 'again, 

'cl . d ' '.. 1 ' f 1 "II 6 2 ,an sal. agal.n l.n vo ume' orm: , On occ~sïons l~e , 

,this one, he sounded almost like an evangelical missionary' 
• t • ,,~. 

, , . 
" , 

'1 ' 

" " ." 
" 

• 1 \ • 

"" 'l' , , 

, ' 

." <-

/.," ,manquê. 
. ' 

•• • 1 50 f~r, we have studied webb as a'pl~nner of the, 

:It' r~ains' ~o 'explore his' conception of ïts smaîiést, 
," -". ,1 ~ 

. yet essential component, the 'individual.. The Guild 
~ j < ' 1 

50cialist Samuel G. Hobson wrote in' 1920: 

, , , 

~ -" 
êertainly, thè 5tate-has 'a sinister' 
reputation ~o live dbwn. The ' 
overwhelming mass'of the workers 
know it only as an organ of opppess,io.n, 
arrogantly ass,uming' autoçra'tic power, 
under the guise of political democracy, 

, , to sub~erve' plutoc:t:atïc ends 63 • ' , , 
, , 

And ;indeed, the' rapid increase Of the powers of, the state" 

dUJ:'ing the Edwardian perioq was enough tQ provoke a 

genera~i'zed' debate over the ?urvival' of 1Ildividualism. The 

:. 

62. Sidney Webb, Grants ,in Aid, p. vii. , , 

63. Samu,el G.' Hobson, 'National Guilds' and .the State' 
,(London, 192qJ( p. 20.-
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problem was ofteh~simplified td'take the. form of'the, 
• • ° 

sloga.'n '" Social:isrn verstls Indi vidua!ism'~. Many were 

upset by.· what they percei ved to be the 
~ ç, • 

growing ~endency 

. ,'of ~e cêhtral,g'over'IlI!le?t to .. imit'ât~ the fllawless and 

unsYtn~at~et.i~-' ufbpJ.as' c~~a'ted b;.1 H .. G. "\~~J.l's 1 S • i,m'ag;!'la ti on 
• 1 1 ~ ~ .. , ..... 

" . 
sevèrài' Edwaidians had the împression Qf elevati~g 

an" inipressive monœn'ent, the "Grea-t State", on' rather 
,. ... • \. 1 ~ ~ 1 ~ .. , 

~~~y ~oundations withput -any referenc~ to'eth±cal 
.. ' 

concerns .. They' often fel t helpless', àbou't the &udden. 

tr~si tioZ;. from laissez-faire to th,e .~m~,tge~ce o~ the 

·welf~f!3. state. Was Webb really' s.ucc~in then to the 

j:emptation of designing a' totaiitari.an type of society, a 
.. 

. '>polossal organisÏn devoid of any form of 1Ï.umanistic ·pre-' 

oc~cupations? , Was he oh the dernocratic side or rathex a ' 
, . 

partisan of. thè amel'i~ra tiGn of the Il ràce,lI, whatever the: 

human cost ~ight be?-, Inside the n~w per.fect socia+ 

orgà~i,sation planne~' by the' Webb's, wha.~ kind 'of freedom 

-'of'.initiative was ~eft to' the individual? ~r af~er'al1:, 

'as ~argaret'Cole rightly pointed o~t, "lA discreetly 

f r'" 

1 ~.. • 

, , 

'. 
r ' 

.' . 

'J;egulated f-reedorn 1 was a fresruent phrase of 8idriey' webçJ" Q~ ... ' 

64 • 

. , 
, , 

'In fact, -as aptly sununarïzed by Wil-lard- Woife " 

Webb never suggésted that , 
the state. itself sho~ld become more 

, 
Margaret' Cole, The Story of a Fabian Socialism, p." 148. 
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coercive; rathe~, a greater sense 
" 'of aohe.si·on and comm:Ï;tment shou.td 

develop from within it in respGnse to 
th~ appeal of social,duty 6S. , 

11" 

11,0-

'( " .' 

" 

. , 
\ 

- Webb has ofteit been P9rtraye~ as a k~nd Q~ foxy scheme;r " 

, " 

, , 
l ' 

-, , 

, 
, • /' r 

... t), 

.' 

, , , 

~ , , 

" , 

-." 

, , , 

'more interested with the cOllectivist char~cter of'life 

in~' s~ciéty than willing, 'to emd~asize the un,i~Jepess-
of ~ach of its participants.' In fea~~ty, he w~s convinced 

. ~ 

that-the. new 4ge was'to 'witness the transition from a 

wotld of individuals ta one, of citizéns: 

, 

1 If our 'aim is the transformatio,n of 
England intC:J a Social Democraç:y" 
we must frankly accept the changes 

'b.aught about'by the Industrial 
Revblution, the,faétory sy~tem, thè 
mas~ing of population in great , 
cities, thè elabarate differentiation 
and cQmplication of modern 
civilization, the,Vsu.bordination of the 
worker ta the cit'izen, and of thé, 
in~ividual to the GonimuiÙ.ty 66 .• , ' ' , ' 

" 

. ' 

" 

Yet the fact that he was not ,a.lachrymo~e observer'of thè 

inequities of 'British ,society'did not made:him les~ of a 

, ' 
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6·5. Willard Wolfe, From Radicalism ,to Socialism, 'pp •. ,280~8),'!. . . ... ..., ~ 

,1 
i: 

66. Sidn~y Webl?, "Socialism: _ True· and Fal~e",; 
pp. 59-60. 
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, ,: - . <;iemocra:t:." One of' his p:l'~ary eonce-r!r$ w~s, ,a1ways ~o 
t '., 

, . 
, ... . ... . ~. ...-

. 'ensure 'that thè workei: sho~ld ~ot l:le"ma:i~tai~$:lin the; , 

...... 
........ ,~ 

-, .... 

0"" 

" 

" ( 

condition of ~ ';:làndless 'stran~e~'i~ h~s .owrl :;a'U~t'ry:II,~7.,.' 
" " ..... -. 

.. 1 • _ 

" 

, ' " , ) .. 4 

, ' , -.. , -
It i5 true ,that's~e concepts used by him, such 'às' 

.. ", •• ' _'" ..... w ~. '.. .... :. ~ , • '" ... ,~" _ , •• , .. ,,~l,. ... 
, ' If, phy~ica1 degeneracY'" . OI:: ",race," now, aPl?ea~' 'to, ~e t;~i?:ted,', 

: - , ~ 

... ",' 
, " 

,with "an unsavo~ry iasbist tePnino1ogy'. ,BUt:' tl').è.":sc'±enêè", ' , " " , ' 
'. • - .. • . ' _. ~ _ - • ," 1" \ J_, ~ ',~ .... ~ , • -.......... _ ',. ~ .. " ~ -: ........ 1 lit> • ' l ' .. ' ., 

, O,f ,E'I;l'genics', 'aS it ~as', the'p'-, call~d" Wàs' pe;rc,e,.;.ved 'essep.,t;iall:y .. " ~. '.' 
, . 
'1 ,. 

as' a pctential too1' ta make $Urè that: soci~ty w~s ~9t' , , 
, ' ~. ~ l' , , • ..' , ',' • .. ~ • ,~ ..-.' 

wasting ïts ~nèr~ie~'. As 'w~' shc~iii' 'sèe" è~en' j::A,;' ,Ho,b~ri" ~'. 
, ..' .. ~ - . . \ 

, ,- .. l ""--: ~ , ~ "~' .. 

-.. 

, ,"', 'wo~ld cdns,idér f'avourab1y sorne' ,of' its "eiement,S'~ 
'41. " .. i .!... ,- , ; ." ,. . \ 

. ',(:w:ebb say's abc?u~ the, :r~arin9' "pf chi1dr:eq: 

: 'When ,S ~9-J;le~' 
.' .. '':, 

1 
, .0' i''' 

, , 

: ... 

" 

. . 

-, " ~ l,'" 
.: 1 • • 

, ' 

1 
.... , . 
~ , 

! \' ... 
" ' / 

• • 1 • ~ • 

, 1 . ' .' •• • .~ • 

, . . 
, ' ,~t pr,e!?ent, it is ignored' as ;an," '! .' 

occupation, unremunerated',' and " . , ' . '.:, 
,', " in. no way 1 honoured, 'by the State". .' ; 
, " ,On9e. the pro,duction o~ heal thy; mor·a'l, . 

, ' , '~d infe~l±gent, citizen,s' il;; revered ,', : : 
as ,à 'social service' and'made the," '. ' 

's'uhject' of 'delibeirate' praise and' ... ',".: l • 

enéo\lragemènt' on the part -of the " -
, Gov~rnrnentr it wJ.ll, we inày'b~ "" " '., ,/ 

-,sure,. ,attract the bes,t an%~most " '-
, patriot.i:c' of the ci tiz~ns , .. ' " .,' 

, ", .' 
" 

.. -. , , , , 

" 

" . '.\"'" (" 

. " 
'. ! , 

" 

, . 
.. 

" 
'" • - ." _'" • • ~ '. s' ...... 1 \ 

" ,:'. i·t ,is; aqtuaIly d~fficul't, n,:,t ,to' fall, 'into, the t::r;~p .Ç:;f, 
• ~ , • ":. '( • ',,,. .' -'. • '. \ l " -/J'~' '~' ... ",..' • ~ • 

: ,_ ,pic;:t:uring, ~im as an ~ar1y, ,incarnatio'~, cf 1:.h~ 'fa~cist, type. 
1 • 

.'~ : l, , , " . " . , 

.: , 'G <> 

. " 68. S,idne.Y Webb; "Physic~l Degeneracy 'or' Race Suicid~1" " ' 
, , ,Par't. 2. Thè 'TiI;nes" Cctober' 16 ~,·1·906,.,"" " 
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- " '. ' .. -. '. . '-~,' - "Hïs·, -èàs-e, sounds even W9rs'e when he refers te the nation' s . 

.... ,_ .... \ .... :/fl .. &. ... --:-. _ ...... _ '"'_ - ~" ~ 

> -~ .. . ' 

" 

o 

" ' . 
,-, ,-, ' '''·minorit:i;es· in the fellowj.rj.g terms: 

~ lot ...... ...,. ~, • _ ..... , ,~~ .... ~ 
: ~ ~ .. .. 

,.. .. ... ..... '-, ....... - ...... _, .. ~ t .. 

, > " .. :' .:- ~ ; <:.' ~ '"/ Th~ ~~;ti~~l~~ 25 percen~ of our . .- < <, , ,', ,-, " ~,~. .:~ , ;popti;latlë.n, as Professor Karl' Pearson 
". .., .{ ~~I:rS_ ~warning us, is producing 50 per 
.' l '. '"~, '".", - t_ cent o.f our children. This can hardly 

, " = ':"~ -''';'''' , .. - -:_"- . ",," ~rèS"ul t, 'in anything but national 
,- -~,~ .. '" ." ~ deterioration; or, as an alternative, 

. ~ ...... ~ 
" ," 

, . 

. - , . 
...... \. .' 

-, .~ 'in 'tHis country gradually falling to the 
Irish and' the Jews... The ultimate 
future of. these islands May be to the 
Chinese69 • 

Karl Pearson was a Socialist and Danlinist thfnker 

who"pro,fessed views 0f~~n similar to those .. Webb • 

\ 

As 

Bernard Sèmmel explains, "pearsoriJ posi ted as the 'moral 

-
"basis'~ of his new socialist society 1 not religion, but a 

'rational motive for conduct' - 'service to Society' Il 70 

A' But,._before hastily cataloguing Webb as an authori tarian 
,. 

"planner 1 i t' is essential té remind ours el ves of the 

" .. -' condi tîon of Englanq. then: fundamentally, a mixture of 

stupendous riches and terrible poverty. And also, that 
;, 

.ft Eugenics was st.ill cansidered as a respectable means ta 

~I) • ". break down the vici'ous circle of misery in the country. 
: 
:-
l ' ~ 

.', 
: - ... 

',' 

,,' 

,-

69'.. Sidney Webb, "Physical Deg,eneracy or Race Suicide?". 

7". 

. ' 

Bernard Serrunel, "Karl Pearson: Socialist and Darwinist", 
The Bri~ish "Journal of Sociology, 9 (June, 1958), 
p. 113 . 
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Wnen liavelock ~;'l;is ~r~~e in' 1912.: "~he key, to t~e. ,.~-' :." . 
, . .. , 

~ ,~ituat.io~~· it is now beg.inning te' be mot1e and hors w.idelY: ' 

~'- ~',',:"'~; "':, " '~elt,'~:Ls to ~ found in 'the C?~unterbalanc.iI}g ,tendency -',' 
... "' ... - ': - - l " 

'.. " ~ ", " :, ~f< ,ind,i.vidu~l~sm and the, ~~~,enic ~~a~d.ia.nfhip o~. the" 

" : ":raG~It'7+, :hè ~as' merely ":lllustrating h~S d~~tempo.rari~s<' .. ~ . -
" 

.pérpiexi ties dvèr 
, ';'-. 0-

~ , t~a~f~rin ~àcie~~ •. 

, ' 

tne choice' of 'an eff.ective, method' to 

Aft:er aIl, as,the'Webbe 'thernselvè~'" 
, ... 1 .. 

.., '> - - .. 1 / ... 

,,'~~Oè~d- in 'f,hé p~evention of Destitution;', "in~ny of ·t,he .' ',' 
" , 

,.' " ':: ," -'~ ,~ ,keene ~ t' 'supporters of E'u~e~i~s are, a,t C 'the s~e. tïme' ~ '.' " , 

, , 

.. , :' '~'~.- :,-tp~-'.~o.st ~eal0,us workers ·f,?r social ieférms'~ :i~_~, ~ccording. ", " ,," 
, . 

" ,:', .. ,'.-, , ,~tô ·J:'M • .- winter" "By con~empèrai:'Y - .. ~ .. . 

... ~:' ,'~:', ,~ "".i:-a"Ci~l~sm .. wa~ un-excePt~ona11; 7 3 • 
-, ... .J' ... • -i - ~ 1 

.... ~. - - :;..~.. "- J ~ 

: ~,exc~s~ t.hel.:t- ~any shortcomings ~on 
. .. "",. .. 

, ' 

standard?' the Webbs", ", ' , 
... .. 1 .. ~ ) . ~ .. , ' 

This 'state:nerit 'doe~ not,' . , , , 

the subj'eét', but, has ,~ 

'. 
," ... _ .. 

. ' 

.thê -merft 'of situ,atfng them in the right· histor,ical. 
, ' , " 

" 

- ifJ,' , : . : ~ ... 

, , 

-... ,<; ., ~ ~ - ' .,........" ,... -.. ~ 
~ ~ ~ .- . , 

"... • - - ~,~*-," 

" . '. 
'", " ' 

~ '..... -- '. --' _' < .... .: 'Sidney Webb provldes uS wi th the key toi, hïs, true' 
.• • ~~...J. .1 -: .. J - '~--;. ---. - ... t ~ r. • 

\ ,,_ . ' " 'èon-cèption Qf i'ndividualism ill hi's. article "The Necèssary 
~ .. , ~.. .. 1 ... ' . :".......~ .. -.,...... . ~ 

:-. _ ,~ .. ", ~ Basi.s-' .~f' society";' wher~_ he in~isès on, the' fact tha,t,," the . 
.. ~ ..... J '" ~ , ... of J _ . , ~ ,-: -' -.... ~" ~ 

'," r " --.,.----------.. .. -- .. 
- 1 l ' 

:, "-:' . 71. ~av.elock Ellis, "Individualism and Socialisrn",.The 
,'/.,~. ':.:" <"c'ôntemporary Review, CI (~pr~l, 1912)" p. ,527.,--:-' ,,' 

. " . \' ' 
...,.... ... ' ~ 

. , .', '. ' . , -:72. Sidney. and Beatrice web~, The Prevention of Oestitutfon, 
, _ ,:. , ' "',' '-"~" .. p 0' 45. ' 

, b; ~ ..v '-.. ~ ;- ... '.'.,,_ 

· ~::'.:~:':~::' c~:~;rnter, 50c~.lisin .r. ~he Challenge of War, 

- -. - . ~' ... 
". 

" 

-. 
" 

- , . -.. ~" ~ . , ~ ~-
,... ot ..... ' ...... . , .... ~ 

1 

,1 
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1 «i! 

• o~ C' 

average citi%en o,r the nOrI1\.al ~uman ::peing. ~ • ~s 
1 

a ,mere 
:> 

• •• 1 

a:bstràctio~, and 'simplY does not exfst.' You and. l 'hay-e . 

neyer seen him, in the' flesh" 74. 
, 

ais. socialisIll did 'not 
D n 

'fostèr t~e,. V'is~on '. of!. a collècti vi ty festing on nebulous '~' 

not~ons of equality and democracy. Inste~d,o it was based . 

bn a,desi~e to make ~very c~tizen an integrâted p~rt 
; 

of ci well-o,rganize,d whol~, as' can b~ seen in his iÇlea, 

.' of a Leg'al MinimwtÎ wa:g~' a's', ari instrument ,ta' Il stimulate 
, { 

. thê .selection~ ,for - t.he na-tion' s b,usiness, 9f. the' 'most . \ , , 

1 eff±ci'ent workmen,. the. bes:t. equ~ppè~ .,emPl<?ye~s; and: 
. '. '705 

the most advàntageous ,forms of industry" • The 
, 

, 

jqu~naÜ.st, Alfred G. Gardine.r wrote in 1914: 

o 

1 : 

' .. l 

To Mi. a'rJ.-d Mrs. Webb we are 
statistics: Ne are marshalled 'iIi, 
colWnns, and drilled in -tables,' and 
explainea in' appendices. We-dô net 
move' to sorne fë(r'':'off divine ev.ent, . 
but to à mirac't,llous perfection of, " 
machinèry and ~. pwce ,in. ~cimals ~6. 

, 0 

j 

, u 

1. ' 

'0 

'. 

, , Inc~eed, .~~~ We'bbs were lC;;oki-ng at' tlre- world from, a Il sc~entifl.ç" 

, 1 

74. Sidney Webb, /1 The Necessary Basis .of Socie.ty~' ; ·The 
,Contem,porary Revïew,_ 9.3 (June, '1908)·, ,1;'. 660,.;'-

.. ' l, \ '\ , 

,75. Sid?ey Webb, "The Economié Theory' of a Legal MinimutR . 1 

_ l ' • .:wage~' '. The', Journal 'of Poli tical Economy,' 20 ',<.Dec~er, , 
,_' , 19~2), p~. '9.84:-985.'.,' - : , ,'.~. l ' " 

1 76.' 'Alfred G. Gardiner, Pillars of Society ~LOridon;:t91:4}/: 
'p~. 209~ 1 \ \, ~-

. ' 
f' _, \ 

.. 1 , 

o 
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vi:eWpÇ>ïnt and ',alwa'ys 'mani'fes,ted- an ~imost chiiélf.sh' entl'\uS1as1n ' 

" 
" 

, , ;" ~ , " - - .. 
" w!le~ever ,they discovetecl ,~m ,effective' administr~tive, 

'~~Olicy • 
, . 

" , ~ ~ ~ 

But: Gardiner'!; pres~nbation. of ~ea~t1ess 'e;Kpertlii ,: ' 

- " 
- 1 1 1" 

constitutes a gross'exaggération. 
, . For i t was the' sëlII!e 

" 

Webb who said: "the most, impol;"tant' b~siness of' twentieth- i ' ': ,': , .' ','" 
'__ 1" l , ~ 1 l' ' 1 

,cent;.ury ogovernmen~s must be I~O prpvide n?,t, only for' 
. 

mi,norities~ but e~en, for quite sm~11 minor~tiès(, and', . \ 
, - t '1 f : d' '. dl" 77 , ,ac ua\!: y ,or:: ~n ~ V~ ua ~ ' .. 

, ' 

. , 
" 

" " . , , 
,-' ~ 

" 

1 Sidney Webb ~ s iz:té11ectua1' 'her'o ,J. s. Mill'" hà~ , 
, ' 

, / 

firmly -;bel'i~ved that "HumJn n~t~re is ~~t 'a.' rnachin~ ta be, 
! , ... l' "/' • , _ 1" _ f 1 1 

,built' 'after' a ~ode1 ••• bût a tree, \ô1hléh:;requ~res- te groW . 

1... '-

, , , 

and, de;ve10p -i tself on, a~l' sid~s, aCèording - to' the tenq.ency 

of the i~~ard forces WhiJ~ make i~ q.,;~~~in~ -thin~" 78~, 
~< 'And Webb,Icherished throùghout 'h'is life ',that kind of high ',,", ,,' 

- ~ 1 • • ' .. 

1 
, ), 

standard( of! individuaL 1ï'fe: his work was ,focused,' 
l ' 

on.hq.man beings,' not on standardizèd robots. III. 189'1, 
.... , . ' 

ye'?irs, befote the' suffragettes', he h,ad already re~erred 

-Êo the "past subj~cti~n LOf wo~eIi7,,7.~, His' pers~e~t~ ve ~, 
, , 1 _ 

was always,that of just'icer Over' the deriominational issue 

,rais'E;!d, by the Education Act of 1902" for ~xample, he _ ' 

, ' 

:77. - Sidney Webb. II The Neces-sary Basis of .society"" p.: 660. 
" \ t \ ' 

1. ~ ,f'" 1 1. .... 

78. J. S.- Mill, On L-iberty' -and Considera tions_ on Represent'ati ve . 
Governmen t, P ." 52. 

79. , Sidney Wèbb, ,II 'rhe Al1eged Difference' in- the Wag'es paid 
fo, Men, p.nd' to .women fQr Similar ~Work", Thè Economic 
~Journal, l (Dec., 189l '), p. ' 661., 
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, ' , 

;: ,~dvo~~ted. ~e "lib~rtY of- choi.ce' .'f4r 'paren~~ .of ali creeds. 
1 l'. ... l ,1 ". 

'As M. A. Hami,lton pÇ>inted, ,but,,' uH~ was ag'a~~st in'to1erance, 
\ ' 

'under whatever namè i t rni,ght rnasquei-ad,e: against the 
- , , 

.. l " ' _. ' - ~ \ r 

" '.cut-:and-dri'e4 ,ïrnposi'ti0D: 'oi cert:ain views, whatever ,tpéy 

, ' , , 

" 

,,- ,,'; 

, niight be" 80. 'Webb' s' atti t~èle t9wards the 'donçep~' of 

~~ ,s.tate' dUJ;ing tbe px:e-war ye,ars' was' ,~o~~ed i~, a 's,trong. '\ 

,conqnon 'sensé. Wi,th' a typical Edwardian' 'earnes'tness ,: he' 
: ~ , '\ ',' _' J ',.., 1" ._ 

,d'esire'd th~, establishment' 'o'f a " . 

l , 

~ " )-

. , " 

,', "closer--c'ommuriion for the f~tllre, , 
of' these two g;re.~t sociàl for,ces - _ 
~e public'"-spiri ted citizen exercis,ing 

'his',infl'uence and rnanifesting' his ' 
will in p\lblic opinion, and the " 

: l''' specialised investigator' a~d 'trained 
1 official, supplying the organised 

. know~e~ge and' éarrying out the 
','~oqial purpose~l. 

'Since Webb was Îlot the creator ,of a utopiëi, 'the 
- ,. , 1 

, - - task of defining hi's collecti vist ideal i5' not an easy , 

one. His ge~eral att~tude t9wards the social problern 

- spr:ang from his abiding faith in ;rationality: if only, 

he tho?ght, England could,undergo 
, . 
a thorough "Webbiantl 

treatment, t,hen the life of èach individ].l9-l ci'tizen wàuld 

80. M. A. Hamilton, Sidney and 'Beatrice Webb, -p. 3J4 • 

'81. Sidney and Beatrice Webb, Thé' prevenbi6n of Destitution 1 
l'! ~ " \ 

p. 3'34. 
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, . 
he' imménsély enriched. 

, . 
Hi.s rernedi,es were not mere. pat,ch-

:worlL solutions: ~n a tru$ Edwardiari 'spirit they aimed 

at'th~ transformation of h~anity •. Like his contemporary 
_ - • 1 .. - t 

H'. N.· Brailsford, fie desired the' estalHis'hment of "an 
, 

i17 

82 ordered democr,acyf' ,It can be argued with sorne justice . ' . ' 
that such plan,s invo'lved detachment from the real world: . 

'.Today, anyo'rte: who would attempt the realisatiQn of 

' .. similar 'projects would rightly he ~ccused of. an inç:lin,ation 
, 

,to tot'ali tarianism • 'Yet flOthing· could be more' injurious 

ta Webb' s' intellect than to discard h,im'. beca~s~ he now 
( . 

.. " sounds 1i1<:e an authori tari,an dreaI!\er. 'Al tnougl1 his 

l, 

\ , 

, 
ideal collectivi ty was eli tist, wi th i ts "gooçl" meaSUres . ' , 

.......... 

reaching "the 'people" from ab ove i pne should, never 
, 1 

;-'under-estirnate his formidable faith in human nature. 

. tike' Hobson, Webb believed that the men and women of 
. 

~ng~and would at last be able tq fulfill themselves 

1 • if they o/ere proyided wi th a better social envir:onm-ent •. 
, 

'Th'e question of kno'Wing whether his plans were pr~cti~abl.e 

realiy does', not màtter here, since our' first dut Y i5 
, , . . 

'ta respect the integri ty of his thought. ~fter ~ll, 
, 1 - . 

there· was- n'o means for him to know what was g'oing, to _h~ppe~ 

,in'years to'come. 

82-. Henry NOEÜ Brailstord, The War of Steel and Giold::,a study: 
of thé armed pe,ace (Londqn' " ~914) , ,P..- 312. 
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,In 19,~2, the Webbs admi tted that they were, 
) ~ 1 ~ \ 

-èoncerned "not with the 'individual man, r~gaJ::ded as 

a livj,ng orçanism having body and mind, 'l;mt with the , 
\ 83 

relations' among' men11 This was 'in their, case unavo-idab1e': 
~ ~ 1 l ",' 

"ttl~y Vier;e socio1og,ists, not philanthrop~sts. Yet when 

Beatric~ refers.ta ,her husband in 1924 as being , ' , 

, , 

"esseI)tially a dÈd:.ached abseryer wi thout any keenn~ss 
, , '84 -,' "" 

for one way over anothêr", , we must rema.Ln caut~ous: 

in reali t.y she rrtight, 'have been t~u,s de~ribin~ h~r , 

own, 'perso?al dis'tance from'" the people!! t 'not Sidney' s., 

As T.S. Simey r;ghtly obseryes: 

, 

the greatness of the Webbs' 
àéhieve$tents t-hus ,lies in their . 
r'ecognitioI)' that the time hatl (mme 
when at'te~tion had to be paid .to 
the 'new insti tutions' that. were most, 
typical,of a rapidl~ changing 
industl.-ial society 8 . ',\ 

, . , 

, . 
. _ 83'. ,Si4ney and Beatrice Webb, Mathods of Social Study "" 

(London~ 193'2), p. 3. 

84. Beatrice webb,' Beatrice Webb's Diaries,' Vol. 2, 
19 24 -193 2, p. 4 '2. ' 

85. T. S. Simey, ~' The Contribution o'f Sidney and Béatr~ce. 
Webb to Sociology", The British Journal of Sociology,' 
12 (1961), p. 120. i 
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The Wèbbs 'scrutinized' the pas~ ta find clues th.at 

niight enable th~ to contribute to shape England' s 
1 • ~'. ,'" ~ 

, '-, ' , 

fu ture, a,nd' the se' we:re' to be.' bas ically the local . , 
, ' 

governments, thé co-operative soci~ties, thé 
" . 

, ' . 

central control of soci~l ser~ices and the'trade 

\lnions'. In Webb's 'opinion, Socialism was inevitabie, 
-, ~ " . .... 

but ~tt w.as a, Socialism wpich 'workE;!d ~and ~n h~nd -with, 
~ .. ,~ , f 

capitalism. There is so'me truth in th~ remark that . 
" ' 

"Mr .. and Mrs. Webb ,.{s~ffer~97 from the same capitalistic 
, ' 1 ft 

myopia ll 86. He wanted the communal, ownership of weal th" " 
-

yet ,he always' fel t reluctant to promot~ the control pf", 

i'I?-dustry 'by -,the' state.' This' àpparent ,con,tradi~,tion 

and the resul ti~g uncer'taintie,s Of' ~ome ~f' his wrï'tits 

'rèflect to ,a' la:rge extel!t -thosè of'- the ,~dward~~~ ,p~r o~ 
,. l "f 

i tself ~, ,~her'e woqld, be, np poi,TI t in ·accusi:.ng, Webb. 9t 
.. 

,inconststency:, we, must 'accept hi;;' .own ,impr,essi'o'n 'of'" 
_ , t ~ tA, ~ \ 

, building ,a' sèientif~é projeèt'. 

, , 

So far, we have e:x;amin~d 'Webb' G empha,sis, on' ~he 

érUciçtl role to 'be p~ayéd, by the' indi vidual i'n sQciety., , 

!t, shquid,be',c'lèar, by nbw 'that;.his ideal community- was 
, ' 

not mèrely a techn,ocratic one, where the ci tizens. woi,lld 

" 

,'86. ·"Personality'. in Guild and State", The Nêw Ag.e,' v~:ü.: l3,~ ,~ 
No. 9, "(~~nuary l, .,1914)'. , , 
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,be totally,.subservient to tlle' collect~ye good. WhYI 

then, has he been acç:used sa often ol scherning fo~ q 

state that would oppress the individual and abo~ish 
, 

,its uniqueness to the benefi t of a Webbian Eden? . ' 

WÇiS he really'" c.dncerned ,essentially wi th 'perf~~ance" 8 7? 

The Socialists denounced Webb's,"nalve" belief, in-"the 

,i~e.a that a mechanil;al re-arrangemen~ of Society can dodge 

the !aw'of rent or- ~ircurnvent wagery" 88 A t the other, 
, 1 

end of ,the poli tical spectrum, his old collaborator 

tùrned anti-Socialist Harold Cox proclaimed in 1920 that' 

Webb~was-less concerned with liberty than'equality, 

and concluded: 
\ J 

The real question for Socialist~ 
as, weIl as the rest of mankind . 
to consider is whether on balance 
such injustice as resul ts from 
inequality is greater in amount 
and more injurious in effect ,than 
the injus:tice that. would result 
from compulsory equality 89. 

, 1 

. " 

1 

Both 'sides thus agreed to charge Webb \Iii th prol?oundin~ 

a del.usion of justice.---

, 1 

87. Reba Spffer, Ethics and 
'in the' Social~S~c~1-e~n-c-e-s--~~~~~~~~~~~~~--~~~,----
p. ,21-

,,8'8. "The peqth of an Ideal!, The New Age, Vol. 13, no. Il, 
(July 10, 1913). P : 2 3 8 " 

89. 'Harold Cox, Economie Liberty 
; 

(London, .1920)', 'p. ,194. 
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" , . . 
But thes'e, jùdgments do not enlighten us about 

, , 

'thè r~al origin of Sidney Webb' s out;.pu t. They are, out 

of ~ontext; and as sùch, miss th-eir"'point. ' It is , 
, , 

,essential tO,remember that his 'awake~ing to Socialism 

,came at a time when, "the philosophy of èollectivism 
,,\ "\ ,.. 1 \ • 

'sl?ar~d tJ;1e assum~ti0n..s ,of the, cl,d atqmism, i t was simply 

an al ternate posi'tiori on' the same axis" 90. Webb' s 

thoughts sprang ,i~ a particular hist~rical context, , 

'during a perïod whe,n Br~ tish Socialism was still 

tainted wi t:p strong 'dose~ ,of Liberalism.' Like rnany 

Edwardian Socialists, he neither r~jected'the'capitalists~ , . 

growi~g powers, nar accepted the social conditions that 

the latter were imposing on England. 'His reflections 

'were so ori,ginal tha,t they did not ,allow fo~, an "easy" 

classification. There ~xisted, as we have seen, strong 

eJ,.i ti'St tendencies amidst ·,the ,Fabian Soc,iety. Indeed, 
, 

there are e:lements of truth, in Engels' s contemptuous 
. 

portrayal of, the r~bians as middle-class intellectuals\ 

, "not tr~sting this gigantic task û'evolutiow to the 

crude prolet~riat alone [EuQ ?Tracious enoug,h to stand at 

the head of it,,9~: But this dues not imply th,at Webb 

90. Helen M,. Lynd" En9+apd in th,e Eighteen-Eighties 1 

, p . .'427. 

91. F. 'Engels quoted in' P~ul Thompson, Social{sts, 
Lîb.erals and' Lé!-bopr, p.' 139. 

, , 
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, desired to ,transform t-h~ indi vidual into .the ~npnymL . 

" 

servant of an efficient, 'overpowering,· cOlleC1;.ivi ty • 

'In fact, his V'iews on . t,he equilib,rüùu ta, be 

~ttained bètween J.ndiv~dualism and C611éctivïs~ ,wer~', 

qui,te similar to, those of the phiJ.osopher, T.H. Huxley, 

w~o wrote in 1898: 

l'am s,trong iy. convinceâ as the' 
mOS~ pronounçed indi~idualis~ can 
be, that it is desirable that every 
man should be free to act in 

. every .way ,which' does not limi t 
the correspônding freedom'of his 

,fellow man. But' l fail te connect 
,that great induction o~ politica1 
science with' the 'political cdrollary 
which is frequently 4raWn from,it~ 
that the State.- that is, the peop1.e 
in'their,corporate capacity-has 
no business ta meddle with anything 
but the administration of justice 
and extercnal defence9~. ' 

1 

,If Webb eve~' hLd ~ne belief; it cert<dnly was hi. 
conviction that the state had thé right "to medd1e" 

wi th every social problem'. As we sha11 see, .J. A. Hobson 

was to pro'fess ideas which appeared at tim~s more 

humanitarian.than those -of Webb~ There was always in the 

'92. T.H. H~xley, Evolution and Ethic~, (New YQ~k" l89~), 
p., 227. 
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latter' a' eiv!l servant dim~nsion which made' his' thoughts 
, . 

séem devo.id of cpmpassion.· But' it; ·w.as pr~ci~~el; t,hrou~h 
hls seriou~mes$ and éo~ca~.led "heartlessne~s" that 
• 1 

, "h'e manifested his ,in'tense devotion, to th'e cauSe' of . 
. . 

. ' 'creating a functiona1. and just ,Bri.tish ,nation • 

. " 

" , 

" > " 

',' ,AC,cording. to E"J .. T. Brennan, "the, p~~iod .ftOÎn 
1 •• .. 

" 1905 'to the. 0':i;tbre~_ o'f 'thé. Great War wa!3 a' time of 

. comparative' eclipse -for '~e Webb- par;tnez:ship" 9~.' This . ..... , , . 
/ , 

opin~é>n is ,s'h-ared by R.C.K. En,sor; 'w~o said :that after 

, the.,Li1:?er.Çl]: and 'L#our victory of l~Ô6J._ 

, . 

the Fabian Society '·missed ,the 
bus '. It had earned ,thë distrust 
of 'Radic~ls and, Labour men alike 
by supporting the Boer War and 
the. Balfour Education Act~ and 

.. still more perhaps by: bela ted .. 
. ,att~pts ,to revive the now 

impossible 'Lord Rosebeiy9'4 .. 

Indeed', Webb, 'lost in .1905 his usual assets to permeate 

, po;Li tics. Incapable of inspiring .directly the 'Liberal 

," . ~ 

- , 1II11"'''_·_lilIIIfIII 

/ , , 

, , 

" .~ , 
' .. 

" 

. , 

pr.ogranune, ~e 'published' anonymous.ly in 1906 his' proposaIs' .'.-

. 93. E. J. T. ,Brenn~n, Education for National Efficiency, 
·p.,IO. 

94. R:C~K. Ensor', "Fifty 'lears of Fabians",. 'l'he §peètator,. 
Janu~:::.y 12, 1934.. • 
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l' " ' .' 

'>-"" of refonD'in"the snape .of'an ~intèrcepte4 lett,er 'where 

" 

,.he 1\1altes Campbel:l-Bannerman, ~"the' new Pr'i~e Min'ister; . 
" . f' -' ". 

" . 

" 

. l't: is a poor business ,for ' 6 

, Liberalism' te be defending the 
,'s.tatlis qu,O., We must, in fact, . 

, \ ., have' a play with sorne action in· 
'.i t, or we 'shall very quickly b.e 
hissed dff the stàge. Wé mùst, 

, . 

. , 

'f 

.. '. 1 ~' _ ~ , 

'. . 
1 1 •• 

. : :Ln.' fact, whether ,we ~ike .or, nQt, -
p.lay, Soc,:bal Reforrn95 • '. , ' 

, ' , " 

., ... 
" . 

Webb; on bad terms' ~'i th: prominent' ,Libe,rais such., as '., 
, .' ~ 

·Lloyd Geox:ge , h~d ,thén ~o better W?iY ,'o't ,per~uad.i.ng 
l' . \ ' . \ .... 

i.2~ 
-

1 , 

, , ' , ,. 
, , 

the (1overnrnent Qf the usefulness of his ideas. 

f, , 
, , 

,From 1909, date 'of tl),~ .publication: of tlleï:r . , " 

..... '~noiitY' R~PO~~"Of' t~'e'~~or'Lâ~'~ornrnissbo~, until i9il~.',' : 
.. - 1 • _ 1 - ~ 

the webbs invested most of,'their' energies in th~ 
. 

-'organiz:ation of a "Nationàl COnunittee to Promote ,the 

.. - .,> 

BreaJé-up of the poor' Law" 1 .which was transformed in , . , 

June .1910 iIli;:O '''The' Nation~l co~itteè: for' the Prevention 

of Desti tution'II: The latter possessed j,ts 'propaganda .. , ~ ~ , 

. instrument in the ·form of The Crusade 1 a publ'idation .. ',_ \ -

. , 

9'5. ::;idney webb, .11 The Liberal Cabinet-An ,Intercepted Lette,r" 1 

The'Natiori'al Rèview, (January, 1906),; p~ 790. , 
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" 
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, , 
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, " . , 

" 

, ' . 
. .'" 'w~y of the .wi:s'e ~iIrgeori to ~a$t~' tears~"and ench~ntment~ 'fI; - " , 1:, ..' _',' 

, on' ,"a disease ~tha:t needs 
.. t ... ... _ '. ~ 1 ~ 

, l , 

, :' , 96 ',' . , , 
the knife' bcirrowed from, ' 

~ • .. • .. .. < 

, ' 
') .' . . . 

Sopijoales., i' It~, pJrimary a~Itl was,' in Webb' s ~ords, 
\ . " 

.... - l. ", \ • 
, " 

- ....... , ,\ 

~ .' 1 

:t9' co~vincè' qU'r' r~àl .go;ver~ïncj- . ' 
. 'clàss of,'t:hë.,urgent 'neceS'sity , 

'1 ,-

, . 

.,' 
" ' 

. " "\ 

• ;. 1 

. . ... 

, : 

: ' '. 

- '. 

and, vi tal import'ance of ,no .1c:mger 
f,~i:ling ,to g.rapplè wi th Lt:he' ,'" 
problem of pover.tV •. , We should 

'. - ....... 

'. , , 

, . 
, , 

" ' 

no more think of ~deterrirtg' ~,man 
in çiistres"S from :taJÙng 'advantage 'of 
the' prayisjpn 'rnad~': py the ,Sta.te~ tor. , 
his case th an we now think' of' . 
'deter~'ing'~ a smal+pox ··patient~. from', 

" comingw into ho.spi tal,7 : . .. ',.: ' 
.' . -

'. 1 •• 

. , 

, .. 
'';l'he publ'ic re~ponse' to' th'e campaign, was' for, à wQ.:ï;J.e: 

- . . ~ 

impr~ssive,' the. coinmitte~"s 'niemb'ershïp .. reaching' ?6,'QOO 

, .. 'i~' 191à 9:8 ; and t~e' pr'eve~~ioh of de.~:ti'tut~~;· ~~c'ame 
- 1 "; 

a highly fashiO~abi~' topic .... L.i~~ 'rn;~.~· ~iddie-cl,ass . 

,', 

. " 

, '. 1 ~ ~ "', • 

~ru~ad'ers, R,up~:r:t Br'~~kè ~ th~ri preside~t' 'of the C~rl.dg~,,· : : 
, .. - l ,~ 

-' ( , 

. .Fa~ian ~oçiéty, exç.lairneêi.: ." It' S' onlY. oecause the " 

' . 
• \ : ~ ..... " 1. i .. '~..,' \ , .; . " 

" 

'" 

, , 
, ....-/ 

'desti tu~e and needlessly su.ffexing mi'l-lions are he~e', al-l . ., ... ~ 

.' 

. 
1 J" ~, 

. " 

96. The ~ruiade, III, no, • 9', 's:~pt::ernber, 19-12,. 
1 ." ~ 

Sidney WeJ:5b, "Why th~rè ,mus the'; a 
for the Able':Bodied Unèmployed" , 
(Fe~ruary, 1910), pp •. 3-5. : .... 

( , 
'98. The Tirnès, June 1-, 1910., . . 
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-. - 1~ ..... ~. the. ti~e-> th'at~, p~~p~le won' ~~ n~t4.è,e ·them!" 9,9, Y~t, ,in this 
. , ._ t" • 

'.' case, as al~ays! Webb -was' not. moved, m~rely"by charitable 
" 

." ',," ," : - . '" iinp.uises~ '. as he- saiq: j,p 1909, . 
.. ~ .. - .. ' -- .. " 

i ",' 
• j' 

, l ' . 
'/ 
~ ... 
t 

. i 
-: ~ ............. , We"rea1ise that whilst ~ high 

, state of civilisation involves 
... ~ ~ .... 

.1.".... \...... ... _ r 1. ~. 

,_ ,- a 'steady development ef those 
,·forms 'oe peor-re1ief, such as care 

. for- the- aged, which are ultiinately 
:: '. _ ',' depén~erit upon purely humani tarian 

~mo~ives, the economic efficiency 
of-thè nation demands an ever-

. ' .... -" 

. . ' 

" 

" . 

. - -

-.,. -,. . .. 
'. , , 

, .. "*rJr - ~ 

'., Inérea'sing, attention to the more 
.. , .... difficu1t que~tions of preventing 

...... ,. -'-~ ... :' ,-, ~ 'the social 'evils of destitution and 
.. , ',~," ~ th'é waste of potential ci tizens100 . 

" 

", . 

" 

" 1 
... . . ... 

'c 

.~. ..'-

... ~ ~ .. ' 

'-, 

.. 

when'a~tempting te find means of abolishing 

·i?crv.ert~, Ile was basîcal:ly concerned wi th an aspect 

invelVed_in the' creation of a new, efficient state • 
"1 .... 

H~ was 'convincëd !=bat n unemp.1oyment insurance ... does 
, v 

not prevent the occ'utence of unemp1oyment. Henee the 
, . 

best'possib1e schemes of insurance in no way obviate the . " 

need -for:thè measures of prevention that the Minority Report 

! ~ ... -.. ~ 

t ~" 
f . : 
1" r -(~: :~ , '; 
{ .. ~ 
l - ' ... 
1 > -

'- ". 

.. 
'.. 

"99. Ruper1tBro~ke guoted i~_Christopher Hassal , 
Rupert Bropke .... A'.Biegraphy (London, 1964),' 
'p. '2~.8. 

'1 
Il, 

n The Economie Aspects of Poor Law 1 

Eng1ish Review,' III (October, 1909), 
~ lOO • ..sidney Webb, 

\ "f " h 
k ',~ R~ orm , T e 

-, p.~ 502. 
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• 1 

.. " lQ1·· . 
demanda" ., The Webbs' elaborate prograrnI!l;e, wlth J.ta 

: 
• - J. • 1 .- " ! w· 

, . , provisioris r~nging froin l10miciliary Treatment of 
l ' • t" • ., \,..J ~ fil 

,J • , ~ .. ~ 

Expeétant" Mothers and the' Help1ess' A(jed ta pl.àn~, gi ving .. ' , . 
r , ....., • • ~ 

. . , 

, " 

'authority to a Central Control, walltèd' essenti.a;L.1y: - . 

,:':to 'oJ:"ganize the Labour fotgrket in an e:f.f~ètiY'~ w"ay •. ' .' 
.' 

", 

.. 
.., '""'1 1\ : _ J ..J • " ~ _ 

;. ~'" " .' - ,Yet, despite aIl; i ts enthusiasJI\l/ the Web~s' :'. = _ 
\ ., ..... "..... .. .." "" ., .. r" , 

-,' .':'. >~ .. crusade 'was doomed to' fa:il?re·. 'co~enti~g :'~ ~e ~a~b·Pt~~r;. ~J' 
.. .--' ~ ~ -~ . 

.,.', . of' thè J;.iber~l National Insurance Act of 1911, the 
. , 

. , } 
, . 

, . ..: .' çlisendhanted Beatrice, predicted 
, ,". r "' 

. f "We' shail ~ave a 

, -
.~.. ,~~ J~ • #/ .... #. :sort of 'bas tard o:;rga~isati9~, nei ther ~ properly consti tuted 

.> , 1 ... - - • _... r -.: -

1. 

\ -~ < ... 

, ...... - ...... ~ ) ~ 

. 102 
>org.an.of the sute, nor.a>vo'lunt:ary: agency" .• 

, . And 

: ,1'- ",." .' ~~d~~~, the Act 'did not attempt to prevent ill-health 
, ' . 

, ' , 
. or. ~nèmp'loyment. I~ the w~rds. o~ Lloy~ George him.sel.f, , . 

,." > , • , t. " 103 
c' ,,',""."~'"', ît ,Wg~ a ".temporary expedient"-' As Sidney and 

... • - -:.. ~.... .... 'J :.~,.~ ~ .4· ... " ., ,",. 4 
r .. ~ 1 

, "" • " 'o~ • ; ,. ::", " Be~,~.rice. Webb realized, ~ey: 1?-atl repeat~y bl?ndered ovel:", 
,'_ .... ~ ~ • \ • 4 ..'. t ~ ~.' 

•• , ~ '. " l .--:," ,', •• ~' '·II\any .. c:c:ucial ·issue.s during . the Edwardiari years. They , 
, ~ ",1 .. .. .. " • .._ 

:' _,'.; J:.-. ' "_ ~ s~~ed, t~ 'have backed constantly -the "wrong' horses':~, 
~. ... - .,l ~ __ ~-'" - '" .. \ ""l'> ..... j' • ~.... • _ - .. 

. -,~.:.,," ' :from their ea:rly oppo~ition 'to:the I.L.;P. dur~ng the 
~ ~ ... \ .."" - .. , - .. .'... ,.,. 

.... .. ~ .'" )" 4" .. ' - -- .. ; ~ -. ... 

.... ' .. :.- ... ; ,",:; ~ ~~89() 1 s to "théir· energy--çonsuining·.èrusade. In 1913, The: 
• ..j .....: ... " ' ... " 

.. ".>., -.. 
• ~I ~ :-~ ,: ~ -..:..... _.. 'J. 

\ ::" '. "'1; .IIt-.... _ l''--~----- , , 

- "_/ . -"".- -:'.:~lOt. Sidney Webb.; "~Insurance Against On~p1oyrnen,t"""1!:!: 
' .. .",' -' :>.'." . 'G:rus.adè,- ri (Janua.ry, 1911) l' p~ 13. . - .. -\. ..... .. 

! 1.'- fi." • -,."" .... ~ ..... .... ,. - ...' • ~.. • 

~t. ~: :. \;- ~.~ :. 1 ~~~,. ~102.- ~ëatr~c~ Webb, .. Outr "Pax;tnf?I:ShiF, p ... ~.' 475. 
_ ", ':' .... 1.""., ~~ ~... .....~., ... _ ... - .. ,. ,,' 

~> ,':- >~,·:·"h03:'-:Dav.id'Llàyd.G~().rg.e~ quoted in J~R. HaY,,--Thé erigins 
, (: :', -, '~ '_, '..:' " Qf .t:he "Lfbèr.al Wel~are ~Re.fo~s -190.6-1914 JLo~don, ' 

• ,_ ",.,'" .19i1) , p:::.S7... . . 1 
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,New Age described -Webb- a~ bei:tlg. "pa1pab+y a p~li.tical 
•• .... ' ,. 1 ~ ';. .. 

f~iiur~I .. 104: N01;withst~ding ail t,heir 'ach~~vem~nts,,, 
~ • • r ~ ... ... ' , i 

') 'tiu~y fel t ~.e~ildered 'bye the world ~~~ging arourlCl 

" . them'~ and le,f,t' .E~gland -in, 1911 for 'tr!ivels' arourt~" 

the world. Tb.at year" i t was ,g'ioomily ob,s.ervea ,thflt 
, - _., " .. 

. , . . 

12à 

, ' 

", 
, , 

" 'l'.o''!'''aaY there is almost. (nothincj , 
. going '. Lin ,the' spheres of '," . , ~', .';' 

mqnicipalis'ation an~ nationalisa""tio:rY. ..' : 

~ 

" 
,.. . 

'. 

.. 
The London County Counci+ ha$ rto .. 
longer a Procjress.ive ·Programmei '.' 
the naticnalïsation of rail ways . 
and land lS 'further off' than ever' .•• 
wé are experiencing a s~t~back ' ' 
in the 'practical 'realisatioTl of ' .. 

,public owqershipl05. .' ' , 

, • <fi ~ 

'When.they came back, the Webbs, roundea in 1913 an 
: ' 

indE;pe~d~nt 'We~~ly joprnal,' Tpé New S.tatesman; which 

partially served as an outlet for, t~e~r work. England 
r .., r 

.·h~d w~ tnes'sed, in reGent Je~rs labour unrêst and' 

suffraget.tes' ag~ tation, ·the ~arliament Act, the Home . 

Rul:e Bill and the first, ae,rial post. Picasso and' 

, C.hekhov 'were "disc~vered"." while 'London was the scene 
. . 

of the "coming of the ,motor omnibus". What years befora 
r 

Sidn~y 'had called Che Zeitgeàst was moving, at 1ast.-
, , . ' " 

, 
, 

, , 

1,0'4. "The .D~ath 'of an Idea" , The N;ew Age, p .. ,237." 

105: 

-

fJLétter 
The 'New 

to', the 'Editor-ThÉ:! Prevention of Destitution!', 
Age, Vol. ,9,' no. 21, (September, 21, 19.11), 

~-,.~~---'~ 500. p. 
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CHAPTER ,F.o.UR 
, 1 

, , 
J.A. BOSSON ~D'~E STATE: ,THE FORMATIVE, YEÀRS 

'. .' . 

What are the chief lines of econorniè change r~quired' 
to bring about a readjustment betw~en modern ,rnetpods 
6f pr~ductJ.on and '-soc~al' welfare?l , 

" , 
J.A. Hobson,'The,Evolution, of 'Modern,Capitalisrn, 

, , 18.94 • \ 

1 l '/ To measure the' gulf separating': t,he living expe;riences 

-.:.-----Ât Sidney Webb and J. A. Hobson, one has simply' to listen 

'to Florenèe Hobson,' s short s1;:ories: ,i'My, husband was dQing 

li terary work, which took, hirn a good' deal :if rom home, .. .''' 2 • 

The obvious autobiograp~ical. tone of this excerJ?~ reveals, 

a fundarnental dichotomy in Hobson's life. On the .one ' 

hand, he seerne9 'perfectly at easè in a world of well-

kept houses and fai thful servant~; ~ in rnarly ways ,he p~rsQnified ' 
, ".., A \ 

the archetypal educated British gentleman of his day, lLving 
, , 

on a 'private incorne and e'njoying the sereni ty o'f' a I~l:lome'" 

an~ the company of his' chilc;l'ren. It is therefore not 
, 

surprising to hear hirn proclairn that Il the .narr'owing 

c, 

, , 

1. ' J .'A. Hobson, The Evolution of Modern Capitalism 
{London, l89S}" p. 352 •. ' 

(18~4) , 

, , 

. '2. Florence'Edgar Hobson, Shifting Scenes 
p. 141.' 

( L.Ond0I1 , 1966)', " 
, , 

-' , 

- 1 

-\ 1 J 
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of the home intq' a place of hurried meais and' slèep, is 

on the whole the worst in jury ,modern ipdustry has' inflicted 

on oùr liyes" 3. ,Yet as his wife made c-i.ea·r he was of.ten 

t ., 

.. ,,",way , ~aki'ng hims e~f 'a part 'of ,the, real wor ld, ' plung ing 

ipto Il the darker side of lif'e"A, . Instead, of, 'being 

a.-spectator, ,he became an, engaged witn~ss. Why? 

.1 

,1 

1 ... , ' 

The_tr~th was thab like mapy'Edwardian intellectuals,' 
" 

, . he fel t chosen t·O act as a cr'usader 'for tHe establishment .J 
1 

, , . 
1 J 1_ 

\ ; 

.. 

. of' an "ar,t-s.cience" of social prog'ress which would ,be . . . . . , 

'. dedi~~~;'to .the fui.fillment ,of all the. po.tential of. mankind. 
, ~;' , 

l'n the words' of t1i chae.r Freed~n, he "strove tcjwaJ;ds the 

, : crys1;allizat:i,on of a social sc'ience" à ulütary study 
1 

of the.' processes of social evoluti'on" ~. 'He believed 

that this intellectual. tool would endow the statesman 

and the ci tiz.en ~i th the p~wer t,o "fabsorb and assimilatEÙ 

the 'h.ist6~y oi thé past which sci,ence presents in i ts . , 

faots and, ',laws, but L~lls<? to 'usE!1 his free constructive 
, .' 

. 3. ,i.~. Ho'bson, ';l'he EvolutiÇ>n of Modern Capitalism, p. 32.0. 

4. J.A.'~obson, John Ru,skïn-Socia'l Reforn}er (1898,>; 
" (London, 1899) 1 p. 12. , . 

) ,5." 'Michael Freeden, Introduction to J. A.I Hobson y "'\Confess<lons 
df an'Economic Here~~c (Br~ghtèn, Engl, ~9?6) ~ p. vi. 

( , ,', 
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, ' '" 6 
"t,aculty ta make 't~e history 9f ,the future': ,.' In sharp-

, 
.:,contrast wi-th men like C.F.G .. Mastérrnci;l.n, who '9"loomily 

" \ , 
,.",obsé~ved in 1909 that .; zest and" spil.l;kle' had, gOI\e 'from 

, , , 

, . '7' 
a, socie,ty which suddenly feels itself 'growing- old'" 1 

Hobsan remained a resolute optimist during the Edwardià~ 
l ' , , 

, ' 

/ . , yè~rs. Indeed,' Graham 'Wallas would refer distrustfully 

, " 

, , 

ta his friend' s 'axi~ma t'i~, 'II eas;':..going '.oPtimi~m'; 8,.' .EV~~" - , , 

lin 1914" he was 'Still conv.inced of' If the evidence of, tl:le 

las~ent of hu~an soci'ety'towards a 1, arger and clo.ser , 
l ' ' 

. i'comp:l.eXi ty of hurn~n ,relations and a clea,rer j.ntelle~tuai, 

'and' moral consciousness" 9. He had' thEm an ab,solute faith 

in the future and in' th~ effe~f:i~eri~SS, of .the co.llective 

,will of the peopl,e. 

, fIobsori' s 'ui timate aim was to contribute' pe:r:,sonally 
, ' 

to the readjustment of what he considered'to be the 
'- ~ , 

, , 

ctisrupted' eqt:iilibrium, b!'!twe'en th~, ind':ls~rial system and, 
, , . 

t1;le individual,. In 'the pre-war period I, he remained 'certa~n 

6. J. A. Hobson" 'Work and weal th,: ,A HUltlan Valuation' . 
. (N e'W York l ' 1914), p. ix ., 

.7. Charles F. G. r-1as'te'rrnan, The Condition of, :ç:ng1and 
-(LO~q.o~, 1909), p" 230. 

, 

8'. Reba' N. Soffer, Ethics and Societ'y in,England,- p. 1Î3. 
/ . 

9. J.~.' H01;Json, Work and Wealth~ ,P" 350. 
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tha't th,e deep "co.n~emporary social' malaise' couid' be" 
, ' 

/ ~ 
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: cured in fqresee.::t~le t~e. 'bsing know,ledge of the' past ' 

as a gU,iding 'lig~t, an? conv~.:nced that 'each gèneration~ 
, , , 

o.ugh;t 'to' be: the master of i ts owh' destiny, ~e '.-las 
, , 

arguing in favo'ur of a well-balanced; national structur~. 
, 

Co~sequent1y, his general at~itude -towards ~conomics 
, " 

was ,qu,;i.te, uni,que: he characterized it himse1f as a 

, ' ' "10' 
"Hwnanist approach to Economie 'Life", . ~"7hile his 

l " 

first .targets we+e the defeots of the economic structure, 

,his majoi concetn, always was,to ~subs~itute a subjective 
, . 

, Il -
~tanda-rd o,f hwnan feelings",' for the prevailing poli tical 

, , 

--, -and ,ecohomic norms; In' Sh<?~t, 'his' entire';Life-work was . 
, " ' 12 

a con~tant, effort: té !' refer eve'ry 'i,5 1 to an 'ough1;:' Il • 

But before examining the roots -o'f his self-

imposed mispion i t .i8, cr'\lc~al to cha,llenge here the f ictio.n 

, wl:lich ,transf0l:'n1ed Hobson into a m'artyr 'economist and a 

priest of under-co~sumption. Could he have been re~lly 

"one of those-rare persons who was completely unspoil~ by 
, 

the'negle~t of his contemporàries, never sour and super1atively 

.. 
-. 

. ' "10. J'.A. Hobson, Economies ·and Ethics. A Study in Social 
Va~ues {NeW,York, 1929}, p. 3.,' 

\. ... ' ~, 

Il. 'J'.A. Hobson, The Social Problem-Life and Work (1901), 
'(New York, 1902)., p. 51. . 

12. ' il. A. H'o,bson~ Ibid .', p. 51. 
" 

, , 

" 
" 
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- '13 ' ' . , ' , , ' 14 
honest'~ ? To what extent was ,he "the lon~ly economist" , 

- ~ ~ f..,. • 1 - ~ l '. 

or the ',"emotiortal radical'~ 1_5?' As we '511,8.11, see, i t is 
., ' 

1 

uhdeniab1e that hi~ career as ari, economist, experienced. 

severe .set-backs in the 1890's and he remained a1ways 

an outcast from a,cademic ci~cles.. Yet in 1929 Hobson 

_was described by an Arne'rican, schoia.r as ",one of the 
, , 

. -.. 16 
foremost economists in the Eng1ish-speaking wor1d" ~. 

Desplte- his failure to ob-çain full recognition. as an 

eçonornist, or perhaps precisely for that reason, he had 
1 • -' • 

, 
neverthel~ss ~ucceed~d, in est~blidhi~g himself as àn 

inf1uentia'1 moral conscience., . As Pe'ter Clarke ~ees 50 

clearly, 

, , 

It ~ou1d •.• be a mistaké to think 
of Hobson as an otherwise 

, pr'edestined Profèssor of Economies,' 
, __ cruelly martyred in the cause of 

under-consumption. He wouid in 
any case have been,lucky to establish 
hirnse1f as an academic economist 
in view of the sheer lack of 

~ rigour or respect for academic 
standards i'n much of his work17 . 

, . 

13... Kingsley !-1artin, Edi tor:"" Net,; Sta te'sman" Years ( 19 i3'-i94 5' , 
(Chicago, 196à), p. 159. 

, 
14. Barbara Tu'chman, The Proud Tower 1 p. 358.. 

-15. Joseph A. Schumpet'er 1 His-tory -of Economie Analysis 
(New York,. 1954) " p. 832. 

, 
16. Jerome- D,avis, preface toJ. A. Hobson, Economies and 

Ethics, g. i. 

17~ Pe~er Clarke, LiberaIs and' Sbciàl Democrats" p. 48. 

" . 
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Indeed, aIl the discussions' of his resilience 

to adversity must not hide from US' the 'fact that for 

a "/Heretic"', he posf?essed a surprising abili ty to choose 

the right political allies and causes. Whereas sidney. 

Webb's career durinQ ~he Edwardian years was impaired 

by the ascent of the Libe~als and his own "aberrances" 18, 

Hobson c9nsistent1y backed the winner's side through 

his associa t;ion wi th the new LiberaIs. From his 

opposition to Rosebery at the turn of the century, his' 

'.vibrant penunciation of imperialism, his numerous pleas 

for a democr~t±c state, ta his involvement in the crusade 

,. 

against poverty, he made hintself one of the symbols of 

progressivism in Eng1and. In his study of John Ruskin, 

Hob~on wrote with'admirqtion: 
, . 

Mr. Ruskin Jill rank as the greatest 
'social te'acher of his age ... because 
,he has made the most powerfu1 and 
mast fe1icitoU's âtternpt to grasp 
and to express, as a comprehensive 
whole, the needs of a humàn 

.' s'oëiety and the processes of s6ci'al 
re.forltl19.' . 

Like many biographers, he was thus descrlbing his own 

18. Gertrude Hirrune1farb, "Yrocess, Purpose and Ego", 
'Th'7 ,Time's Litèra~y 'Supplement, (June 25, 1976), P" 789. 

19. J. A .. Hobson ~ ,J~hn -Ru;kin-social R~former, 'pp. v-vi. 
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aspirations thro~gh an assessment of his subject Ils 

achievernents. 'Instead of being remembereq as' a .victim, 
. , 

Rebson should be presént in our minds as someone ,who 
) 

,attacked the ,consecrated truths of hi~ days. Horeover, 

he should not be cons~de~ed as a fanatic who conjured 

out of his own thoughts a new version of'Liberalis~ 

and desired ta convert England to it. . He was part of 

a social movernent in which he worked as a propagandist: 

to comprehend h,is craving for reform, it is necessary .. 
, . to go back to the later Victorian years. 

John Atk~nson Hobson was born o~ July 6, 1858, 
- . 

in Derby, ,the second- son of William Habson, a p~intèr , ' 

, l 

and bookseller. His fat~er was a promiheht and prosperous 

; 

citizen:' he had been twice elected m~yor 'and was à 1 • , 

, 
joint owner of the Liberal paper Derbyshire and North 

Stafforshire Advertiser . Reflecting in later years . 
on his f~ily -background, Hobson characteristica11y 

"confessed fl that he had been fi favourab1y si tuated for 

1 t f h ..' . 1 d" 2 0' a comp ~een acceptanee 0 t e eX1st1ng soe~a or er ~ 

As in the case of his mode1 John Ruskin, his ,youth was 

spent in a cornfortable and secure environment, hardly 

20\- J.A. Hobsan, Confessions of an Economie Heretic 
(London, 1938), p. 15. 

" 

) 

, ' 
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• l ' , 

the kind of milieu one, wouid expect to' br.eed a cri tica1 

niind. 'Yet by·the time he reached ,Lincoln College" Oxfor.d, 

'on an open ~cholarship ~~.187~, ,Hob,on had.already 

rebelled ag,ainst the a,t;.mo1?phere of Evangelicalü;;m 

satu:tating his ciass •. He never became an agnostic, 

~ut· like'many, rnembers of his generation he transferred 

his attention·from indiv.i,dual to co,llective "evils". . . . 

His adulthood c::oincided with a rong period of 

economic d~pression, and he was strong1y affecteq by 
. , ' 

,visions of- "the ragged, Shoeless cond{tion of the childr~n 

.of ·thes.e ,1 poor' . They \stirred in me not so rnuc~ a sense 

of'pity-or of distress as of an incipi~nt f~elirig 

"that 'aIl was not right 1 in this best of -aIl possible, 
. 21 

worlds" .' 

Hobson 1 S 'evangelical ,upbTingi,ng often came-

to the surface ih'his writings" as,. for ·exarnple,' in the, 

qenera~' tone of this ardent denunciation of the aristocratie: 
. , 

way -o'f lifa: "the luxury and foppish refinemer:t of a 

small section of,' 1 fashionable" society, unnat1,lrally 

relieved of the wholesome necessity of work,,22. But it 

.' 

" ( ~ 1 ~ 

21. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economie Heretic, pp. 16-17., 

,22. J.A.Bobson, The Evolution of !~dern Capibalism, p. 370. 
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" was an E;vangelicalism focuseâ entirelY on a- fi'ght 179 

',restore' a. ~~~ial equ'il;ib7"iwn, not' mer~ly the peace :of 

indi vidual' so~ls. Like another 'troubled contemporary;,' " 

Beatrice Potter, he w~s driven gradually by his 

,'growing discont'e,nt 'to b'elieve with her' that "SO.cial. " 

questions "." "aI;e t1ie vi tal< questions of· to-day: " <f~éi' 
k th 1 ~ 1" ,,23 B th 'd ta e e p ace o~ r~ ~g~on 0 were conv~nce. 

. 
,tha't~ haimony, wa,s disappear'ing from 'the 'world, 1 .that . 

t, ~ • po '. 
, . 

l ' 

< ' 

, , 

.the '~~cial brganisrn was in a state. bf ,moral cr~sis~ 

'Hob'sbn ·was "thus not isolated in his :ear;LY·', 

cri,ticism of British: ,society ~ ,The story of ,the 'l'ast 

twenty 'years. of the n;i,~eteenth century repre~ent,ed, 
. . 

for the genèr~tion .of the 1880' s, ~ dark age' of "~g~ominy 

and shame" 24. Yet despi te repeated att.acks on the ~6-", 
, , 

called Victorian consensus,' laissez-faire was still 

triwnphi'ng ih al,l sPher'es of soci~t):', 'infiltr~ting '.:1 

politics as well as education and i~dustriLl relations~ 
, , ' 

Dean ,Farrar, a contempèrary, ev.~n Ghar'ac-t;:erisE?d the 

23. Beatrice Webb,' r1)' Apprenti'ceship, (1926),' (London~ 
1950), p. 129. 

24 .. 'C.Hr Dri~er( "'Social 'and Pol:iticàl Ideas", in ,F.J.Co' 
Hearnshaw éd., Edwardian England 1901-1910, (Londo~, " 
1933), p. ~ 235. 
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dominant me~t;~~' 'c1im~~è' ~~ :'a >~O~Sh~P oi i~~t-i.iity".25 
The: Victorians L attit~d~' towàr'ds the 'ri ~ i~g.' and' ,~ , 

o 
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disturbîng ·fo~ces of industrialism remained fun~amentally 

ambi~uous, and most of'them seem to have felt unconcerned 

by, the sociat:repercu!=,sions of tJ?~ pew industrial 

.systént they hà.d created. 

. ,.Consideririg the predominant ponservative 
• 1 _ • " 

, .. 'a~osphère of tq.e time " it wa~ rogical ,tJiat when Hob~on' 

, , . ,', 

.. ' 

went' ta Oxford, no .se'rious opport~ni ty for economic 

'studie,s was ,to be found in acaeJ,emic ci1;cles. The 

Il science" .9f economic~ was .st~ll :percéîved as too 
, 

cruéieiy uSeful 'to ,have been recognized as a major part 

df the curriculum. 'Yet he knew aiready that it would 

be 'th~ 'means of his personal contribution to the 
, . 

r<e-orient;ation of ~ociety: beyond aIl the Il fallaci~s" , 
. . 

~obson discerned'instinctively the' formidable potential 

of econom.:j.:cs as an i'nstrument of reform .. 

Thé Cambri9ge Uiliversi ty Extension ~1overnent of 

the seventi,e~ had 'been the ini tiator of his first 

encounter with:economic'discüssion, and it fascinated , ' -

'him. Ignoring the W'or~s of more progressive economists 

-25/ bea'n 'Farrar guo'ted' in !~artin Wiener, English Culture 
~nd'the becline of the rndustrial Spirit 1850-1980 

_ ' ·~Calnbridgj.e, Eng,l." ,l-~\Sl), p. 19. 
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" 

such as W.5. JevQns, its lèc~ures were' st!ll blindly, 
" ri .. 

faithful in spirit te J.S.' Mill's. sta:tement of 1:848:, 
- '. . . ., 

"Happily there is nothing ip th'e laws of Value', which. 
':. , '... ~ 

- , 

'. 

re~ains for the present or any future writer to clear ~ 

up,,26. As late as 1896, Hpbson could describe-p.is 

fellow economi.sts as éil I~ bodJ:' who' still lean.r~ wi th 

chil41ike confidenc~ upon a theory of Capital formulateq. 

by J. S. Mill,~ and afterwards abandoned in its most 

essential' fea t~re b~ i'ts author" 27. In view of the . 
... 

l J', blatant shortcomings of the, professional economists, of 

the tirne, one, should not be surprised by Peter Clarke' s' 

assessrnent of Ho1?son 1 s p,?rformance at Oxford: !' tfiEÙ 
" 

.was 'rernembered by his contemporaries as a distinguished 
" 

"high-j~per. He r,ead Greats, regard~d it as a humane' " 
,'f 

.. 

. . 

.' 

. 28 .', 
experience" but exam;i.ned -badly" .' 

,J 

" . 
Despite its political and philosophical idealism, 

~ " ~ 

f .., •• ",.' .1 

Oxford nev,ertheless provided him with a lifelong. conviction: - '( 

he would t~y never: to be like thè "others JI 1 those' , 
'. 

26. J.5. lüIl quoted' in J.A. HobsoI\, Confessions of, an 
Economie Heretic, p .. 23. 

27. J.A. Hobson, rhe Problern of the Unemployed-An Ënquiry 
and an Economie Po1icy (1896), (London, 1911) 1 p. X. ,. 

28. Peter Clarke, LiberaIs and Social Democrats, p. 46. 
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. " 

: i.~tellectuals w:tlo were :cont.ent "ta move quietly in the 

"~tre~ o~_.1ife, d-iscussing 'abstract notions of liberty. 

. In iaét; like an~ther 'remarkable Liberal thinker, G. '< 
~ ~ , " , 

" , 

,: i.~wes·.Dickins~n,· "he realised that he could not serv.e 
... -" 

humanity-by ~he old rnethods, 50 he turned ta new 
. , . 

]tlethods, and osometimes they were rev01utionary" 29 • 

'The'"teaçhin~s' of +,.H. Green alan~ ~pressed him, but 

, it. is" easy "to'~ suspect 'that he was ill at ease in the 

," 

~,", 0' " "0' rarifie~,. unwordly '~tIDosPher~ of neb-Hegelian preachings. 
1 , 

~, :' o They had,- howevér, °a long-la'sting influence on him. 

:Green was thén a pioneer in his be1ief that i~dividual 

o ' " 'f~eèdom and greater state interference were reconcilab1e. 
i . 

" 

" 

( '"\, 

::- '.., 

· 'In the words of Harold Laski, Green " emphasized not 

· . the individu al over ·against the process of goverrunenti' , , 

'but, the individual iri the significant totality of his . . . ". . ,~' ," , ,30 
·.rela~l.9ns' wl.th l.t" • In rea1ity, Hobson felt 

. -

~ attràct~d' 'qy' Green! s ideas for the sarne reasons as did 

'. .. ~ \ W~bb:" .. bec·à.US~ ,they .. '~ade, greater state action 

" 

~ - , , . <~ .: Z.s~i:iè 31;, . But .li~ "as disenchanted wi th Green' s 

,', -7 
') 

~~-----------------. :?~.~ E.'M.' Forster, Go1dsworthy Lowes Dickinson (London, 
'1934), p. 28. 

· .' 30. I{arold J. Laski, Il The Decline of Libe-ralism", 
'L.T. Hobhouse Memorial Lectures, 1930-1940 
{Lecture no. 10), (London, 1948), p. Il. 

,c, 

31. Rodney BarkEir., ..Po,litical Ideas in Modern Britain, 
p. 14. 
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" 
fundamental·~co.:nse:tvatism., As he said ±~·'l991, ~'even co 

phi~osophers 1ike. the. 'late prdfesso~ Green, who ar~ 

stout~st in,;ep~diating Vtilitàrianism, 'invariably 
, - >-.. . ~ . ~ ~ 

return "to. that tèJ::lllinology ,to, express their final .. ~, ....,. 

jq,~~ent "-9n a concr~~e ~oral' issue'; ~2.. :'Inc,sharp 
" , , . 

Gr~ep, " Hobson des~'red ''t.o 7ace> contrast with 

-, -... 

C""",. ':"he 'never 'was an economü~t:'in 'tl1e re~trictive sen·se.~ 
-'" ~ .." " - ~......" ~ 

• "_ ~ .~ .::.. • .. - ,_ .. w .. ' " 

...:' • ,. ':;.~. as"'right~y ohserved py G.p.H. Cole., "He became an 
~ -....... ~ . \ , 

econom~st, ,b~ecatlsè~ he- was \;'l'rëad~ a social r~:É0:mer; 
'''''~ , "33~ 

seeking' a -soluti;n-' toi. t-h-e problem of poverty" • 

~ . -
" -

, . 

'1 

" 

, 
\ 

. 
'. 

" 

j .. (1 

.' 

," 

. ", 

<. 
" +" '.. ;..... ... -. "\. : Derby was', ,al-so . the"'·home Qf, 'the philosopher' , 

4 l . ~ 

" ". 

,,~è~b~rt sp~~ce'r~, 'and, i t might ~av" b~e~ the sight of 'h~m 
_ walk~ng 'whl-ch, induced pobson to read h\s Principles of 

... ' 

scc·io;I.ogy. '!hrou'gh his knowl'e<tge, of Sp,encer, he came 

to l r.ealize l)ot 'only .that institutions were .\'lorthy objects 
... ' J ' • 

.: l' 1 

',Sjf stu~y, 'but .àlso that. they were integ:rated' part"s. of à 
.. ~ . .... ~ . 

~".. r ' ... • 
, rascinating -:social ,organism. Spencer p~ovide'd Hobsop ~ " 

.. , .. .. .. . . . 
w~th. a- global"unde-rstandrng, ,of soçiety, and he çould not . '. 

hav.:e· f-é!-iled to be strong ly' irnprèssed, by sentences, suéh 

'- 32~ 'J.A. HOQson, ~Th'~'-Social Problem, p. 5. 
" . 

• l 

,33-" G.D.H. E:ale, '~Obit~.ary: J.A. Hobson"' (1858-,l949)~ (, 
, . The Economic Journal, (1940), p. 352. .. .' .. 
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as the ~o11o\t?i~g: " 

. ; 
, . 

, , 
, . 

" ' Tn$,'s~'eietY·- e~i'sts ,fqr the be~efit 
. ~.: _ " o'~ ~ts. 'members1\ not: its' membèr,s 

" . j' for ,the bene fit of the society • 
. ' : .:'" . ,r't.' h'as ever' to be rern'ernbered that 

" ,,', ..,' great as may bè the efforts, made ' 
. fo,!= the pros,peri ty of the' bqdy 

" 'politie, yet t:h~ c.1·airils of the ' 
b,0?Y politie ,are notbil1;g ,in thernselves.." 

, " and bècome' ,something only i,n 50 ,far -. '. '; 
,', qS they,' embody the, cliürns of i t.~ " '.' 

cQmpopen t indi vl.duals3 4. . , r 

" 1 1 • 

, ; 

, . 
, " " . 

" 
',' 1 ••• \ 

• _ _ • ,"f _ J • 

Inde~d, it was Spenèerr.s' stimulating i:rnpa~t qn his' ~~wn' 
" , 

thought which launched Hobs'on' in' a iifelong q';lest. ta, _. 
' -, '~ .. - . " 

- .. 
J - _ • .. 

, 'de:Èin~ the ,II righ.t,1I ,pl'ace, té ,he a·~trl-buted .-to 1=;he. inà~vidu-al 
'" .' - / 

,. ' . ' . , ,,' 35· 
. in society, in the .. interconnect::ed who le Il .-. ije'rbert " , 

'. ,.' ..', ! 

, spe~'cer' s ,oFganlc- conc~Ptioil of ,sbcie-t;.y, had made Hobs~n 

"aeu.~el~ aware of the soei,al impact of each indi'vidual',s 
- - \ - ~ '. 

~ctio~s, 'and that the well-bein:g' of' society was " 
, '. 

, insep~rable from' the self-devel()pment of each of its . ' . " . . ' , 

'l, ~i ti'zens. . In: the' tr~di tion of B~~tharn, Owen,; Comte and' " , - " -' -

" 

(~ 
'-

. \ 

'. 

, , 

'l'till·, spen~er' strov~, "-to expies~ 'the 'inte11~ctuaL ahd . 
. "36 J ,'," ' ',' .. 

moral un'itY'of ~ocial progress" 1 :r;t was l~ft tQ John, . " , 
; f' . 

34.', Herbert Spence.r, The Prineiples of Sociology Vol: •. 'I-; 
third -ed.; -(New Y9rk, +8-93,), pp. 449- 5Q. ( 

35. 
. " 

L.T. H;bhouse,'quoted in.Pete:r Wei1er p - "The N'ew 
Libera1ism ~f' L_ T •. Hobl1ouse, Victorian ,Stuè.ie~; 

._xvi: (1972),' -p. 143. 
, . 

\ ' 

,3f? J.A.' Hobso,n, The Soeiql Proble~; p., 2.' 
, (\,' 
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( 1 .. -
Ruski.n -te téach him that the study of man cannat he" , 

, " 

vaiue-free . 
> •• '. 

. ' . , .. 

'"'' - . 
As we 'have seen, ,Hobsan greatJ:,y âdmirE;!d 'Ru,skin, ',' 

- l ' • ' , \, \, . _ I, j ! ... _ 

whÇ) h~d been the first' te;> revea1 to' him "tl1"e ~upreme, . 
, • ~'~' I_~ \ - .1 ..... , '{ '- "37'"'''':..,...-'; 

. :mbral obligation ,of confronting', [the 'social ,pr'oble~7 .' , 
, 1 • ,,' '. - , 

r.1orèove;;', nis' ear.1Y adoption ,Qf Ruskin ~ s mot'to, !' Th~ ,. 

" 38 
~a~ges t number of }:lappy and' liea;L thy hùInéU1 1:;Ie~ng s" 1 
., ' . , . - ' , 

.ée~tainiy,.was the 'source" of' his ,~wn definition af' 
~ l , • '. • , . 

thé Social Question in' 1,901: 

1·1' 
, " 

- Gi ven a number of human 'beings, ' 
wi th certait;l d~vê~opmeni 0f ' , 
'phy'sicàl- anq. mental facul ties 
and of social institutions, , 
iIi command of given riatural . 
resQurces, how can' they,best 
utilize ~esè powers for,the 
attainment of the rnost complete 
satis'faction?39 

:~'is ,readi,ng of, Ruskin 'made him re'alizè tp.at the IJte' 

pf th~_ indi v-idual was mucb more' adéquate as a meë;lns 'of 

measuring the success of social reforms than mere ' 

, 
37,. J.A. HQbson, John Ruskin-Social Re forrnér', p. 'vi: , , , 

. 

" , 

.... 

38. J.ohn 'Ruskin quoted in- J.A. Hqbso~,' The Soqial Problem, 
p. ,7. ,_ .. ' 
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- 1 

j .' ' 
1 \ 

qu~ntitatiyè'utilitarian, concepts such as Wealth • 

_ It was· throu, gh his a,dmi-ration .for Ruskin that his 
, '\" 

di~;'tru~t for sciences, even thé sC'ience, of economics, 
- l ~, 1 

grew.' As \ MichaeJ,. Freedert observes, Il Sciences, 
/, , 
..- } \ 1 

invariably associated - by him wi th quantificatiqrf, 

,'èdu'ld no~, be' used to rneasu~e 'the' u~ea;u~able" 40. ' 

'What Hobson. found part icular ly attractive in Ruskj,n' s 

,. views was the constant reliance on Ethics as a guiding 
. ' 

principle it displëlyeci; . He was impressed by the 
, ' 

"emotional basis of close knowledge of re~iliti, ynder' 
, , 41 

:. the ,contro(of the spirj.tual faculty" ,rnanifested 

b~ the art prophet., Ruskin' s ideaS had appealed 

to llobson's, humanism an~ rationa~ism bec~use they' seemed 
1.., ~ .~ 

to provide ','l0rthy aims ta otherwise blind, ~ rneaning~e'ss" 

social m.uta tions~ As Peter Clark~ notes, Il Evolution as 

a rnechanism of' progre'ss needed a hypothetic'al goal, which 

Ruskin ',s ïnsistence on 'fife" 'souls of good quali ty' " 
" 4'2 

seemed to supply". 1 

, \ 

, Yet Hobson' s reverence for Ruskin was never toti;'il!l,y 

, 40. Michael Freeden, Introduction to J. A. Hob.son, Gonfes-sipns' 
of an Economie Heretic, p. vi. 

• 
41. J. A. Hobson, .,John Ruskin-Social Reformer" p. 29. 

42. Peter Clark~, LiberaIs and Spcial Dernocrats, p.' 49. 
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, , 

uncenditiona1.' IndeeQ, he was aiways. firmly"opposed' 
, 

te what he described' as "Mr .', Ruskin' s àssumption that, 
\ _' .. 1 

, • 0 

;J , - .r 

becau~e the wil1,of indiv.id~a1s initiates aIl conduct, ~ 
l ,\. 1 

the, solution ,of, the' social problem rous,t proceed chieflY 
, " , , 

f ' . 'd' - . d' 1 - f 0' - bl" , . ,,43 rom ~n ~v~ ua ,hot rom pu ~c,act~on, In fa'çt; 
. / ~ . . . .. , 

Hobson was to defen~,pr~cisely. the opposite thesis. 

'Fo,r h'im, 'it was ,only thr.ough' 't~e use of' cq'llective 

,'control of industry that a democrat~c ideal had any 

: '-clla,nce of, be~ng realized in thè future. 'Sidney h'ebb 

, ',h9-d faith in-a Zeitgeist, -t;hat -guaranteed the i~inen't 

'advent of::the welfare state: similarly" Hobson became 
0, 

rnor,e and more convinced that Il the indictrnent -against' social 

,con~rol over industry is an indic~ent against a natura~ 

order of ~vents on the ground that nature had taken a 
, ' 44 

wr0I?-9 road oOf advancement" . 'In short, Hobson in'tended 

:0. a?p:J on :he political sce~e the Ruskinian organic 

, concéptioh of society as an economic structure. Accordin,g 
, . '. ' . 

ta h~m,' Ruskin's underst~nding of society conceived the 
, 

exïstence of a ~"harmony of human forces, but it did net 
" 

bear within itself any capacity of progres~. It was an 

" " 

" ,. 



, , , 

, , 

( " 

, ' -, 
, '. 

~rganisati<?n ,~~(-riot: an, ~~ganïsm'i 45. Hobson, however/ 

,- b'elie~ed tha'~ ~~c~ac~ d~manded "'a s~lf~governmén,t 
in'whi~h, the who~e of the self which constitutes a' 

, - , 

na'tioh, 'shall f~n~ .direct ,?onsciou~ ~xpressionll46 ~' 

Thil? conyiction ,remài ne d, his' primary -poli tical credo. 

through~ut the later Victorian and Edward~an yèa~s. 

" 

So far, we have 'studied the im~act of Ruskin' 
, 

and Spéncer.on J.~. Ho~sQn's a~akening to socio-

, poli tical thinking., Befere exa~i~irig h:is ,contribution 
. . ' 

'146 

to n~w -Liberalism," i t is inte;resting here to understand 

~fi~stly his reaso~s for never becoming ~ ~abian. ~fter 

'l~av±ng Oxf'qrd in, 1880 i HObspn began'- to teach' Classics 
- , 

,s~qcessive1y 'in,.Fay~rs~am and Exeter:, af!.~ becam~ 

, "a lecturer ,in, Englfsh li:t~ra'ture: for' th~ Oxford Extension 

Del'egacy. In 188'6, he m'arr,ied the Affier~~an-born Florence 

,Edgar" and moved a year later ",to London to try journalisme 
! _ J • 

'Through his f~iend~hip with Graham'Wallas he the~ met 

S,idnèy Webb -and other p:r;ominen,t members of, the Fa~ian 
, , , ,( 

en;tourage. Cons,idering his intellectuai b'ackground, 
, . .. . 

Hobso"n was apparent'ly the per~ect, Fabiàn candidat~, 
, . 

45,> Ji.A. Hobson, "Ruskin and Democrac,y", The Contemporary 
Review, LXXXI ·(January,'·-1902), p. 11-20' ) 

, 46. J.A. Hobson, Ibid. 1 p. 112. 
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especia11y since, according to lan Britain, "the group 

rnanaged to accorrunodate sueh a diverse range of views 

and personalities that, even the label 'socialist' does 

not convincingly fit themall "4~,, ' Like mos't Fabians, 

he wa s, of middle-cltss 'origin, and' ~as ready to devote 

relentlessly his life to the cause of social reforme 

He shared wi th them a growing' wrath toward wha t Henry 

George had characterized as "the unequal distributi6n 

of wealth which is the curse 'and menace of modern 

civiliz~tion"48. And like them, he certa{nly agreed 

with the novelist Ol~ve Schreiner's contention that 
~ 

147 

"Life, persorial iife, is a great battlefield"49. What, 

then, repelled him in Fabianism? 

Apparently, Hobson's çriticism of Fabiani&m 

originated in reasons similar to those that made hirn 

accuse the Ruskinian Democracy of resting essentially 

50 on a "self-chosen benevoient oligarchy of able men" • 

47. lan Britain, Fabianism and Culture-A Study in 
Btitish-socialism and the arts 1884-1919 
,(Cambridge, Engl., 1982), p. 272. 

, -"-
48. 'Henry George, progress and Poverty (1879), 

" (New York, 1940), p. 328. 

49. Olive Schreiner quoted in Sheila Rowbotham and 
Jeffrey Neeks, Socialism and the New Life 
(London, 1977), p. 43. 

50., J.A. Hobson, "John Ruskin and Democra'cy", The Contemporary 
Review, p.lll •. 
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As he wrote in 1902 \' he eons~dered tha t the Fabian 
, 

Society was preachlng a disguised forro of eli tist 
,. . 

.go~rnment, and that its typical member "easily 

finds reasons for repudiating aIl measures for 

enabling the voice of the people to prevail, and 

relies more and more upon the wire-pulling and 

intrig~ing capaci ty of an enligh tened few" 51 
, 

Yet 

as we shall see, Hobson' s thought dur.ing the Edwardian 

era, was not always immune from notions of meri tocracy 1 , 
, 

and aiong with many F,abians he approved of Eugenics. 

In fact, although his "!eelings were beginning to move 

in the d'iréction -of Socialism" 52 during the 188'0' s, 
~ 

he refused to become a servant of ei ther Harxism or 

Chr is ti ani ty . He definitely shared with the Fabians 

a faith in T.H. Green's theology where "citizenshi.p 

148 

b 1 . . . Il 53 b h l d' d d ecomes a re 19lOUS vocatlon , ut e a· rea y lnten e 

during this early stage to contribute primarily te the 

development of soci~ty as a whore; not of a' particular 

creed. 

51. J.A. Hobson, "John' Ruskin and Dernoéracy", p. 105. 

52. J.A. Hobson, Confessions'of an Economie Hèretic, 
p. 29. 

53. Melvin Richter, "T.H • .Green Çlnd his AUdience: h 

Liberalism as a Surrogate Faith", The Revie\V' 
( of Poli tics, 18' (October, '1956')" p. 454. 
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,Moreover,. Hobson feit that, a~ he later ~x?lained 

in his Confessions, 

, 

the Fabians did not, in my 
judgment, as sail capitalisrn in 
its weakest point, and though 
the Fabian Essaya were a'notable 
contribution to· the economïc ' 
education of the ,qpen"'mînd,~d, few,' 
they had not the'spirit,of a 
popular appea1 54 f ' 

, ' 

" 

Nqtwithstanding what he'consid~red aS their ,es~~?ti~~ 
, 

shortcomings, 'he had numerous ;.-eason~ for being, f avourably' . 

impressed by ,màny , sections' o,f the Ess,ays; As- Pp.ul 
... j ' , 

-
Thompson emphasizes." th~ new doctrir:e was 'unique for 

, its ~J~adua1ist *ision and its edonomics based on 
" 55 

Jevons instea,d of l1arx" ,bo'th orientations to which 

Hobson fully subscribèd: He observed in 1898 that­

,"Heroic remedies,are little to the taste of'EngÎishmen:' 

a more discriminative logic ru1es th'elr po1icy',' 56, and 

this "reasonàblè" attitude suited him. With the Fabians, , .. 

54. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economie Heretic, p. '29. 

55. 'Paul Thompson, Socialists, Libèrals and,Lab0ur;The 
Struggle for London 1885-1914, p. 138. ' , 

i 
" 

56. J. A. Hobson," The Influence of Henry George in 
, lj:ng1and", The Fortnight'ly Review',.' LXII (Dec~mber, 
1897), p. 843! 
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he 'al~ays- pteferre~ step ~y step, caréfully planne~ '. . 

.150 
" 

. . ' 

.' administrative measures of reform ta sweeping . . - ' 

poli tical. upheaVals. Moreoyer·, he was distrustful 

of the Marxist WeI t9,nschauun'g, which 'rnany' Fâbians, , , . 

sUGh aS ,Webb, 'also found somewhat d~eary and 

.misleading~ AcC~~ding ~o l~N .. ~ra~iSford' H~b~~ri, ~a 1 

rationalist and a humanis to the core, was repe~led 
- " i,j , ," , -

.not .merely by the J,àc:.Jç of sci'entific ob'jectivity in 

. the I?roleta.rian econoJTlics of ,the Marxists, but ev~n 

. " 57 
.. ' 'mOre by their reliance 0I'). foree~. • 

Altho~gh he could not ~~ve .fully 'esçaped the 
J ". 

perva~ive influer:ce of Karl, H?tx 1 El thought, , Hobson 15 

global unde'rstandïng of economiès sprahg f,t'om ''thé. 

insular tradit,ioh .est~lishéd by Jey~n's., Th~ )ri;tiSh 

economist Wîlliam' Stanley Jevons " author of The 

/ Theory of Politica.l Economy' (187':P, and The State in· 

Relation 'ta Labour (1882), was arnQng,the first/to 

qu.estion ~he suprernaçy of J. S. Hi+1' in economie,s,. 'As 

he exp.lain,ed in 1874 in a letter, 

, . 

l fear i t is impossible to ' , . 

, '. " . 

" , 

57. He.nry Noel Brailsford, ~'The Life-Work of J.A. Hobson",. , . 
L.T. Hobhouse Mernor,ial Leétures 1'941-'19'50 . (Leçture' -
no. '17) (London, 1~52) " p. 6.- ./ 
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" ,1.51 . , 

.' 

" 

" 1 

, " 

criticige Hr. l-1i,ll l s w.ritiI;l9s' 
, wi thout :i,.nc~ring 'i;he danger of 
rousing animosity . • '.Lf;Ju.t;J, ' . 

'however' valuablè they: are in " 
e'Xc i ting though t,' and leading, to 
the'study o~ subject~" the y must 
not be' imposed upon us 'as a new 
ér.éed58 . ' , ' 

" 

1 -

, 

He was; in short, the econornist of the renouv~au, 'an4 it ï~ 

'therefore \[lot surpFising ta ;reallze that' his i<?-~aS' could' ~e 

attractive to both Fabian and Liberal thinkers, bespite 

the fact' tha t h~ ~lw~ys coi1sidered po~i tÜ::?il èconorny'.' 

to be mainly a sciénce of wèalth, and his lukewarm 

feelings t9wards the contempora~y g~owth of the centrai 

,gove:r:nm,ent'ls powers',Jevons's influence on, the r~sing. 
, 

g~n~ration was importan,t. As Reba Soffer expla'~ns,' his " . , 
lègacy .was a major ,contribution, ta the, de.v~loprnent of 

~i tish .ecopornic thinking' "for i ts use of prohabili.ty 
~ ,-' 

theory, its slefinitions of,marginal t1;tility 'and va,lue; 

and,its rejection of'th~ labo~ and cost o~ pro~uction, , -

'. ... ~ , 1 

l ' 
• i 

,0' '" 1 

, , ,ï 
. , . '1 

1 

'~ 
. .:' 1 

, .- 5'9 . , 
theorlès" ,.' Moreover" hé was the direct ancestor ai; Hobson' s 

the ory of ~nder-consum~tiçm, ,sinee according to the lat~e;t:' ~ 

: 58. W. S. Jevons quoted in John }1aynaL-d Ke~nes, 
Writin s of John Maynard'Keynes~Essa s in Bio 
vol, X, London., 9 2) " pp. 136,-137 ,', . 

\ 

59. Reba Soffer,' Ethics' and Society in 'England; p. 2661" 
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" "Professqr Jevons went so far as to say that 'the whole 

theory of economics must begin wi th a correct theory 

. 60 
of consumpt~on'" 

As we hav~ seen, Hobson "felt that the ,Fabians" had 

been ~nsuècessful in their attempt to expose all the-

defects of the economie sta;tus quo of the 1880' s. His 
" " 

early perception of the roots of the diseases then 

pa;ralyz lng the ,economie system led hirn ta praduce with 

a co'llaborator, the business man A. F. Hurnmery 1 his first 

~tatement ~s an economie heretic, The Physiology of 

152 

rndustry. Like the Fapian Essays, it was published in 1889, 

and as in the case of Sidney Nebb was the occasion of his 

firs~ pUblication. Both volumes reflected the new generation's 

-
rejection of Vietarian ereeds: i t was thus highly 

predictable that Hobsan's study should generally be 

pereei ved by the established caste of eeonomists as a 

threatening desecration of faith in laissez-faire and in 

J. S. Mill' s enduring motto: "saving enriehes and spending 

impoverishes ,the eormnunity along with the individual" 61 . 

. , 

60. J.A. Hobson and A.F. Mummery, The Physiolagy of Industry: 
Being an Exposure of Certain Fallacies in Existin~ 
Theories of Economies (1889), (New York, 1965), 
p. 6. 

61. J.S. Mill quoted in J.A. Hobson and A.F. Mummery, 
Ibid., p. iii. 
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In fact, the prominent economist 'Francis Y.' Edge~orth""'s' ,-. . ~ ' .. 
' .. ~., ;: 

review'of the book even se~ied to accuse its'authors' 

Acdor~ing to him, they-wer~ 

",' . ".," 

, " 

of lack of seriousness. 
....... <i • 

champions of paradox Ô/ho haQ.7 
chosen a very difficult battleground 
on which to encounter a ve.ry formidable 
adversary. . • The attempt to 
unsettle consecrated tenets is not 
very hopeful., unIes s the public, 
whose attention is so1icited, have 
sorne security against waste of their 
tirne and trouble62 • 

For J.A. Hobson, such depreciatory remarks were , 

the orig ins of his ,lasting excl usiçm from academic 

. 
1 

.' 

cLrc1es. As he explained in a lecture in 1935, "1 hardly 

realised that in appearing to question the virtue of 

unlimited thrift l had conunitted the unpardoI].able sin,,63._j 

~ Yet'John Maynard Keynes possessed,a better, more neutral, 

understanding of the matter. According to him, Hobson 

belonged to the category of thinkers "who have preferred 

to see' the truth obscurely and irnperfect1y rather than 
" 

J 
62. Francis Y. Edgeworth quoted in T.W.Hutchison, A Review 

of Economie Doctrines (1953), (Oxford, 1966),· p. 118. 

,63. J.A. Hobson quoted in J.M. Keynes, The General Theory 
of EmP10yrnent Interest and Money (193~), (London, 1957), 
p. 366. 
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,te;>' mq,inta.j.n' er.ror, reactled indeed with clearness and' 

conSJ.sté·nqr and by ea~y logic, but on hypotheses . . 
• • . ~ ., 6'4 

inappropriate to the facts" . And he was probably 

". 

154 

" .. _.. ... b ,<-' 

. -~'~ . ri~ht ... Th~ 'Physiolqgy crf l naus,try " like rno$t of his 
4 i 

later 
. '. .. 

. , 
, 

, " 

• c --

-. 
, . bo~ks on economi..c prOblems, was fundamentally the resul-ê 

, 
... 4- '<. 

o..f an. int~it;i.on: "in this case, that "undue saving of .. 
indivtduats impoverishes the 'Community, simultaneously 

<'lo~ering Rent., profit, o~ Interest an.d Nages" 65 

While Hpb~on and, Mumméry achieved a convincing presentation 
'. 

of their main thesis, based on the belief that under-consumption 
~ ~ '", 

• • 1 

was' the cause o'f the unemployment df Capital and Labour, 
.. , 

the"g~nera1 ,tone of argument they used appeared at 

times somewhat unscientific. And sorne of the book' s rather 

vague contentions, such as "Most defini tions of economists 

~ have proved futile because they haved aimed at fulfilling 

too .... exactly the logical function of definition" 66, were 

often enough to shock more traditional economists. 

r 

î 
In reality, Hobson was occasionally quite careless 

in his denunciations of econornic "fallacies", and the 

64. 

65. 

J.M.' Keynes, The General Theory of Employment Intere$t 
and Money, p. 3 ,1: 
J.A. Hobson and A.F. r1ununery, The Physiology of 
Industry, p. v~~i. 

66. J.A. Hobson and A.F. Mummery, Ibid., p. 31. 
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'iruly...: ilt~ov:a:tive: character· of his ideas was c1early 
'-i - - 10 

--fl1,:,"sui,ted ta fit the narrow 1imits of economics.' At 
, ' 

a ~e when most economists were still lauding, the rights 

of the individgal, Hobson felt "the need of closing 

the hiatus between reform and econornic 'theory and 
, " 67 

'lattempted the task ll 
• His inner conviction that the 

social organism as a whole needed transformation in aIl . 
spheres, whether econornic, poli tical' and social, prompted 

, 1.: 1 ~, , 

, -

~ ~ ~~ 
'.., W> ..... \;' ~ ... ~ 

" 1 
• , 
1 

q 

'", 

Q 

......... 1 

~ . 

him in 1890 to join the London Ethical Society. Like 

'Qis father, who had launched a local branch of the Liberal­

b'nionist Associat,ion, Hobson had evolved to become a mild 

'Liberal~Unionist, and he believed that the Ethical socie~y_ 

~ight· constitute a suitable' outlet for his"desire for 

. ,personal invol verne nt in society. Linked wi fh the 
-, 

Oxford Idealist 1-1ovement, its leaders' aims apparently 
, 1 

, 1 

matched his own, since they "preached for an applied 
, . 

~ -
"",~ social and personal ethics based on a ration,,-!, no~ 

> 

theological, conception of ,l'moral welfare" 68 • In 

.-".67. Paul T. Hornan, f8ntemporary Economie ThouCfht 
(N ew Yo r k , 19 28), p. 28 8 • ' 

'6ê.' Mich~el Freeden, "J.A. H~son as a New Liberal 
Sorne Aspects Çlf his, Social Thought until 1914", 
Journal of the History of Id~as, XXXIV (1973), 
pp. 425-426 • 

.' 
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'tl].e~ry,' at least, th~ m6vement ,h~~ ever.y~h';n:g 'tq 

a'ttl1act s~meone" J:ike H~bson, . anxious ,to" redèem himself' ,,: ' , ;' ", 

,-in social work. 
, \ 

: 
, , 

!.>' 

,Yet 11: '~rew ,.'increasinglY di~s\at~sfied with· the 
, , 

- ., 1 . ' • , ~ \ 1 

Ethical Society's il0ba~ vision of the cornmunity and, 
• ,. - ,. ~ • .j '.... '. 

left it, a~ter fiy~ years.', AS,he soon foùnd'ou~, it" , ' '., 

. , 

shared st:r:0pg affinities ~itJ::i th,é Ch ar.i t'y , O~ganisati~n 

",Society ,and perceivéd an"insurmountable antithesis between 

the mo~~~ a!nd, e~onom~c ,~ime~sio~s of, :r:eforrn.' 11ore~ver , 
Hobson con.sidered that· the movement,' through the influence 

, ' 

'of. men like R.B. Haldane and the ,philosopher Bernard . -
, , 

Bo.sanquet~ wB;s permanently blindèd,' by the standard of 

moral' regeneration it -applied solély- to ,the paor' s 
, -

character3.and earniI'\'gs. It Wc3:S ma.:i,:nly the du~l morali ty 

adv6catëq by ~he C.O.s. that' led him ,in 1896 to attack 
~ ~ ~ 

vigo~ou~ly it~ social philosoph~: 

:'/ 

, .. , , -

, , 

Wh'y do the Ch~r,ïty Or'gan.tsa tion 
Sociéty and the1r philosophers 
consta'ntly denounce small giffs ta 
the poor, and hold their peace 
about large gifts ta the rich? •. 
1hei~ [fault is net that' they,are 
too h~rd-hearted, but' that they are 
not sufficiently hard-headed: it 
'is' nat-,a' lack of, feeling, but a 
lack of ldgic. They are simply not 1 

,-

, ' , 
, , 

.... \ 

f 

, 
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the,sëientific people that they 
claim to be, for they have not 
learned to.think straight against 
the pressure of class interests and 
class prejudices 69 • 

157 

..-'" In Hobson' s· opinion, J. S. l1i Il, Jevons,. and l-1arshal1, in 

, 
/ 

, '. 

,. 

his Principles of Political Economy (1890), had ~lready 

prepared the way towards the creation of a society where 

the general will, or moral force of the community, 

would be embodied in the equa1 pos9ibility for aIl 

individuals and classes to find "an opportunity of " 

rational se1f-realisation in forms of pro pert y which are 

'the definite material representation' of their own. 

energyll70 
;' 

In short, he aimed at establishing democracy 

as the corner stone of the indus trial system. 

/ ·Hbbsort had previously examined potentia1 rem~dies 

to the acute,social malaise of,his day in Problems of Poverty­

An Enquiry IPto the Industria1 Condition of the Poor (1891). 

After a "'Webbian" analysis of the historical "growth of 

state socialü;;m" 7l , :IHobson admitted his new faith in 
" , 

69.' J. A. Hobson, Il The soc.ial Philosophy of' Charity 
Organization", The Contemporary Review, LXX (November, 
1896), pp. 713 and' 727. .~ 

70. J.A: Hobson, Ibid., p. 727. 

71. J.A. Hobson, Problems of Poverty (1891), (New York), 
p. 186. 
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,Collectivism. Although saturated by the utilita~i~n :; -: .":" 

tradition during his formative years; Hobson was 

growing strongly distrustful of the capacity of the' 

individual's self-interest to serve as a warrant of' 

the common good. For him, only collective rights and" 

duties mj,ght prevent the perpetuation of ,the past' s 

exc~sses. This collectivist tendency made him assess 

the rightful SOÇiàl role of the state as follows: 

But the state'~oes not confine 
itself to these restrictive or 
prohibitive measures, interfering 
with the free individual application 
of capital and labour,' in the 
interests of other individuals, or 
of society at large. The State and 
the municipa1ity is constantly 
engaged in undertaking new branches 
of productive work, thus limiting 
the industrial area left ope'n to 
the application of private capitalist 
enterprise 72, 

, ' 

Like Sidney Webb, he was looking for a co1lectivist state 

that would be able to secure more than mere ad hoc 

palliatives for the numerous problerns resulting from 

the savage urbanisation and chaoti€ industrialisation 

of England. 

72. J.A. Hobson, Problerns of Poverty, p. 189. 
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, During, the ,i890'I3, Ji,obSdn was a coll ectivi st 

\ ' 

Liberal trying_to break free,f~om the philanth~opical 

rhetoric of the:C,O~S.' But in l894i-at 36,years of' 
" ' 

age and,still ~elatively unkho~, 'he suèce~ded ~n qiving 

a' p.ew impetus to h:Ls, 'life ~ he wrote The'Evolution of , 

Mddern 'Capitalism and he bont'ributed 'to the foundation 
. ,\ ~-

- 1 1 1 

Of~ the "RainbOw Circ.le,. r1oreoyer, h~ jolned. in 1895 

the South Place 'Ethical Society', , where' he preached 
l ' 

, ~ -' ~ , 

democratic \deals" w~ th constant: zeal for the' next fOrt y 

years. Its dü~cussions ,were lé.SS arid than thosE? of, 

the London branch, and, Ho~sQn ,thoroug]J.ly agreed \·li th 

the group' s motto: "the promotion o~" hurnan welfar,e, 
73 . in harmony wi th advancing knowledge" Its weekly 

159 

paper, The Ethical world, attracted notoriou~ contributors 

as diverse as S.G. Hobqon, Willfam Clarke, G.B. Shaw, 

and provided Hobson with the intellectual company and 

support of progressive thinkers of various tendencfes. 

Before being Fabians or LiberaIs, aIl the se men were 

earnestly dedicated to the idea of reform. One gets the 

impression that to a large extent, their indiyidual banner 

73. 
Soc~ety , 
of Empire 
1895-1914 

" , 

the Committee of the South Pla e Ethical 
quote ~n Bernar Porter, Cr~t~cs 

- British Rad1cal attitudes ta colonialism 
(New York, 1968), p.,.161. 

,,' 
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did not rea11y matter •. It was in this st.1.mulating 

milieu that Hobson's vocation as critic 'of society 

found confirmation: as an eçonornist, he would promote 
\ 

, 
the welfare state, and on the p01itica1 scene, he 

. 
wou1d become a "new Liberal". 

As peter Clar~e right1y emphasizes, "The recurrent 1 

image~y of shipwreck was deeply appropri~te to the state 

of the Liber'al party in the 1890' Sil 74. As we have 

seen above, these years witnessed the persistent 

inabi1ity of the party to re-adjust its po1itics in 

the post-Gladstonian world. Yet rnany en1ightened dissenters, 

such as Hobson, attempted at the time to reform the p~rty 

from within. These thinkers already took for granted 
1 

a pew v~rsion of-the Liberal cr~ed which contended, as 
1 

expressed ,later by L. T. Hobhouse, that" the difference: 

between a true consistent-, pub1ic-spirited Libera1ism 

, and a ràtiona1 Co11ectivisrn qught, wi~h a genuine ~ffort 

at rnutual understanding, , to disappear" 75 
, 

Hobson's 

conviction that individu~l freed6rn 1 was from now on 

, 
74. Peter Clarke, Lancashire and the New Libera1ism, p. 4. 

75. L.fT. Hobhouse, Democracy and Reaction (19'04), 
(New York, 1905), p. 237. 

, , 

, ' 



j 

. \ 

: . 
161 

inseparable from social control thus did not develop 

in a kind of intellectual no man's land: in fact, it 

" was to a large extent the result of intensive' debates 

amidst the Rainbow Circle' s members. 

The Rainbow Circl/e, like The Ethical tvorld, was 

fundamentally a laboratory of ideàs, where progressive 

plans for reform were'tested and passionately discussed. 

Although it lasted thirty years, it was ~ssent~al~y 

~ microcosrn of the ideological tensions dividin~ 

the l890's. Its attention was focused on collectivism 
- , 

(whet4er Socialist:9r Radical), and it was often 

considered as a rival of the Fabian Society. The early 

memb~rship was highly ·di vers.if iéd, - and number'ed, 'pes.ides' 

H?bson, Ramsay !-1acDonald, Vfilliam Cla.rke'" Herbert Samuel, . 
. . 

J.M. Robertson and' Sydney Olivier. Despit~· their vastly 

divergent intellectual backgrounds, they could neverthel~ss 
r 

aIl agree in 1895 on the fbllowing credo ï stating that 

the conception of the 'individual 
as independent of iocie~y is'false; 
that econornics of the 'qu~ntitative 
kind must be su~plemented by econornics 
of the q1+ali ta tl. ve kind i tha t fOIT.lc3:1 
poli~ical .democracy is not sufficient 
in i tself to s.ecure good government; 
that,Tràde Unionism cannot-be made 
the basis of a great pol±tical 
movement,i that cooperation i5 equally 
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narrow; & fundamentally .that the 
po;})i tics of ~he past correspond' . , " 

\ , 

to the e-çononiic problem. of 'productiop. , 
. & in the .future t'h,at theY must C9rr~·sp.qnd 

;1.62 

to, the problem of use 7 6 ~ < " ...-
'" 

Like his peers, , Hob,son was 'by this time clear,ly convfnC~d 

of the neces~'i ty of transforming econornics into a qualitative 

sci·ence '. and, _0 f the neèd' te establi~h a balan-ce' between . 
. 

the industrial structure and its environment. His organic , 

v~sion o'f so,ciety',was- 'then inducing hirn to stand the' 

Gladst6nian Liberal'ism on i ts héad, and to affirrn in 
Q 

'The Evolution of,Hodern'Capitalisrn that "in a large measUre ••.• 

s~~ial control is ,t~ be regarded', hot 'as a ~necess.ary 
, , 

protection against the- monop~lrc pow~r of individual, 
~" t· . • ~ 1" 1 

but as necessary for thk ~ecùrity oi indi'vidual'property 
.. "" 1 ~". 

wj.tb,in the, limits prescJ;ibed Py ,~àCl.a{, w~lfa're":} .,', /" 
, , 

, Along' wi th other merpbers of t!1e 'Ra'inbow ,Circle; Hobson 

was :trying to defd.~e a new global perspective f'Or 

Liber~lism and th'e ,goci,ai sciences. 
, . 

, , 

,If the "group' s 'rallyi'ng cry rested on 'pragmatic 
1 r' ( 

: 76:. 'Raiiiliow' Ci'rcle Minutes' {l9 June 1'895) qUbted' in' Pet~r' 
, . :Cl~rke, 'LiberaIs ,and S'oelal Dernocrats, p. 57. 

77. 'J.A. HO,bson., The Evolution of .Hodern Capitalism, p. 359, 
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. , 

c611ectivism, its participant,s~ - indiviç:lua1 int,ellectual 

reots were 'of'ten contradictory, ranging -from -the evo1utioIJ,ary 
, l " 

thesis to Llbera1ism and' Fabial1i~m. 
1 ..., ... • 

, . '~ 

Indee~, th~y often 

followed a" path parallel to the one exposed·by the 
~ ,.. , .. 

. Fabi,ans in 1896 in Tract' ,#70, -where:th~ raIe' of the'-state, 

.. was d~fined in carefpl and realistic terms: 

, . 

f' 

The'Fapian Soqiety does not 
- suggest tha't: tbe' State 'shouid , 
. monopo1i,ze industry as against 
prïvate' enter~rise or ,individua1 
,ini tia ti ve further' th~ri may be 
nec~ssary to make the 1ivè~ihood 
9f ,the p'eop1e. and thei:r access -to. ' 

,the s~u,ices <;>f production· cQmp1~te1y 
inde~en4ent of both78. 

" 

" 

And 1ik-e th~ F abia}ls, the y we;re ~~ncerne.d" ess~ntia~ly wi,th 

'. -.: .. the" d~fe.ctive organizati-on of, industrY,',az:,d by a radically 

ten~idns'were, sp~h in the 'midst 'of the Rainbow Circle 
.' , , 

, 

, tht~' 'it, became quite impossi,~re for them' ta b~ifd up 

unified po1i~ic~1 a1t:ernat'~ve," 

a . 

" , 

In'1896, the Rainbow' Circ1e'launé;:hed its offic.ia1 

78. ,George Bernard Shaw, "Report on, Fabïan :Po1icy and 
Resolutions" (July 1896), Fabian Tracts (Nel1deln, 
Liechtenstein, 1969), p. 288., 

* , • 1 

, .' 
. , 

, " 

-i ' 

" 

j 
,) 

1 

1. .. 
1 



f 

(, 
1 , \. 

(. - ' 

" 

, ' 

.... 
1 

/ 
:' 

'164 .' . 

.organ, Tl;le Progressive Review, . and Hobs'pI) acted as o,ne 

of i ts edi tors ~ The paper' s ambitdous ·aim was to," gj.ve . 

. due~em~~as~s ta the new.ideas a~d sentiments of social 
" 

)ustice' an~ of a clear. rational qpplicatian, of those., 

pri~cip'~es in' à progr:essive, poJ,lcy and p:r;.agressive '. 

party" 80 ~ As might'have,been,predicted, the Review 
\ . . 

survived only tor two yea~s; ,the task of defining çme 
, , 

progressive polîcy proved impossible given the often. 

cOhflicting arientatïons of its contributors. For ·example, 
, . 

". Herbert Samuel had· alre~dy' st.arted ln 1895 ta defend ~ . 
. . 

Liberal. Imperial'ism,' thus, entering into direct oppositi,on" 
" • l ' 

ta Hobson' s Cobdeni te . in ternationali'sm. In f Ç!.ct ,.' the 

. pape~'~ difficulti~s were thé r~fle~t~on of the , . 

______ . p~ogr.essives't mome~tâÎ:'Y. inability; t~:)' ,provide an effective 

. ' 

. , 

basis ta thei.r raPI?ort de force against the defenders of' 
. . 

the statup quo. The Rainbow Circle's self-imposed mission 
.\1 _ j _ • 

had been to oppôse the legàcy of a thirty years period 

during which .. a wave of· .reaction has spread over the 

aiyi~ised w9r1d a~d invadeâ one depa!tment after anoth~r of 

thought and' action .. 8~~ .·Not surpris:i;ngly, its' immediate 

achievement~ were quite modeste 

80. The Progressive Review (August 1896) quoted in' Peter 
. Clarke, Liberq.ls and Social Democra.ts, p. 57. 

, , 

81., L.T. Hobhouse,'Democracy 'and Reaction, p. 2. 
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The join~ ~mpa~t of, ~he South Placé Ethica1 . 
1. 

Society and the Rainbow Circle on Hobsori helped ta conf-irm 
. . 

ohis vocation as pr9gressive missionary. Botp The P'roblern 
. ,., \ 

of the Unemployed (1896) and Joh~ Ruskin-Social Reformer . , 
(1898) illustrate his' st~nd against thé Il individua1ist 

fallacy": through these studies, he was warning his 

contemporaries of the "danger of resting upon pall~ativesll82 
to curé social evils in need of thorough administrative 

and moral re-evaluations. He felt a strong syrnpathy with 
, 

what he de'scribed as Ruskin' s cortviction that 

\ >. 

Modern industrial life demands 
reforrn, beaause it suffers from 
two mortal diseases,which war against 
the right idea1 of human society; 
first, it- deprives men of this 
sound phtsical basis of life; secondly,~ 
it poisons the springs of spiritual 
lïfè- a~d of intellectual honesty 
by permitting the dominion of 
selfish lust directed to the 
attainment of low material ends83 . 

. y~t Hobson was, not merely announcing the advent of a new _.---' 

man and society from an, abstract ethical pulpi t. He knew 

that the ârt of humap welfare he was then advocating had 

82. J.A. Hobson, The Problem of the Unemployed, p. 160. 

83. J.A. Hobson, John Ruskin-Social Reformer, p. 311. 
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to be sustained with constant contacts with living 

history in order to reflect and magnify the contemporary 

voice of progresso Since he desired te make his literary 

:output the instrument of the coming wave of social reform 

in England, he officially became in 1897 a journaliste 

Sidney Webb had p1unged into the rea1 wor1d via his 

involvement in the wo~k of the LoC.C.: Hobson, to 

achiéve simi1ar ends, associ~ted himse1f first with 

the family paper in Derby, and then with The Speaker 

(later The Nation) 0 In his biographical study of 

LoT. Hobhouse, Hobson defined his friend's achievem~nts 

as fo1lows: "He sought to ob tain a body of truth on 

the conduct of life in order that those who assented to 

> 84 
it might apply it to human betterment" . There exists 

no more apt way to characterize Hobson's persona1 

166 

motivations. Throughout the 1890's, he attempted to revive 

faith in progresSe Unfortunately,while the new century 

was fast approaching, harmony seemed to have deserted ., 
England .• 0 

4 ~ d ' . 8 • J.A. Hobson an Mô~ G~nsberg, L.T. Hobhouse - His 
Life and Work, p. 27. 
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. ·CHAPTER FlVE 

. 
J .A. HOBSON AND THE STATE: THE EDWARDIAN YÈARS 

The real revolution is in the mind of men ••• the real 
'difficulties mu~t be met; the right limits of State<' 
and municipal collectivism must be laid down1 • '" 

- J.A. Hobson, 1907. 

Lucy Masterman, while assessing her husband's , 
~ ") 

output, concluded: "His writing was part of action .... he , ' 
........ -. 

used his pen admittedly as a .wxapon to'a~~iTv~ someth~ng, .. 

or 'to fight for or against something" 2 • 'Similarly, . 

J.A. Hobson's life-work consisted of a personal search . 
for an ideal and at the turn of the century his new 

poli tical cause becam~ree Trade. As he explained 

in 1-898 in a sensational article entitled "Pree Trade 

and Foreign policy" f Hobson felt that tJe contemporary 
1 

economic ideology of the so-called "opeh ... door" was in 

fact employed as a s.hameful disguise to hide "the policy 

1. J .A. Hobson, "Socialism in Liberalism", The Nation" 
October, 12, 1907. 

/' 

2. Lucy Ma'sterman, C.P.G. Masterman-A Biography (London, 
1939), p. 48. \ 

" 
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of forcing" doors open and forcibly keeping them open,,3. 

At this point he firmIy defended the Cobqenite 

. tradition which had contended that the economic interests 

of the nation would oe bet:ter served through peacefui ' '" 

policies rather than coercion. Indeed; he felt that 
,-

the enduring notions behind the government's actions, 

namely that 

(l) England requires continuaI 
expansion of foreign trade; (2) 
this~expansion can only be adequatel~ 
secured by increased arrnaments and 
an extension of the area of empire; 
(3) i t is sound "economy" ta undergo 
these risks' and these expenses in 
order ta promote foreign trade4 , 

• 

168 

aIl had to~e' refuted. t'1ith his theory of under-consumption 

always in mind y he argued,that home trade was 

1 
• 

a more solid and substantial 
basis of indus trial p~sperity 
than foreign trade for two reasons. 

,First, it is less amenable ta 
fluctuations arising from commercial 
and political policies over which 
we can exercise no control, and 
wnich sometim~s are designed 
expressly for our in jury. Secondly, 
the gain arising from home trade 

. is double instead of single, the 

• 1 

e 

3. J.A. Hobson. "Free Trade and Foreign Policy", The Contemporary: 
Review, LXXIV (August,' 18.98), Pe~ 167. 

4. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. l69."! 
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-, full advantaq,e ,which both parties 
obtain from éxchange being kept 
wi thin the nation 5. 

,-

In short, Hohson thought at this stage that the ~mpire 
; --.. 

merelY'was a tremendous waste of energies and the source 
, 

of hatred and misunderstanding between nations. l1oreover, 

his article attempted to deI!l0nstrate that investInents -" 

in imperial markets were, at least in the short term, 

unprofitable. The case of China had in his opinion 

c'learly confirmed the validity of his theory, since 

it had revealed that 

even if the whole of China were 
thus parcelled ou~ to other indus trial 
nations, and these nations imposed 
such conditions as prohibited 
aIl direct irnp~rt and export 
trade between England and Chinese 
ports-the most extreme assumption 
of a hostile attitude-it by no means 
follows that England would not reap .. 
enormous benefits in the expansion 
of her foreign trade6• 

Drawing upon internationalevents, Hobson launched 

a personal crusade which lasted throughout the Edwardian 
1 _-

" 5. J.A. Hobson, "Free Trade and Foreign policy", p. l77. 

6. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p •. 169. 
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years against Eng1and' s social status quo. It was 

then that he becarne a member of the small ~l.J.te of 

thinkers described by H. G. Wells in 1901 as "now rather 
, li 
a~1ess-men who have ~isconsolately watched the 

c011apse of the old" 1iberalism- Cand whqJ ~ili be clearly 

telling themsel ves and one another of their adhesion 

ta Cv new ideal of reconstruction" 7 • Hobson always 

170 

admired Richard Cobden's ideai of international co-operation. 

Yet his desire to re-bui1d British society saon led 

him carefully to emphasize the gulf separating hi~ own 

social thought and that of his mode!. As he explained 

much later in his Richard Cobden (1919), "Ta modern 

men and women i t may seern strange that this policy 

Leobden's internationalis~ should be conceived sa 

exclusive1y or primarily in terms of governmental non-
8 'J 

intervention" 'At the turn of the century Hobson 

felt t~at such laissez-faire, although acceptable in 

Cobden's day, had now become totally obsolete. In his 

opinion, both dimensions of national life, external 

and internal., were inseparable, and he was convinced that 

the internaI difficulties of Eng1and ought to be resolved 

7. H. G. Wells, Anticipa'tions-of the Reaction of Méchanical 
and Scientific prog res21 upon human Life and Thought 
(19,01), (New York, 190 ~. 299. ! 

8. J. A'. Hobson, Richard CObde1The International t1~ 
(1919), (London, 1968), p. f 
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as first prfbrities before initiat:1ng any imperia1 venture. 

As ohis article on Free Trade c"1early shows, the 

China, where the British Empire used garrisons 

and s to fight against Russia and Germany for 

·the of the Yang-tse valley, had persuaded Hobson 
\ , 

organ1se the forces of poli tical nationalism 

in order to secure by an appeal to mili tary power the 

c; ximum quantity of corrunerce for the members of a • 

nation is, in ~erms of the case, ta revert from a higher 

to a lower stage of social life" 9. This ear1y denunciation 

of the Imperialists' 1ust for weal th basical1y proceeded 

from his personal understanding of what British society 

ought to become in the near future. He then conceived 

Britain's problems in simple, black and white, terms: 

"The issue, in a word, is between external expansion 

of markets and of terri tory on the one hand, and internal 

-\ 10 social and industrial reforms upon the other" • In short, 

Hobson was warning his contemporaries: instead of seeking 

the gain of exotic markets, it was urgent that they start 

devoting all their energies to raise the English working 

classes' standard of living and power to buy national 

products. with an improved social equilibrium, Hobson 

9. J.A. Hpbson, "Free Trade and Forei~n POlicy", p. 168. 

'l-O.0'.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 179. 
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contended, the need for imperia1 assets wou1d become 

1ess imperativ~. Yet his artic1e's conclusion still 

retained an hopeful tone: "Even now i t is surel}' not 

too late to abandon the notion that we must fight for 

markets" Il. He could not foresee that Britain would 

shortly tumble down in South Africa to an ever lower 

stage of social life. 

'''-
'-, , . 

In '1898, L.T. Hobhouse, who had never 'met Hobson, 

nevertheless convinced The 11anchester Guardian to hire n 

him as speCial/. Cormnissioner in South Africa, on the 

basis df his' ~revious denunciations of imperialism. 

The offer turned out to be one of the greatest 
'. 

( 

opportttn,i ties of his career. Hobson' s timely stay 

in South Af~rti.ca during the surruner and autumn of 1899 

provided him with a kind of revelation: with the 

outbreak of the conflict he realized that "The British 
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people were being 1ed into a crime by capi talisrn for the 

sake of capitalist interests,,12. The Boer War (1899-l902) 

1eft him even more convinced of the unbearable nature of 

the status quo, and established his reputation as a 1eading 

11. J A Hobson, "Free-Trade and Foreign policy", p .. 180. • • -:J 

12. Richard Koebner and Helmut D. Schmidt, Imperialism-The 
Story and Significance of a Political Word 1840-1960 
(Cambridge, Engl., 1964), p. 227. 
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oppenent both of the war and the national sclerosis. 

He returned to England when the military conflict broke 

out, and contributed tq a sensational lecturing tour 

" of the country against 'imperialism: quite often, the 

meetings were br0ken up. 

In "Capita1ism and Imperia1ism in South Africa" 
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(1900) and The War in South Africa-Its Causes and Effects 
(\ 

(1990), Hobson 1ed a frontal and passionate attack 

against what he characterised as the "pseudo-patriotic 

cleak,,13, or respectable veneer of patriotism, hiding 

the true nature of the conflict. These writings were 

highly cha11enging and disturbing: as observed in 

1900 by The Manchester Guardian, a leader of anti-war 

feelings in the country, 

Many will find it hard to accept 
Mr. Hobson's suggestions; it 
is so mortîfying to our self-esteem 
that everybody will try not to t"~. 
accept it aS long as he cano But ~ 
it is dismally weIl backed with 
evidence: it cannot be pooh-
poohed14 • 

13.- J.A. Hobson, "Capitalism and Imperialism in South 
Africa", The Contemporary Review, LXXVII (January, 
1900), p. 15. 

14. The'Manchester Guardian, January, 4, 1900. 
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Hobson a1ready was an inte11ectua1 hereti~ when he became 

in.1902 the author of a kind of British socio-economical 
<! 

J'accuse on the Boer War experience defiant1y entitled 

ItIlperialism. 

Imperia1ism: A study was more than an enthusiastic 

charge against J;ngo;sm or the shameful British behav;o~r 

in South Africa. It was essentially an effec~ive and 
"l 

equally passionate denunciation of various capitalist 

"sins". As emphasized in 1903 by a Fabian News review 

of the book, "ltr. Hobson i5 bringing an indictment 

àgainst, not governrnents or parties, or even nations, 

but pracb~cally hurnani ty i tself" 15. I"nd~ed, i t airned 

not merely at imperialism, but instead at the core of 

the existing wor1d arder, namely capita1ism itself. 

D.K .. Fieldhouse is right when he describes Irnperialism 

as lia pamphlet for the ·times .•• ,LWhicW can on1y be 

properly understood on the basis that his interest, 

then'and throughout, his life, was with the social and 

economic problems of '-Britain" 16 • 

15. Fabian News, XII (February, 1903)1 p. 7. 

16. O.K. Fieldhouse, '" Imperialism': An Historiographical 
Revision", The. Ecqnomic Review, XIV (1961), p. 188. 
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Yet despite its undeniable qualities, Imperia1ism 

fails to provide one with a clear exposition of Hob$on's 

social ideas at the turn of the century. It' s dual 

thesis, "Imperialism is the fruit of this false economy: 

17 • social reform' is i ts remedy" , was far too ambi tious . , 
to allow for a coherent development. Neverthêless, 

i t is still considered as one of Hobson' s finest 

achiev7ments, and posterity has retained Henry Noel 
~ ... 

Brails ford' s convict,ion that i t was "one of the most 
~ ( 

notable contributionsv~f our time to the scientific 

t d f t l " ,,18 s u y 0 con emporary po J.tJ.cs Thi s somewha t ~ 

excessive view endured for two main reasons." Firstly" 

Imperialism is said to have fascinated the mind of its 

most famous reader of aIl, Lenin. And also, the fervent 

ràdical tone it used made Hobson sound, fo~ a while, 

revolutionary. That Lenin, who aimed at destroyin~ the 

existing system, could agree with Hobson, who always 

wished to cure i t, could only be the resul t of a serious 

misu~derstanding. To comprehend this, one has to look for 

one factor: the book' s own defects. 11oreover, not 

only did Hobson soon modify his views on imperial economic 

17. J.A. Hobson, Imperialism: A Study (London, 1902), p. 93. 

18. Henry Noel Brailsford, The War of Steel and Gold, p. 74. 
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problems in International Trade (1904), but The Social 

Problem,. The Crisis of Liberalism or even Work and Weâl th 

are far clearer presentations of his social thought. 

Imperialism basically was a/pamPhlet against 

the "bad" and "irrational" capi tali/~m operating in South 

Africa and in the rest of the Empire. According to 

Hobson, the adoption of imperialism served 

the double purpose of securing 
private material benefits for 
favoured classes of investors' and 

. traders at the public cost, while 
sustaining the general cause of 
conservatism- by diverting public 
energy and intérest from domestic 
agitation to external employment19 • 

Since imperialism was the 10gical ally of conservatism, 

Hobson was convinced that "poli tical and social reforms 

Id . l . d' . l' " 20 wou purge cap~ta ~sm an ~mper~a ~sm In ather words, 

he felt that capitalism could be redeemed, resc\led from 

i ts present dismal condition through the use of liberal \ 

social reforms'- The Empire, Hobson argued, did not beneflt 

... 
19. J.A. 'Hobson, Imperialism: A Study, p. 383. 

20. Alan Hodgart, The Economies of European Imperialism 
(New York, 1977), p. 25. 
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the nation: 'in reality it was supporting a financiers' 

conspiracy to spoil Britain's energies in overseas 

investments. H.N. Brailsford, in The'War of Steel and 

Gold (1914) agreed with Hobson's thesis:' 

Regarded as a national undertaking 
rmperialism does not paye 
Regarded as a means of assuring 
unearned incomes to the governing 
class, it emphatically does 
pay. It is not true that trade 
foIlows the flag. It is true 
that the flag follows investments 21 . 

Like Most of his contemporaries, Hobson firrnly believed 

,that the EI!lpire was a profitable venture for Ja minority 
\ ., 

of magnates: if th~y could only be led to invest in 

the home market, then Britain's problems would be solved. 

'As Peter Clarke exp1ain's, "Hobson needed a conspiracy 
1 22 

because he believed in liberal democracy" • 

Since he was convinced (Ithat domestic trade could 

make up en tire1y for the 10ss of the E:t:npire, Hobson 

postulated a new economic system based on an innovative 

21. H.N. Brai1sford, The War of Steel and qold, p. 78. 

22. Peter Clarke, LiberaIs and Social Democrats, p. 92. 

/\ - / \ --- \ 

) 
--



( 

178 

mechanism of exchange and an emphasis on national , 
. \ self-reliance. The economist J.B. Say had persuaded 

the financial ~lite that over-supply was impossible: 

Hobson tried to demonstrate that ,it was not only . . 
possible, but aIl too real. It follows that Imperialism 

was also an attempt to initiate a serious'discussion 

of the British wo~kers'I co~érete capacity to consume 
\. _/1 

the goods they produced, and an application of the author's 

under-consumption theory. 

Carried away by h~s parnphleteer's zeal, Hobson 

unfortunately had rnisunderstoo~ crucial elements of 

realitYL Because of his faith in man, "he ~ought . 
!> 

a rational explanation for the behaviour of others,,23, 

while forgetting that reality was ofte,n far from 

being always consistent with reason and intellect., This 

is why he was led ta attribute an undue importance to 

the role played by econornic motives in imperialism. 

But cpuld the diversion of British capital to foreign 

markets alone explain the creat·ion of the Empire? In 
• oi \ 

real1ty, Hobson's enthusiasm blinded him to the fact that 
r" 

23. A.J.P. Taylor, Essays in English History (London, 1976), 
p. 173. 
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imperia1 trade was'far from being a1ways a source 

of profits. As D.K. Fieldhouse notes, 

to maiptain that Britain had 
found it necessary to acqùire 
these territories LDefore 19l17 
because'of an urgent need for new 
fields for investment is simply 
unrealistici and, with the rejection 
of this hypothesis, sa ingeniously 
conjured up by Hobson, the whole 
basis of his theory that 'imperialism' 
was the product of economic 
necessity cOllapses 24 • 

179 

In ot4er words, Hobson's perspective had been too narrowly " . 
based on economic causes and neglected the crucial 

political aspect of the question. Imperialism was a 

powerful appeal for social reform at home, but quite an 

unsatisfactory interpretation of the roots of the 

British empire; as its, author himself later explained, 

it was "an excessive and t'oo simple advocacy of the 

economic determination Qf history" 25 

Like his model Richard Cobden, Hobson was neither 

24. D.K. Fieldhouse, "'Imperialism': An Historiographical 
Revision", p. 199. 

25. J.A.Hobson, Confessions of an Economie Heretic, p. 63. 
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a little Englander nor a partisan of the establishment 

of an empire rooted in violence and mercantil~ interest~. 

Not surprisingly, this rather vague stand was bound to 

provoke questions concerning the true nature of his 

faith in Free Trade. 'Interestingly enough, many thought 

that Hobson mamentarilY,rejected Free Trade during 

the Boer War crisis, as he had reacted very strongly 

against the opvious bankruptcy of the prevailing 

economic system. To sorne of his contemporaries, his 

ple~s for the development of the home market ~nspired 

by his theory of under-COI1S\.U1'PÛon sounded like an 

exaggerated farrn of protectionism. Leonard Courtney, 

for example, felt in 1903 that Hobson, although right 

in his denunciation of the Imperialist's greed, was 

however simultaneously advocating an undeserved desecratipn 

of a long tradition of open frontiers: 

It is the fondest of delusions 
ta suppose that a nation ~nglan9.7 
which ,has arrived at the situation 
thus described can hope to escape 
from it by imposing obstacles to 
Lmportations from·other countries. 
Its position has been reached 
through freedom of commerce, and 
restrictions on this freedom, .50 

,~far from helpi~g.,to preserve its 
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" 

superiority 1. could 0nly acce1erate 
i ts declin~,,6. 

" 

, 

J " Was the Hobsonian notion of Free Trade disguis~d 

protectionism? In fadt, 'despi te the d~pre,"ssing impact 

of the South' African conflict on English society as 

weIl as on his own thought, Hobson \vas to' remain from 
~., 

'< 

1901 untir the 1930' s an active member of the Free Trade 

Union, a l;iberal organization fighting against tariff ' 

reforma As he exp1ained in International Trade (1904): 

It is no better for a nation 
than for a man to live alone .•• 
Protection, 1ike Imperialism, is 
a class policy, instinctively 
devised in order to break and 
di vide, and so to render impotent,' 
the b1ind, ill-directed forces 
'of social reform which are groping 
after the establishme~~ of a 
juster economic order • 

, At the turn of the centu"ry, Sidney liebb had 
c--

been much impressed by the Liberal- Imperialist credo, 

and considered the empire as a potential means to transfonn 
~ 

26. Leonard Courtney, "What is the Advantage of Foreign 
Trade?, The Nineteenth Century and After, LIlI 
(May, 1903) 1 p. 812. 

27. J .A. Hobson, International Trade-An Application of 
Economie Theory (1904) 1 (New York, 1906),p p. 179 and 
lSl. 
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. 
England into an efficient,society. Imperialism, he 

« 

believe~, was an ~neluctable developrnent of the Zeitg~ist, 

the natural extension of a progressive civilisation. 

Indeed, the LLmps even had plans ~or the establ~shment 
, 

of a W~rld-State, a k~nd of perfect social organism 

devoid of waste and injustice which wou~d reflect 

perfectly th~ir bureaucratie ideal. In sharP contrast, 

Hobson's views were vehemently against any forro of 

domination, in the case of nations as weIl as in 

the relations between the state and the individual. Yet 

this is not t~est tha t he n~,!er feit concerned 

by international p!Oblems,. In fact, as he dernonstrated 

in Towards International Government (1915), he always 

was a keen advocate of the creation~f a workable 

'international organism to preven~ wars. On the issue 

of irnperialisrn, Hobson and Webb were clearly standing 

worlds apart'. 

" , 

The Boer War crisis confirmed Hobson in his· 

. impression that the existing world ordeJr was utter1y 

uncongenial to him: in 1901, he considered it as a 

"twelvernonth's debauch in these ancient and ,abando~ed 

stews of savage lus'tU 28. One sh6uld therefore not -be 

l ... 

28. J.A. Hobscn, The Psychology of Jingoism {London, 1~011, 
p. 40. ... 
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surpri'sed to discover a utopian dimension in the bitter 
l 

"ttenunciations of -indust:rialism which he wrote during 

those years. The war, which blatantly diselosed aIl 

the British nation's shortcomings p left him acutely 
, 

aware of the brutality involved in modern industry. The 

eontrast between past and present even led him tO'evoke 

the past in nostalgie terms sueh as: "We must get back 

29 
the "sturdy yeomen' stock of yore" • As he explained 

much later in 1932, 

Whereas, under s impIe and more 
primi ti ve conditions each ma-n , 
wQrked mainly for hirnself, produeing 
his own necessaries of life or trading 
personally with his neighbours, Capitalism 
has made him work for soëiety without 
at the same time giving him a 
eorresponding claim upon society 
for 'hi·s li velihood30 • 

183 

But not only was man a1ienated at work: his mind, too, was 

progressively losing its independenc~. In short, demoeracy 

was in danger. 

29. J. A. Hobson, .. The °APptoaching Abandonment 
The Fortnightly Review, (1902), p. 443. 

of Free Trade" 1 

30. J.A, Hobson, Preface to the 2nd ed. of H.H. Hyndman, 
Commercial Crises of the Nineteenth Centur (1932), 

9 7 , p. VJ.~~. 
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Al though Hobson now appears as a somewhat over-

confident and naive rationalist, it is essential to 

remernber- tha~ he always shared the psychologist william 

McDougall 's belief tha t' "mankind is only a li ttle 

reasonable and tO a great extent very unintelligently' 

moved in q,uite unreasonable ways" 31 l t was the Boer 

War, rendered possible by the joint impacts of the 

alliance of capital and mob on the one hand, and the 

pervà~ing Jingoism in all clas~s o~ so~iety on the 

other, which prompted Hobson to reflèct seriously on 

the problem of social psychology. with the shameful 

war experience in mind, he gloomily argued in The Psychology 

of JingOiSm~hat;ne prevailing social organisation was 

destroying the last,remnants of the individual citizen's 

dignity and common sense: 

The rapid and numerous changes 
ln the external structure of 
modern civilization have been 
accompanied by grave unsettlement 
of the inner-life; breaking up ~f 
time-honoured dogmas, a collapse of 
principles in politics, religion, and 
morality have sensibly reduced the 
power of resiitance to strong 

31. William McDougall, An Introduction to Social Psychology 
(London, 1908), p. 11., 
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passionaté suggestions 
the individuals of aIl 

in! 32 
classes • 
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---------This disrnal state of affairs was partfcularlt intolerable 

for hirn since he believed, -like Sidney Webb, in the power 

of men ta influence the course of their collective destiny .. 
and rejected any idea of historical-deterrninism. Hobson 

felt that'~he mistake consists in regarding the 'laws' 
1 

a}~d 'forces' as powers exlternal to the mind of man. The 
1 
/ 

only direct efficient forces in history are human motives" 33 • 

Indeed, even the South African War could not completely 

destroy his abiding faith in man. To guarantee the 

survival of the rule of democracy in a world threatened 

by Jingoism and other dreadful "isms" and where the 

individu al , s mind was much too easily captured by the 

Press, Hobson could only propose one solution: the 

cornbination of moral and structural changes. Lowes 

Dickinson wrote during those years that "If an ideal is to 

result, an ideal must be willed" 34. Following a similar 

logic, Hobson's will was then busy providing Engjand 

32. J.A. Hobson, The Psychology of Jingoism, p. ~3. 
33. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 84. 

34. Lowes Dickinson quoted in "Curves and Ideals", The Times 
Literary Supplement, (December 10, 1908), p. 458. 
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with a vision and-with princip1es for social action: 

indeed, with The Social Problem-Life and ~ork, he became 

one of his generatiop's holder of what his friend 
"' 

Graham Wallas somewhat pompously described as "the torch 

j of conscious life" 35. 

1 
1 

A book review ip Fabian News ob~erved that Hobson 

found in The Social Problem (1901) "a theme much more to 

his taste L'than theoretical economic discussionV".3 6 • 

It can even be said that if Hobson's stand against 

imperialism was an illustration of his social views, 
1 

186 

then The Social problem was ~ direct and clear exposition 

of the <,sarne ideal. The book' s argument sprang from 
1 

1 

HobsQn' s desire to cornprehend the question: "Why 
, 1 

! / 37 Poli tical Economy throwLsJ no light up,On our darkmess?" 
f 

According to him, the roots of the pr~b~em were obvious: 

buoyant confidence and ~gnificent 
conceptions of social progress 
no longer sway men's minds; it is 
a day of srnal1 things, and men 

35. Graham Wallas, Human Nature in politics (1908) 2nd -
ed., (London, 1910),p. 296. 

36. Fabian News, vol. XI, no. 7 (September, 1901), p •. 26. , 

37. J.A. Hobson, The Social Problem, p. 19. 
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actually glory in the smallness 
,of their thoughts and hopes, as 
indicative of safety and thoroughness, 
forgetting that great nations and 
great men had ever 'hitched their 
Waggon to a star', taking all knowledge 
for their province, and reaching 
with a reckless amplituâe of grasp 
after sorne dearly-loved, but dirnly­
seen idea1 38 • 

Hobson's description of England in The Social 

Problem was highly distressing: everywhe.re he witnessed 

the evil consequences of poverty, waste and inefficiency. 

The rnajority of English citizens led lives in 1901, 

he argued, "not worth living, sa far as measurements 

~of life are possible; they are living a life definitely 

worse in almost aIl respects than of "savages" in any 

fairly fertile land" 39. For Hobson, a new collective 

social project based on a re-statement of the doctrine 

of democracy was the only practicable alternative to'counter 

the very real degradation of English society. M~ch 

impressed at the time by r,1aeterlinck' s notion of "the 

Spiri t of the Hi ve", and bl' the belief that society 

38. J.A',:Hobson, The Social Problem, p. 2. 

39. J.A.' Hobson, Ibid., p. 13. 



was an organism, with the citizens playing the ,role of 

ceIls, he felt that 
\ 

It is quite ~vident that the 
conception of Society as a moral 
organism negates the old idea of 
political e1uality based on the 
notion that every rnember of a 
political society had an inherent 
right td the same power as every 
qther in determining the action 
cjf society40. 

IBB 

Indeed, he argued that the state, not the idea of natural 

• 1 
individual rights, should serve às the basls jof democracy. 

As he ex~lained in 1902, "so the idea of society as a 

1 · . 1\ ... h h l J . Il d po ltlca organlsm lnslsts t at t e genera Wl an 

wisdorn of the Society, as embodied in the State, shall 

deterrnine the best social use of aIl the social p~operty 

k b t 
. 41 ta en y axatl0n . 

Accordingly, Hobson did not devise in The Social 

Problern a utopian science of Political Economy. Instead, 

he outlined a social project involving what he called 

"Humanitarian Socialisrn". Its aim was arnbitious, since 

40. J. A. Hobson, "The Re-Staternent of Dernocracy", 
The Contemporary Review, LXXXI (February, 1902), 
p. 266. 

41. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 266. 
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it attempted to 

, \ , 

reso1ve the opposition 6f individual 
and society, with particula~ 
reference to the economic basis 
of lïfe, in order to effect, not 
a balance or a compromise, but a 
genuine harmony or reconcilement 
of the oppose~2claims of Individualism 
and Socialism • 

J 

1 , 

This Hobsonian "Humanitarian Socialism" of 1901 had a 

189 

lot in common with Fabian Socialism, since it also thought 

in terms of Poor Laws, Factory Acts, Educational 
~ 

policies, the public supp1y of gas, water, and 

tramways in municipal government, and the prevention 

of indus~rial abuses. Indeed, it attributed a , 

"Social Utility"43 to the state: a mission as protector 

of the interests of aIl the classes of the communi ty. 

The emerging joint-stock com~anies, in particular, serious1y 

worried him: 

Those who imagi ne t~~at i t rema; ns to 
the pu~lic interest to permit 
private monopo1ies to plunder the 
consumer, and then to force the 

" 
42. J.A. Hobson, The Social Problem, p. 219. 

43. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 197. 
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plunderers to disgorge by mèans 
of taxation, have not mastered 
either the intricacies of 
taxation, orthe cunning which 
monopolies, such as the Standard 44 
Oil Trust, employ to dodge taxation . 

190 

Yet at this point Hobson hesitated to advocate the control 

the nationalization of railways, his proposaIs to stop / of the state over industry~ and with the exception of 

this threatening-evolution remained rather vague. 

Since he desired the establishment of state Soeialism, 

not that of state monopoly, he carefully distinguished 

his own position as a Liberal from the one of contemporary 

socialist thinkers. According to him, there existed 

"right limi ts fioJ this humani tarian Soeialism" 45, and' this 

limit basically consisted of the individual's inalienable 

liberty. 

~obson always took pride of calling himself a 

"humanist"j G.D.H. Cole even referred to the latter's 
~ , ' , 1 h " " 46 hl' d h l t ' qUlntessentla umanlsm'.. As e exp al ne mue a er 

44. J.A. Hobson, The So'cial Problem, p. 177. 

45. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 202. 

46. G. D.H. Cole, "J.A. Hobson", New State;:tnan, July 5, 1958. 

\ 



in 1919, using an almost Ruskinian tone, 

If the term LHumanis~ sounds a little 
'precious' or 'pedantic' that 
can't be helped. It can and ought 
ta be rescued from these contemptuous 
implications. For it is wanted 
ta express the need and dernand 

, that ,society shall be so t~ansforrned 
as to furnish for aIl its members 
a fully human life47 • 

Characteristically, howev~ he nowhere defined.precise 

means to g~arantee the achievement of his democratic 
Q 

ideal, and he never drafted "Webbian" devices which 

might have braught his thought to the level of real 

politics. It is in fact impossible ta picture Hobson 

working'for the London County Council as Webb did. 

His faith in the powers of ideas was su ch tbat it often 

led him to believe that general principles were pmverful 

191 

enough to transform mentalities. Prompted by his conviction 

that'man ~ad ta be reconciled with his collectivity, 

aIl he did was to argue in The Social problem that no state 

legislation or orders ought to ever destrpy a citizen's 

legitimate interest in his job or his personal inclinations. 

47. J.A. Hobsan, Introduction to J. Bruce Glasier, The 
M~aning of Socialism (London, "1919), P: xii. 
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And this, ~obson felt,was particularly true in 

the case of the artist since "the soul of art is essentially 

and eternally opposed to officialisrn and routine, however 

d · ma:y bell 48. Indeed, he could ha"e carefully and humanely ordere lt .v 

agreed with the art critic Roger Fry's contention that 

"It is impossible that the artist should work for the 

plutocrat: he must work for himself, because it isonly 

by so doing that he can perform the function for 

which he exists; it is only by working for himself 

that he can work for mankind" 49. In fact, Hobson 

considered the artist ap a kind of glorification of an 

ideal relationship between man and society. Yet he had 

corne to realise, in a break with the liberal tradition, 

that the notion contending "That every man' s life is 

of equal value to Society, in the sense that it can yield 

equa~ social service, is not only false but absurd"50. 

An ideal cornrnunity, one perfectly equalitarian, was thus 
1 

unattainable. Since the workers as weIl as the~rtists 

needed a certain arnount of self-initiative to ruarantee 

, the harmonious functioning of the social organism, Hobson 

48. J.A. Hobson, The social Problem, p. 244. 

49. Roger Fry, "The Artist in the Great State", in H.G. Wells 
et al., The Great State-Essays in Construction, p. 257. 

50. J.A.Hobson, "The Re-Staternent of Dernocracy", p. 267. 
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could propose only the distribution of wealth to each 

acco:rding to his needs. as a reforming principle. 
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Hobson was aware, of course, that his Humanitarian 

Socialisrn sounded like a series of palliatives, as "the 

provision of a social ambulance which shall take care of 

those wounded in the fray" 51. Long~term solutions 

were in his opinion, as weIl as for Webb, to be provided 

at least in part by the" science of Eugenics. Throughout 

aIl the Edwardian years, he stood alone amidst the 

Liberal thinkers to persist in believing that Eugenics 

rnight be able to stop the progression of the main enerny 

52 of democracy, rnob rule . Yet while reviewing in 1911 

Havelock Ellis's The Problem of Race-Regeneration, Hobson 

carefu~ly insisted on the necessity ta maintain a moderate 

position on the subject: 

'J.l.hough there rnay be rnuch exaggera'tion 
in the fears of racial degeneration 
which prevail in certain quarters 
the better understanding of heredity 
and the recognition that bad physical 
and moral stock is irnplicated in most 

51. J.A. Hobson, The Social Problem, p. 204. 

52. see Michael Freeden, The New Liberalism-An Ideology of 
Social Reform, p. 193. 



/ 
/ of our grave social maladies 

compel us to revise our àrt of 
social progress in the light of 
this new knowledge ..• though 'goodness' 
or 'badness', 'fitness' or 
'unfitness' will remain in many 
cases matter of controversy, a 0 

general body of agreement is reached 
regarding certain undesirable 
inheritance53 • 

Eugenics, as defined by him,'constituted a useful 
t 
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method to prevent the reign of anarchy and laissez-faire 

in social thought. Moreover 1 instead of primarily 

dealing with the quantitative aspect of the social 

problern, it emphasized its qualitative dimension. As he 

explained in 1914, 

it may weIl be urged that the 
crowning testimony to the validi ty 
of the human law of distribution 
will consist in the higher quality 
of human life i twill evoke by 
liberatin:r and nourishing the 
natural art of eugenics in society 54. 

1 
1 

, [ 

~'--I 

The use of Eugenics, it.followed, was for him a right step 

53. J.A. Hobson, "Race-Regeneration", The Manchester 
Guardian, October, 10, 19l1~ 

54. J.A. Hobson, Work and Wealth-A Human Valuation, 
p. 319. 
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towards'the betterment of the quality of life enjoyed 

by everyone. 

Hobson's Humanitarian Socialism was based entirely 

-on a ,search for social hannonYi its purpose"was ta serve, 

not to annihilate, a new ideal of de~ocraèy and public 

. . \ \ , ~, . 
Just~ce. ~~s v~ews on the education ladder devised 

by the Fabians, for exarnple, were for this reason in sharp 

contrast with Webb's. As he ch~racteristically explained 

in 1909, the F~bians' ideal of meritocracy in education 

fostered 

a sociology in which the individual 
is understood to be dependent 
upon his own thrift, his own 
interest for his own success in 
life-a socio~ogy under which 
property ~s sacred ... Inscead 
of organiç remedies for social 
disease, Vou would have charitable 
pallia ti '-1es recommended 55. . 

Whereas for Webb, Hobson fe1t, education could be used as 

a means to produce potential lead~, he himself emphasized 

l' 

55. J.A. Hobson quoted in Paul Thompson, Socialists, LiberaIs 
and Labour-The Struggl~ for London 1885-1914, p. 209. 
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as instigator of a sound, democratiç, public 

opinion. In short, he considered that "What is needed 

is not an educational ladder narrowing as it rises, to 

be climbed with difficul ty, by a chosen energetic few ••. 

•• 
It is a broad, easy stair, and not a narrowing ladder, , 

, • 56 that is wanted, one whidh will entice every one to rise" 

Yet as we will see, Hebson's thought was not entirely 

devoid of elitist tendencies. His disagreement with 

Webb on education was essentially the result of a 

misunderstanding, but remains interesting because it 

was symptomatic of dleper contrasts between the two. 

Indeed, where 'Webb ~ad pleade.9-__ -irr-favour of a national 

minimum of ~ivilised life, Hobson promoted an all-embracing 

notion of cornrrfon welfare. As Mi chae l ,Freeden rightly 

observes, Hobson 1 s social ideal surpassed ~'1ebb' s because 

"in c~njunction wi th his concept of organisIn, fi t7 

encompasses all human needs, Il lower 1 and 1 higher 1 1 physical 

and spiritual,'provided, of course, they COInRly with 

('Y'Ie demands of social utility" 57 To Webb 1 s plans 9 for the 
,~ 

56. J. A. Hobson, "The Extension of Liberalism", The 
English Review,III (November, 1909), p. 683.-

f 

57. Michael Freeden,"J.A. Hobson as a New Liberal Theorist: 
Sorne Aspects of his Social Thought Until 1914", 
p. 4'29., 
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attainrnent of an ideal cornmunity Hobson added the 

fulfînment of man's potential and lib~rty as ultimate 

cri teria for the eva1uation of a democratic civilisation. 

High ideals such as these often had for a logical 

Fonsequence ~he public denunciation of Hobson as a mere 

~ay-drearner and disguised e1itist. In 1910, for examp1e, 

IThe Times Literary Supplement described his output as 

follows: 

Mr. Hobson writes for a wor1d 
in which things are otherwise-
a wor1d in which pretty nearly 
everyone is capable, if only he 
has the chance, and in which there 
is a general des ire ta do a good 
day's work without the spur of 
n~cessity. It is Mr. Hobson's 
own world 58 . 

To a certain extent, this charge appears justified.. When 

Hob.son defined in 1902 a world in wh~ch 
, " 

o 
; ; 

The ce~ebrà1 centres, the txpert 
govei;ning "c1ass, deterrnine the 
organic p01icy, but the de errnination 
of this R01icy is based u~on a 

58. "Two Conceptions of Citizenship", The Times Literary 
SuppJ.emeht,~ (May 12, 1910), p. 171. 
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mass lOf information cOnVeY~d from memU~s, while the detailed execution ,,'_ 
of the policy is again directed by 
the members and their cells, which 
distribute the work in accordance 
with adjustments of cellular seif­
interest that are not referred to 
the central power S9 , 

he indeed seemed to have lost track of reality and 
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to dream of astate ruled by the "experts". Yet as a whole, 

his Humanitarian Socialism is remarkable for its pragmatisme 

While busy finding immediate cures for the social problems 

of his day, it was only natural that he should have 

entertained from tirne to time buoyant visions of a world 

where there would exist no need for the kind of solutions 

he was prescribing. As he made clear in The-Social,Problem, 

explaining his position, 

the present cannot be wholly 
sacrificed to the chances of 
an ideal future. Sorne of these 
palliatives may even prepare the 
social body for more effective 
remedies by redressing in particular 
the evil effec~s of social 
injustice60 . ', .. 

59. J .A. Hobson, "The "Re-Statement of Democracyll, 
p. 270. 

60. J.~. Hobson, The Social Problem, p. 204. 
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In short, before being a utopian thinker, Hobson was 

an ,optimiste Democr~cy, he hoped, would in tirne evolve 

a specialised 'head', an expert 
official class, which shall 
draft laws upon information that 
cornes to them from innumerable 
sources through class and local 
representation, and shali administer 
the government subject to protests 
similarly conveyed 61 . ~ 

Hobson's self-portrait immediately af~er the Boer 

War crisis is revealing: in his own words, he then was . , 

199 

a "lecturer for ethica1 societies, controversial anti­

Impe~ia1ist and ~i-socialist in the Press" 62. In sharp 

'cftrast wi th the Webbs' b1indness towards the forthcoming 

poli tica1 developments in England, he already was keenly 
1 :: 

advocating the creation of a new national poiitical 

party bqsed on an alliance between a labour party and 

the LiberaIs. In 1901, he considered Trade Unionism 

as more than ready to step onto the political stage: 

If ever the time was ripe for an 

61. J.A. Hobson, The Crisis of Liberalism-New Issues 
of Democracy (London, 1909), p. 85. 

62. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Heretic, p. 64. 
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effective Labour Party it is now. 
The old Liberal Party is rotten te 
its core, divided in-just as many 
separate issues: the nucleus of 
a Labour Party already exists 
in the enthusiastic I.L.P .... If 
the latter body could be got to 
waive tfiè assertion of certain 
ideals, which, even if sound and 
ultimatelYdesirable, lie far 
outside the range of political 
vision, a Labour Party might be 
formed which would realise in this 
country the 'Socialisme sans 
Doctrines' which an able French 
sociologist has recently discovered 
in Australasia63 . 

Hobson had come to realize that a reasonable version of 

Socialism, as personified by Labour, could constitute 

a potential complement of Liberalism and might indeed 

"save" the Party. Dur ing these years, however, the 

Conservatives' rule left few opportunities of success 

for such "advanced" views f and Hobson spent most of the 
1> 

next five years touring in the United States and Canada. 

Th~ time was not ripe for new Liberalism yet. 

This prolonged sojourn away from England played 

" 

an eminently fruitful role in Hobson's intellectual evolution. 

63. J. A. Hobson, "Labour Representa tion and the I. L. P. " , 
The Labour Leader, (October 19, 1901). , 
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It brought hirn into cl oser contact with international 

problerns, and more importantly, it led hirn to witness 

the development of nhe kind of community he drearned 

of for his own country. The emerging collective spirit 

. d' d'· . l J. that he perce~ve ~n Cana a, ~n part~cu ar, let h~rn 

entertain high hopes for the future: 

1 
1 

l ' 
~ow the really remarkable 
èvent in Canada is the recent 
quickening of this self-sarne 
faith, not a blind faith in a 
Providence outside ourselves that , , 
is going~to do 'big things' for 
us while we sit still, but a 
cornpelling impetus ta take things 
in hand ourselves, and force 
thern to take shape according to 
our wil164 . 

His Canadian tour, in short, appears to have confirrned 

his belief in rnen's collective abiiity to influence their 

own des tiny. 
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while in the United States, Hobson was a perceptive 

observer of the racial problem, writing in 1903 IIrt is no 
(' 

exaggeration ta say that the dernocracy of America is on 

64. J.A. Hobson, Canada TO-day (London, 1906, 
p. 7. 



65 its ,trial in finding a solution of this negro problem" 

And here once again, he emphasized "the inabili ty of 

a surgical operation to effect a permanent and complete 

cure of diseases in the body politics" 66 Horeover, 

his observations on the Americans' understànding of 

economic phenomena such as the growth of Trusts and 
) 

the concentrative forces in modern industry induced 

him to re-write entirely in 1906 the sections related 

to these issues in his Evolutlon of Modern Capitalism. 

The world economy, he argued in the revised edition, 

was undergoing extensive transformations: "it has come 

to pass that in every field of capitalist industry 

joint-stock enterprise has been rapidly displacing 

privately-owned busines~es,,67 These developments left. 

him optimistic about the future course of international 

relations: 

In what important ways this economic 
internationalism is moulding world-politics 

202 

65. J.A. Hobson, "The Negro Problem in the United States ll
, 

The Nineteenth Century and After, tIV (October, 1903), 
p. 593. 

66. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 581. 

67. J.A. Hobson, The Evolution of Modern Capitalism-A Study 
of Machine Production (London, 1906), p. 237. 
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is obvious, the cross-ownership 
among nations is by far the 
most substantial guarantee of 
the development of a genera1 policy 
of peace. Economie internationalism 
is the precursor and the moulder 
of pOlitical internationalism68 • 

Yet as Hobson exp1ained in his Confessions, 
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"these vivid experiences tended to over-stress my sense 

of the dangers of a dominant capi tali sm" 69 Not until 

1907, when he edited the posthumous work of his American 

friend Henry D. Lloyd, A Sovereign people-A Study of 

Swiss Democraèy, did Hobson appear to have found a truly 

satisfactory model of government. Lloyd's description 

of the use of referendurn as a rneans ta secure democracy~ 

It~ The people mus t be sovereigns because, in the long run 

and on the average, their decisions will be the most 

~nselfish and the wises~,70, reflected to a large 

extent Hobson's own convictions. As a whole, these 

travels gave hin! the impression of wi tpessing the' evolution 

from theoretical to practical acceptance of social equali ty 

in politicsi in Hobso~words, they brought him 

68. J.A. Hobson, The Evolution of Hodern Capitalism (1906), 
pp.237-238. 

69. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economie Heretic, 
p. 7 O. 

70. Henry Demarest Lloyd quoted in J.A. Hobson, preface to 
A Sovereign People-A Study of Swiss Dernocracy (New 
York, 1907) 1 p. x. 
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into close contact with practical 
a~fairs of various countries, 
s rengthened rny distinctive attitud~, 
i social thinking, viz. the testing­
o aIl political and econornic 
qonduct by the criteria of human 
welfare, however difficult and 
imperfect that process may be 
regarded from any standpoint of 
scientific exactitude 71 . 
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In 1905, whi1e still in the United States, Hobson 

was recalled by L.T. Hobhouse to work as a 'journalist 

for the new Liberal daily The Tribune. The same man who 

launched him on his South African adventure thus direct1y 

contributed to another watershed in his career, this time 

his involvement in the influential circle of the new 

LiberaIs. Hobhouse, who according to Hobson possessed 

lia clearer, fuller conception of the huinanist interpretation 

n ' > 7 h' h h db' Ir 72 . ti ~~han the on~ to w lC l a een movlng ,conslsten y 

played for him the role of mentor con,cerning socio-poli tical 

issues. Not only did they share a similar outlook in politics 

(both argued in favour of an alliance between the Liberal 

party anq Labour): theirOviews on society often coincided. 

As Peter Weiler explains, Hobhouse longed for an "ideal of 

Huffianity LWhic~ would allow both cooperation and 

71. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economie Heretic, p. 70. 

72. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 79. 
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, d' 'd l' ,,73 ln lVl ua lsrn ' , and tha t was also the fi drearn" shared 
, 
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py all prominent new Libera~ thinkers, inc1uding Hobson. 

Despite the fact that Hobson's experience at 

The Tribune was short-lived, it had the merit of indirectly" 

leading him in 1906 to join the alI-star staff of H.W. 

Massingham's Nation. with the paper's other regular 

contributors Hobhouse, H.W. Nevinson, ,J.L. Hillllimond and 

C.F.G. Masterman, Hobson actively participated in the 

Nation lunches, the braintrust of the Liberal party and 

lia farnous institution L,Where HobsoQ7 could delight everyone 

with his illuminating shafts of wit,,74. With Carnpbell-

Bannerman secure1y in power since 1906 these Libe.rals 

of various creeds were then enthusiastica1Iy re-stating 

Libevalism. In 1903, G.K. Chesterton had proclairned 

. d ' th t "Th 1 ' '1 ,,75 ln lsmay a ere are no onger party prlnClp es 

from 1906 until 1910, the new LiberaIs tried to dernonstrate 

that his ana1ysis of the situation was utterly wrong, that 

73. Peter Weiler, "The New Libera1isrn of L.T. Hobhouse", 
victorian Studies, XVI (1972), p. 149. 

74. Peter Clarke, LiberaIs and Social Dernocrats, p. 108. 

75. G.K. Chesterton quoted in Fabian News, Vol. XIII, no. 2, 
(February, 1903), p. 5. 
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principles could indeed be made the corner stone of 

politics. And for a very short·while, they believed in 

. their triwnph. 

~ 
As observed by C.P.G. Mastennan in 1906, "The 

General Election of la~t January was hailed as the beginning 

of a new era in English 1 .. ,,76 po ~tl.CS Although the 

election undeniably reflected a major shift of the English 

public opinion." the f01tunes of the Liberal party 

remained, however, far from certain. As the perceptive 

observerlFrank Rolmes rightly diagnosed in 1907, it was 

confronted by major internaI dissensions: 

The LiberaIs of to-day are at the 
very crisis of their fate; they~ 
dare not go forward, they cannot 
go backi while to stand is impossible. 
Mental habits are notoriously difficult 
to change; and its innate distrust 
of State interference, together 
with a constitutional inability to 
see to the roots of things, has 
resulted in our Liberalism offering 
cures which are not cures, and 
remedies which remedy nothing 77 . 

76. C.P.G. Mastennan, "Liberalism and Labour", The Nineteenth ' 
Century and After,(Novernber, 1906), p. 706. 

71. Frank Rolmes, "Socialis~ and Liberalism", The New Age, 
l (August l, 1907). 
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As if to make matters worse, the new Prime Minister 

Herbert Asquith had the reputation of being a man of 

"little imaginative vision, LProfessinqJ a co Id distrust 

of idealism and sentiment, CanqJ a dislike of anticipating 

78 
the future" . This was scara:ely the kind of man one 

would expect to comply with H.W. Massingham's vision 

of astate which 

can set up a minimum standard 
of health and wage, below which 
it will not allow its citizens 
ta sink; it can step in and 
dispense employment and restorative 
force under strictly specified 
conditions. This is not a problem 
of re:ie7~ it is a method of 
h)uman~ty . 

t 
'" 

Considering aIl the iq~ological clashes at the 
.-1 

time within the Liberal rank and file, it is small wonder 

that one of Hobson's two significant books of 190~ was 

entitled The Crisis of Liberalism-New Issues of Democracy. 

Irnperialism: A Study and The Social problem had been expressions 

78. Alfred G. Gardiner, Pillars of Society (London, 1914), 
p. 115. 

79. H.W. Massingham, preface ta Winston Churchill, 
Liberalisrn and the Social Problem (London, 1909), 
pp. xix-xx. 
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of Hobson's basic social philosophy at the turn of the 

century. Similarly, The Industrial System and The Crisis 

of Liberalism shared a cornmon purpose, this tirne to provide 

the LiberaIs in power with stimulating guidel''ine.s for 
) , '" 

action. If Hobson was ev~r 'close to being a "p~'rrneato~" 
l' 

1 

in the Webbian sense of the term, it was during th~ 

crucial year of 1909 when he outlined many eleménts'of 

the measures advocated by Lloyd George' s controve'rsial'," 

budget. 

A~theugh The IJdustr~al System was net the' 1· 
occasion for maj,;:>r transformations of his eC'ono.rni;c. beliefs' 

(indeed, G.D.H. Cole rightly 6haracterized the pook as' 

"the most systematic exposition of Hob&0n 1 s doctrine of 
~ " 

under-consumption" 80), it was neverthe1ess a orilliant 

economic complement to The Crisis of Liberalism. The book's 

central argument consisted in the denunciation of the 

existence of the "surplus", or unearned income, which Hobson 

accused of preventing the state from gaining thé full share 

of its revenue~ According to him, it seriously'injured t~e 

industrial system by dep'riving 

80. G.D.H. Cole, "Obituary: J.A. Hobson l858-1940 w , The 
Economic Journal (1940), p. 356. 
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sorne factor of production, usually 
. labour, of a payment nec~ssary 

as a physical and morql stimulus 
of increasing efficiencYi secondly, 
by relieving the recipients of 'surplus' 
of the necessity of productive 
'exertion and thus atrophying the 
productive powersi thirdly by weakening 
the life and growth of the state in 
denying it the public incorne it 
rèquires 81 • 

Hobson felt at the time that the only way out of the 

national muddle consisted in a direct taxation of these 

hidden incomes. As he had explained in 1907, the state 

had a dut Y to apply taxation for "the purpose of securing 

for the 'State the income which is publicly created and 

which, therefore, can be publicly taken and publicly 

82 expended" • He was convinced tha t the sta,te had a kind 

of moral obligation to prevent the, chronic unemployment 

resulting from a savage industrialisme In his opinion, 

J 

only the control of the state could guarantee the establishment 

of an industrial system in which "the intrinsically 

interesting work shall be at a maximum and the burden 

f ' t '1 ",,83 o rout~ne o~ at a m~n~mum . In short, Webb's plan 

fo~ the betterrnent of the Grants in Aid system and Hobson's 

81. J.A. Hobson, The Industrial System-An Inquiry into 
Earned and Unearned Income (1909) ,(New York, 1969), p. 313. 

82. ~.A. Hobson; "'Earned' and 'Unearned', The Nation, (April 
27, 1907). 

83. J.A. Hobson, The Industrial System, p. 333. 
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1 . 
demand for increased taxat~on proq~eded from a common 

o 

origin: the desire to find means to sponsor social' 
, -

reforrn. 

Lloyd George's Budget of 1909 appeared at first 

as an il1ustrati~ of Hobson's proposa1s, and was indeed 

in many ways the answer to his prayers. In order to 1ay 

the foundations for social reforms such as old age 

- pensions, or expensive projects such as the deve10pment 

of the British Navy, it raised taxation on various 

1uxuries and imposed a re1ative1y smal1 but revo1utionary 

dut Y on land value. It was therefore on1y logica1 that 

Hobson should welcome the Budget in the fo11owing words: 

'~the real force behind the Budget in the country is 

derived far 1ess from any interest in finance, as such, 

than frorn an enthusiastic support of the social reforms 

which depend upon this finance" 84 Corning af ter three 

rather disappointingyears of Liberal rule, it sounded - , 

1ike a guarantee that a11'the new LiberaIs' projects would 

soon materia1ize. 

Unfort~nately for these aspirations, however, the 

84 . .J. A. Hobson, "The Significance of the Budget", The' 
Eng1ish Review, II (Ju1y, 1909), p. 795. 
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-
Budgét raised such an outcry from the well-to-do classes 

that it was not accepted until after the General Election 

of 1910. England, Hobson was forced to admit in Febru~ry, 

was left eyen more divided by the Liberal victory and 

suffered from a fundamental social dichotomy. There were 

those who worked wi th their hands, and those who did 

not: "never has the cleavage been so evident before. 

It is organised labour against the possessing and educated 

classes" 85. Yet far from depressing Hobson, this 

tense social climate s"till permi tted hm to entertain 

high lopes about the future of democracy. He even 

fores w that the "pressure of the organised workers for 
l ' 86 " 

econo i c secur i ty, 'and opportuni ty" 1 the emergence 
, ' 

of labour forces on the poli tical scene, was soon to 
( 

give a coup de grâce to the already deliquescent British 

~ty. 

In ieality, social legisla~ion advocated by the 

LiberaIs, covering especially unemployment, minimum wages 

é,lnd heal th insurance,' were 

intricate debates over the 

somewhat forgotten amidst f 
Irish Home Rule and the WeI h 

85. J.A. Hobson, "The General Election: A SociologLcal 
Interpretation", The Sociological Review, III T19l0)./ 
p. 114. 

86. J.A~ Hobson, Ibid., p. 116. 
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Dis·estabiiShment, not to mention the House of Lords crisis. 

Hobson had joined the Webbs' crusade to promote the 

break-up of the Poor Law in the hope that the governnient 

might be led to face seriously the problem of poverty. 

The campaign's larger aim was in reality the conversion 

of the political élite to the necessity of social reforma 

As the crusaders soon found out, however, noble ideals 

such as these were apparently hardly compatible with the 

imperatives of party politics. As Peter Clarke explains, 

the Liberal party "let down its intellectuals Lafter 1910J 

Oh a rangeof issues where i ts competence QJ.lght to have 

b d b · h" d" ,,87 een guarantee y 1.. ts own 1..storlC tra l tl.on • Their 

minds filled with noble ideals, 'the reformers fa:i.led 

at first to perceive the obvious: that 

the LiberaIs' attitude to class, 
poli tics and industrial unrest, 
whenever they descended from 
abstract principle to a concrete 
instance, was al product not of 
their claimed ppsition as a non­
class party, b~t of the class 
position whichlthe most of them 
occupied and represented88 . 

87. Peter Clarke, LiberaIs and Social Democrats, p. 195. 

88. Alun Hawkins, "Edwardian Liberalism and Industrial, 
Unrest", History Workshop, 4 (Autumn, 1977), 
p. 158. 
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tn the same way that Sidney and Beatrice Webb 

were induced at the time to ~econsider their faith in the 

experts, Hobson then began to realize that his admiration 

for the Liberal tradition might have seriously mislead 

him. 

In The crisis of Liberalism-New Issues for 

Democracy, Hobson had tried to persuade the LiberaIs 

that practical socialism, when appropriate, ought to 

become the intellectual basis on the party. He failed. 

Although the opposite thesis has unfortunately often 

been contended, new Liberalism never came close to 

constituting a political orthodcxy. Hobson had 

earnestly believèd that the Socialists' influence 

had forced poli ticians "ta f ight wi th sorne champion more 

. h h h f h" d . ,, 89 
substant~al t an t e 9 osts 0 W ~gg~sm an Tory~sm . 

While arguing in favour of the extension of the state's 

powers, he had cautiously fought against what he characterized 

as "the Frankenstein-monster view of 'Socialism'" 90. But 

his fellow LiberaIs were sometimes hard to convince, and 

many were shocked, or even repelled, by his statements 

89. J.A. Hobson, "The Task of Realism", The English Review, 
(Octaber, 1909), p. 550. 

90. J.A. Hobson, "Is Socialisrn Tyranny?", The Nation, 
October 26, 1907. 
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of the following kind: 

Liberalism will probably retain its 
distinction from Socialism, in 
taking for its chief test of policy 
the freedom of the individual citizen 
rather than the strength of the State, 
though the antagonism of the two 
standpoints rnay tend to disappear 
in the light of progressive 
experience 91. 

Inspired by his formidable enthusiasm, Hobson was 

• 
convinced that liA larger and larger number of modern 

men and wornen are possessed by the dut Y and the des ire 

to put the very questions which their parents thought 

shocking" 92 Reality, as it turned out, was quite 
\ 

otherwise, and the Victorian political mores survived 

longer than he had foreseen. The LiberaIs, Hobson 

argued, "tended to lay an excessive emphasis upon 

aspect of liberty which consists in an absence of 
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restraint, as compared with the other aspect which consists 

in presence of opportunity,,93. As might have been 

predicted, they reacted negatively to his "evolutio 

91. J.A. Hobson, The Crisis of Libera1ism, p. 93. 

92. J.A. Hobson, "The Task Qf)~ea1ism", p. 551. 

93. J.A. Hobson,.The Crisis 6f Lib~~~ 
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of liberty" 94. The cause of progressivism was gaining 

aaherents, but much too slowly for his taste. 

During the war years, Hobson, then known as 

the heretic of Limpsfie1d, Surrey, final1y succumbed 

to his lifelong temptation, Labour-socia1ism, while 

brooding over his past politica1 alliances. However, 

he characteristically never open1y admitted it and 

maintained until the end" his firrn be1ief that "Socialism 

as preached in this ~ountry seems to suffer from three 

incompatible and undesirable appeals, sentimenta1ism, 

over-regimentation and revolutionary force" 95. In his 

own estimation, he had been "loosely but sincere1y 

attached· to Libera1ism,,96: when the LiberaIs' in 

government abandoned Free Trade during the War, he 

could on1y resign his mernbership. Pree Trade, he fe1t, 

97 "was a War casualty" . After a hope1ess carnpaign in 1918 

as an Independent, he gradual1y transfe~red his political 

a1legiance to Labour. Hobson had been wa1king aIl his life 

.~ . 

, . 

on the road towards Socialism, and had now reached his destination. 

94. J.A. Hobson, The Crisis of Libera1ism, p. 93. 

95. J.A. Hobson, liA British Socia1ism-Part I", The New 
Statesman and Nation, January 25, 1936. 

96. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Heretic, p. 126. 

97. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 123. 
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A peaceful Socialisrn, collaborating with industry 

and not too bureaucratic, then became his political 

credo. He could never forget his Edwardian ideal of 

Democratie Control, but doubts raised by a sombre social 

climate had seriously injured his former buoyant 

confidence in man. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

There are signs of a great intellectual and 
spiribual revival 

- J. A. Hobson, 1909. 

The England ,of this generation is changing 
because Englishmen have had revealed to thern 
another new world of relationships, of'which 
they were before unconscious 2 . 

- Sidney Webb, 1901. 

l dreamt that aIl creation 
Re-moulded was comp1etely: 
with youthful animation 3 
The earth was smiling sweetly 

These words be10ng to Edward l1oore' s poem "Utopia" pub1ished 

shortly before the outbreak of the First Norld War. In 

retrospect, it seems to epitomize the very best of everything 

that the word "Edwardian" had come to stand for: creative 

1. J. A. Hobson, "The Task of Rea1ism", p. 550. 

2. Sidney Webb, "Lord Rosebery's Escape from Houndsdttch", 
,J' p.369. 1 

1 

3. Edward Moore, "utopia", The New Age, XIV (April 16', 1914), 
p. 742. \ 



( 

218 

Il dreams", plans for the transformation of the existing 

world, and confidence in the destiny of man. In short, 

it spoke about a civilisation that was soon to die, 

ind~ed, that was already dying. 

wrote this poem, Hobson and Webb 

At the ,time 1hen 

were disencha~ted 
! • 1 

During a very brief but eminently fruitful era' that 

coincided with the reign of Edward VII, politicians 

had listened to their proposaIs and social remedies 

and had often applied them to the living world. As 

intellectuals in politics, they had exercised a 

real impact on the developrnent of their society by 
1 

Moore 

men. 

successfully demonstrating that an increase of the state's 

powers would be beneficial for everyone. In the words 

of A.J.P. T~ylor, they were "heavy-weights of political 

comba t" 4, like most intellectuals of the period. But 

these blessed days were over. In the troubled years 

preceeding the war, there suddenly was very little room 

left for their zeal in reforming society and their 

singular brand of high-mindedness. In the twenties, 

everything seemed possible again, and a congenial setting 

eventually guaranteed the triurnph of their social and 

political ideas. But unfortunately, this recognition came 
• 1 

4. A.J. Taylor, Essays in English History, p. 171. 
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too late. Neither Webb nor Hobson were ever able 

fully tQ regain the prodigious optimis~ which had 

characterized aIl their struggles during the Edwardian 

years. The Webbs had ta go as far as Stalin's Russia 

to fee+ that they had discovered at last a political 

heaven, and Hobson was ta remain thereafter a reluctant 

Socialist. It was really only after they died in the 

forties that people began to appreciate the full 

extent of the ro1es they had p1ayed in th e màking of 

modern Britain. Of course, they did not at any point 

of their careers really make histdry; rather, they had 

219 

immersed their own lives in it to an exceptional degree. 

As Lawrence stone rightly observes, "Any given 

society is saddled with dysfunctional institutions and 

dysfunctional values" 5. Yet for the generation of thinkers 

who like Webb and Hobson had reached inte11ectual 

awareness during the 1880's, the Victorian consensus was 

not merely dysfunctional: it had in fact proved bankrupt. 

After an often acute moral crisis, these young thinkers 

progr~ssive1y discovered that the much revered books of 

5. Lawrence stone, The Past and the Présent (London, 1981), 
p. 10. 
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Rusk~n and Mill did not correspond anymore with the 

reality of their day. Theoretically the greatest nation 

on earth, England was then plagued with seyere economic 

difficulties, ~errible poverty and a savage industrial 

system. Born in days of prosperity and confidence, 

nurtured in victorian principles, Webb and Hobson were , 

confronted twenty years later by the disappointing 

results of democracy and an abiding social status quo. 

The new economic forces had failed ta destroy the 
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hierarchical nature of British society, and the LiberaIs' 

laissez-faire policies had evolved into an economic 

chaos. In short, Victorian England appeared in the 

critical eyes of later Victorian and Edwardian dissenters 

as a rather sad failure: it had stagnated instead of 

progressing with history. 

Yet it would be much too simplistic to describe 

the Edwardians as a generation "in revoIt". Webb and 

Hobson, for example, were never at any point of their 

lives revolutionaries. Although their political struggles 

were often attempts to revive traditional Victorian 

ideals, pragmatism was as important as idealism in their 

projects. Rather paradoxically, they fought Victorianism 

using a very Victorian sense of moral duty. As Mlchael 

1 
1 
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Rose explains 1 Il the problem for la te Victorian and 

E~wardian intellectuals was not to abandon this s~rong . 
heritage but ta adapt it to fhe circumstances of a 

rapidly changing society" 6 In arder ta secure the 

realization of their social ideas, t~ese modern crusaders 

needed a h~ghly efficient political instrument, and they 

"soon discovered it in the form of a new slogan: reform 

of the state's powers. 

Obsessed by the conviction that their gen~ration 

was ta witness the birth of a new civilisation, the 

Edwardian intellectuals felt compelled to write a 

stupendôus·-;eries of works on ethical and political 

topics. In any list of publications of the period, one 

could be certain ta encounter titles such as Th~ Cry of the 

Poor, The Making of Ci tizens and Ta-Day' s Work - aunicipal, 

Government the Hope of Democracy. There was nothing 

new, of course, in pr~oecupatians of this kind. What 

was specifie to:the Edwardian era, however, was the 

sheer explosion of these works and the tone of urgeney 

the y manifested. The Edwardians were people in a hurry, 

trying desperately to reseue at the last minute a 

"sinkinglif~ civilisation. The joint impacts of Darwinisrn, 

the Great Depression (1873-1896), and the ascent of 

6. Michael Roser 
S tudies, XVII 

"Later Victorians and Edwardians", Victorian 
(March, 1974), p. 326. 
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1 
Socialism in the 1880's, to name but a few'of a series 

of disruptive forces, had blatantly reveale~ to 

progressive thinkers of all,creeds that the contemporary 

so-called sciences did not explain the world around 

them. Since, in the words of L.T. Hobhouse, their 
"...f\ 

ul timate aim consistJ.dt.\n "tIre extension of the rational 

control of life" 7, every social science, every old 

economic tenet and certitude, aIl these were in need 

of fxtensive repair. Th,e Edwardi.an. reformers " self-

imposed role, as true social dissenters, was to demonstrate 

to others that what was currer:tly con'si,dered as liberty 

and democracy were simply lures., The task'was immensè: 

i t called for earnest 'and energetic crusaders prompted 

by ideals of collective re-construction. A:long wi th -

other intellectuals of their generation, the Fabian 

Socialist thinker Sidney Webb and the ne\'Î Liberal J.A. 

Hobson had responded to this appeal to end the status qu~. 

And in their particular cases, the enthusiasm seemed 

indestructibl~. 

The foundations of Sidney webb" s basiç p-hilosophy 

of the state m?y be surnmarized in th~ following simple 
, -

7. L.T. Hobhouse, Social Evolution and Political Theory 
(1911) , (New YOfk~ 1913), p. 156. - ' 

Il 

, J 

1 
! 

'J. 

, 1 . 
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words: democratic collectivism is the only means to 

guarantee the growth of individual liberty. In sharp 

contrast with Gertrude Hirnmelfarb's insinuation that 

"t'the Webbs'J Machiavellianism was only a. new form of 

utopianism, like any other, that required a rigid control 

of human beings" 8, Webb' s lifelong efforts had in re~;üity 

only one airn: the maximum developrnent of each individual's 

life. As Ian Brltain rightly emphasizes: 

webb pitted his view of the world 
as an organism in which aIl the 
constituent parts had duties 
towarâs one another that must be 
fulfilled for the general well-being, 
even if their own particular 
developrnent was thereby limited. 
He referred expressly to the element 
of beauty, as weIl of dut y, 
inherent in the idea of the social 
organism9 . 

In the light of these words, the enduring stereotyping of 

Sidney Webb as a heartless schemer appears totally 

unfounded. The main responsibility of the governrnent, 

he felt, was the establishment of a National Minimum of 

life, not the subjugation of man. As he wrote in 1908, 

8. Ger.trude Hirnme1farb, "Process, Purpose and Ego", 
Thci Times Literary Supplement, (June 25, 1976),p. 790. 

9. Ian Britain, Fabianism and Culture: A study in British 
Socialism and the Arts 1884-1918, p. 63. 
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, , 'The l.esson of economic and 
political science to the twentieth 

, century is that only by such highly 
_ differentiated governmental act'ion 
for aIl the several minorities that 
rnake up the cornmuni ty-on'ly by the 
en forcement of sorne such policy of 

- a National 11.inimum' in Subsistence, 
Leisure, Sanitation and Education­
will modern industrial communities 
escape degen~ration and decaylO. 

Moreover, Webb contended that this lesson had to be 
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learned by Individualists and Socia,lists alike. ~ng,~and! 
, . 

'in his opinion, 'would soon evolve from being a chaotic 

soc~ety to become a well-ordered community of classes. 
\ 

'T~é,strengthening of the existing system, not its 

destruction, was thus the corner stone of his vision 

- of the world. 

Lik'e most Edwardian thinkers, Webb had discovered 

during his formative years that the roots of the crisis 

of the civil.ised world could be summed up using a single 
~ 

. phrase: ·"What may be called an 1 atornic' vie\v of hurnan 

" ' '" ..s.ociety has been replaced by a mOre 'org anic' concePtio~" 1,1. 

o 

,,' 10.' Sidney Webb, "The Necèssary Basis of Society", p. 667. 

:11., Sid~e:y' Webb, Towards Social Democracy?, p. 39. 

" 



.. 

\ ' 

. , 

.... ' t ~< '.0""<'<'1",..1 .......... ~ ;;',.,.;r'1..oil"'."'opt".;:IÇ&i:ij"" ...... ,.,......,.-iml.0ll:1:uJ:. ___ "",-_ ... ,"'"(4""'" , ...... ,.0 IlI'i'!~I&" •• l ""' ••• m .. ' .... ' _-.a~~ 
6 

225 

Yet the emerging social organism was still in its infancy: 

to render it truly efficient and to reconcile the 
'" 

citizen's will with the general needs of the community, 

each of the individual cells that composed it ought 

to be induced ta find the raIes where they could be the 

most useful. As a Socialist, Webb beliéved, as
c 

we have 

" seen, that the notion of "the fourfold path of 

Il . dm" ." 12 h . t co ect~ve a ~n~strat~on __ was t e prec~se means a 

achieve this end. AlI that was needed- for the creation 

of an efficient cornmunity, he argued, was the state's 

control of industry, taxation and public services. And 

somewhat paradoxically, J.A. Hobson enthusiastically 

share-d this faith in the welfare state's abi\lity ta 

transform British society. 

!" 

Indeed, the Fabians' ideas found a highly receptive 

audience at a time when, as noted by H.N. Brailsford, 

"the thinking of Socialist idealists has imposed a 

constructive policy of dornestic reform upon the present 

generation of LiberaIs" 13 . Whether consciously or not, 

12. Sidney Webb, Towards Social Democracy?, p. 39. 

13. H.N. Brailsford, The War of Steel and Gold, 
p. 172. • 
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mos~ of the new LiberaIs of the period felt much 

attracted by the slogans propounded by the reasonable 

"Webbian" Socialism. As Hobson emphasized in 1907, 

the four-fo1d pa th of Socialism was "genuine Socialism, 

inasmuch as it involves the adoption of new functions 

by the State, increased interference with private 

enterprise and private property, and an expansion 

14 of the area of public employrnent" • Yet convinced 

as he was that the true we1fare of society was rooted 
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in the surviva1 of individual liberties and the abolition 

of the notion of personal rights, Hobson fe1t compel1ed 

ta raise a vibrant warning against the Socia1ists' 

plans: 

Let thern require that each new 
en1argernent of State functions, 
each fresh interference with 
private property or enterprise shall 
justify itself by showing thab it 
creates more liberty than it takes 
away, equalises and enlarges the 
aggregate of opportunities for 
healthy individual exertions and 
expressions, and strengthens the 
foundations of society, upon which 
individuals build their lives lS . 

Sidn~y Webb was convinced that the extension of the control 

14. J. A. Hobson, "The Four-Fold Path of SociaIism", 
The Nation, November 30, 1907. 

15. J.A. Hobson, ~. 
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of the state would eventually allow each citizen to 

enjoy a more fruitful existence. Hobson, it seems, was 

less certain on this point. 
\ 

Indeed, Hobson always remained frightened by the 
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notion of a "God-State arbitrary in its will, as repressive 

of private liberty of thought and action, as cruel in its 

persecuting zeal, as any of the spiritual deities that 

have preceded it"16. As in the case of Webb, efficiency 

never became for him an end in itself, and he firmly 

believed ihat "social reform, whether applied through 
, \ 

politics or not, consists in a thoughtful endeayour 

to discover and apply the minimum incentive for maximum 

personal efficiency"17. Hobson needed the help of the 

state to guarantee the establishment of his plans of 

"Humanitarian Socialism", but he feared that it might 

turn out in the end to be even more oppressive than 

the existing system. In short, he felt that the state 

was an instrument of reform to manipulate with infinite 

care. 

16. J.A. Bobson, God and Mammon-The Relations of Religion 
and Economies (New York, 1931), p. 58,. 

17. J.A. Hobson, "Are Riches the Wages of Efficiency?" , 
The Nation, November 9, 1907. 
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Hobson, 1ike many of his contemporaries, was 

strong1y prejudiced by Webb's reputation for be;n~ 

an e1itist schemer. As he wrote in 1906, 

Are we rea11y convinced that the 
bright ga1axy of humanised Hr. 
Haldanes, glorified r1r. Webbs and 
redeemed Lord Roseberys can really 
work the secu1ar miracle of harmonising 
order with progress for the 
pacified Wor1d-State?18. 
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Yet it shou1d not be forgotten here that he~ too, received 

for similar reasons his full share of severe criticisms. 

In 1902, for example, The Westminster Review argued 

that "Mr. Hobson seizes hold of the fact that recent 

discoveries show that the cells of an organism have 

sorne degree of mobi1ityand consciousness to rehabi1itate 

the argument in favour of enslaving the units to the 

who1e" 19. Giiven the rather ambivalent nature of 

Hobson's staïd towards co11ectivism, this charge now 

sounds highly surprising. In fact, it is obvious that 

the fundamental divergence between Webb' sand Hobson' s 

18. J.A. Hobson, "The New Aristocracy of Hr. Wells", 
The Contemporary Review, LXXXIX (April, 1909), p. 493. 

19. Henry Wilson, "Society as an Organisrn", The \vestrninster 
Review, CLVIII (September, 1902), p. 294. 
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views of the state consisted in their respective emphasis 

on the importance of individual liberty. In contrast 

with Webb's pragrnatisrn, Hobson seemed to expect almost \ 

too much of human nature and he remained an individua1ist 

until the end. His major aim, generous as it seemed, was 

doomed by its very nature to remain what it was: an idea1. 

When Hobson wrote in 1914, for example, 

Only as education and closer 
and more reliable communications 
elevated the organic structure of 
Society, imparting higher spirituality, 
more centrality and clearer consciousness 
to its life, should we expect any 
considerable rationalisation of the 
general wil1 20 , 

it is actually hard ta believe that he could real1y have 

been so certain that he was right, 50 convinced that reason 

wou1d triumph in the end. For predictably, events 

turned out differently, and the progressives' projects 

were confronted everywhere in Europe by the resilience 

of traditional ideas. After aIl, as Arno J. Hayer 

rightly 'argues, Ifuntil 1914 the forc~s of inertia and 

resistance contained and curbed this dynam~c and expansive 

20. J.A. Hobson, Work and Wealth: A Hurnan Valuation, p. 358. 
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Both Webb and Hobson believed that a simple 

re-organization of the governrnent's global social 

policies, and not a brutal attack on the existing 

economic system, could guarantee the triurnph of their ,. 

ideals. In a sense, they both suffered during the 

Edwardian years from a type of capitallstic myopia that 

prevented them from becoming partisans o,f the public 

ownership of industry. Somewhat paradoxically, they 

were friends of the state, and would ne ver go as far as 

to advocate the complete destruction of the prevail ing economic 

arder. StatUe intervention, they fel t, primarily ought ID play a 

tremendous raIe in' the struggle to arneliorate the 

living conditions of the English people~ indeed, the y 

believed that its main purpose should be to provide 

England with mature and enlightened citizens (through 

measures such as the reforrn of education, or the 

abolition of Poor Laws). They drearned of collectivisrn 

on the municipal level, but thought that the central 

governrnent should mérely control the most obvious abuses 

'of industry and thus ul tirnately sponsor a heal thy 

21. Arno J. Mayer, The Persistence of the Old Regime-Europe 
ta the Great War (Ne~ York, 1981), p. 6. 
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capitalism. Like most Edwardian progressive 

intellectuals, Webb and Hobson felt that the state ought 

to collaborate with industry, largely via the developrnent 

of an efficient working force. In short, the harmonious 

and democratic society designed by them was essentially 

a perfect, waste-free capitalist structure. 

As a comparative analysis of the views of Sidney 

Webb and J.A. Hobson op crucial issues (the modern 

state, Eugenics, and education) clearly shows, what 

most differentiated their thoughts was their personal 

attitudes towards politics. Bath men were undeniably 

intellectuals in politics and played prominent roles 

in the shaping of social policies by Edwardian governments, 

but Sidney Webb certainly was the more political of the 

two. Because of the very nature of his involvernent 

in the London County Council, Webb was in close contact 

with sorne realities that Hobson perceived only in an 

abstract fashion. Whereas Webb was fascinated by the . 
drafting of workable social legislation , Hobson 

sometimes found the definition of general principles 

more congenial. Nevertheless, their global visions 

of the world were quite similar. Webb's municipal 

"dream", with its provisions ranging from tramways to 

, 
1/ 
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water suppIy, was aiso shared by Hobson. Moreover, 

both thinkers were strongly convinced that Eug.enics 

and education ought to become means to promo te the 

development of a better social environment for 

English citizens. In fact, it was only on the burning 

issue of imperialism that their thoughts really 

differed. 

In retrospect, it is quite evident that both 

Webb' sand Hobson' s ideas belonged to "the same progressive 

movement which had aimed to create a "Great State" 

rooted on justice and democracy during the pre-war 

years. Despite its cataclysmic ending, the Edwardian 

era had successfully initiated the development of a 

new British collectivity. The dissenters' struggles , 

had not been without enduring results. As Peter Clarke 

sees 50 clearly, the period's most dramatic achievement 

was that "already by 1910 the collectivities upon which 

politics were based had changed from cornrnunities to 

22 
classes" . As partisans of the modern state, Webb and 

Hobson had in fact enthusiastically contributed to 

the birth of modern Britain. Politlcal democracy, 

22. Peter Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberalism, 
p. 6. 



they were proud to observe, was at last making 

progresse As Hobson wrote in 1938, analyzing the 

evolution of mentalities in recent years: 

The old notion that any ordinary 
man is equal to the doing of any 
job, or at any rate to judging 
how it should best be done, is 
still widely prevalent arnong the 
less educated classes. It must be 
displaced by a clear conviction that an 
effective operative democracy requires 
close attention to the inequalities 
in men in order that special 
abilities may be utilized for the 
common welfare 23 . 

This notion of individual liberty as closely linked 
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with cornmon welfare had been the Edwardians' creative 

motta. First artisans of the welfare state (although 

the term had not been invented yeti, they nevertheless 

seriously feared the establishment of the servlle 

state as defined in 1912 by Hilaire Belloc, where "a 

nurnber of the farnilies and individuals are constrained 

by positive law to labour for the advantage of other 

families and indlviduals,,24. 

23. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economie Heretic, 
p. 214. 

24. Hilaire Belloc, The Servile State, (1912), (London, 
1927), p. 16 r 
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Because of ideological reversaIs so frequent. 

in the history of ideas, the welfare state is now 

often perceived as an expression of conservatism. 

Yet in the original will of its creators, it clearly 

was an instrument of progress. Since historical 

writing is, in the words of Hannah Arendt, "always 

25 the supreme justification of what has happened" , 

we should try to study the Edwardians' achievements 

remembering what their frame of mind was. Hobson's 

• 

and Webb's roads towards social democracy and modernity 

belonged ta the spirit of their day, but at the 
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same time they still unmistakably sound our contemporaries. 

To those who, like Samuel Hynes, unjustly contend 

that the Edwardian era merely was "that curious decade 

between the death of Victoria and the 'First World War, 

a time as rernote from our present as the reign of 

william and Mary, and a good deal more remote than 

Victoria's age,,26, one should give the advice of reading 

the Edwardians again. For the collectivist idea1 shared 

by men 1ike Hobson and Webb, they would soon flnd out, 

is still 1argely our own. 

25. Hannah Arendt quoted in Elizabeth Young-Bruehl, Hannah 
Arendt- For Love of the Wor1d (New Haven, 1982), p. 201. 

26. Samuel Hynes, Edwardian Occasions-Essays on English 

( 
i 

Writings in the Early Twentieth Century (London, 1972), p.I05. 
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