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Abstract

The genesis of this thesis was a desire to understand -
the views of Socialists and Liberal Radicals on the state
auring'the E’dwargiian yvears in England, from 1901 to 1914.
Much has been written about the intellectual roots of the
New Liberalism and Fabian Socialism which then prevailed;
but all too often in a fragmented fashion which deprives
us of an all-embracing historical perspective. The Edwardian
e\r\a‘was an age when British intellectuals, dreamers C;ﬁ
dre;':uns yef compulsive students of the reality around the;.m,
involved all their energies in a struggle to im/prove society
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 brilliant

exponents of these currents of thought, the' new Liberal

~economist J.A. Hobson (1858-1940) and the Fabian Socilalist

Sidney Webb (1859-1947).

They were idealists, yet prag;natic participators
in a genuine crusade to transform the concrete functioning
of the s;bciéll organization of their day. While they aré
usuallif, believed to have been in disagreement over fundamental
issues, this thesis argues that Hobson and Webb not only
shared a great deal more than is commonly supposed, but

also. that they made use of an almost identical language.
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Cette th&se a pour objet 1'étude de la vision de 1'Etat
des socialistes et lib&raux anglais durant la période
edwardienne, de 1901 3 1914. Bien que les fondements intellectuels

du nouveau libéralisme et dursoéiaiisme dit "Fabian" qui
v i

prevalalent a cette epoque aient ete450uvent étudles, ce

M 2

fut trop souvent d' une mani&re fragmentalre qu emp&chait

+

toute comprehen51on globale de ces phénoméneSu Les années-

'

de 1 avant—guerre constituent uh temps;prlvilegié\oﬁ les . .

* 3 ¢

"intellectuels brltannlques, a la fois reveu:s et pnofondement

enrac1nes dans leur mllleu, investlrent tous leurs efforts.

4
5

dans un combat pour améliorer ;'équlllbre social de leur

*

pays .par le biais d'une remise en question du rdle de

1'Etat. Afin de mieux'connaitre cette 8poque, cette thése

retrace l évolutlon 1ntellectuelle de’ deux penseurs parml '

°

les p;us,brlllants dJalors, 1'économiste libéral

-~ « 4 N
'

J.A. Hobson (1858-1940) et le socialiste Sidney. Webb (1859-1947).

!

Ils Etaient idéalistes, mais participérent néanmoins

d une croisade viséntié réformer leu? monde. Bien gqu'on

les éonsiaere Qénéraiement comme ayant'été en sérieux
desaccord sur de nombreux problémes fondamentaux-de leur - ‘ .
temps, cette étude démontre gue Webb et Hobson non

seulement partageaient des prises de position, mais aussi

gu'ils utilisaient un langage politique similaire.
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De la stagnation de 1' esprlt en ces
deux derni2res décennies du XIXe
si&cle s'était brusquement &levée,
dans toute l'Europe, une sorte de
fiavre ailée, -Personne ne-savait: .
exactement ce qui était en trainy
personne ne pouvait dire si ce serait
un art nouveau, un homme nouveau, une
nocuvelle morale, ou encore un reclas-
sement de la société... Mais partout,
des hommes se levaient pour

combattre les vieilleries. <o

-

'
N

' ~

Robert Musil, L' Homme sans qualltes,
tome I (Paris,- 1982), p‘ 64.

B

i
ot F Ay e
T

e



A

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

©

’ (>
| sidney Webb and J.A. Hobson: Crusaders.
( ' f

;-
. . /

!
/

/

!

At the ﬁemorial Hall in London on Octobef 8, 1910,
the Saturday morning session of the conference organized
by the Independent Labour Party for the abolition of
‘destitution .and, unemployment was meeting in order to-put
pres“siure on the Li’beijal Government concerning the
necessity of immediate and radical measures aga;inst )

poverty in England. Before an agitated audience of

| . \ ’ .
_approximately 270 delegates from 150 Trade Unions and

Sogietie‘s; two se;'ious looking, .dignified, yet likeable

,middle-~aged men were about to deliver lectures. One

| ‘gliscu‘séed "The Causes and Proposed Remedies for

‘Unemployment", and the other was concerned with "The

Organisation of the Labour Market". The former was J.A.
'Hobson, the new Liberal economist, acting as chairman
of the session; the latter was Sidney Webb, leading figure

of the Socialist Fabian Society, \a‘nd father of the

o~
£

Minority Report of the Poor Law Commigsion (1909),
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"enﬁhgéiéSticélly pr@moted By the Conference. - -

According. to a-witness, Sidney Webb's solutions to

4
N
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prevent unemploymeﬁt were "to regularize the national
aggregate‘dehgnd fér labour year by year ...,and trade-
union insurance, aided by the State" l;'J.A. Hobson

. - 4
went on to declare, in a "closely reasoned and thoughtful

address /fthat/ thg_reﬁedy was the more equgi distribution
of the prbducts'of labour"z. One way of overdoming RN T
the appareﬁt‘contradictions“to be found in Edwardian thbught,,
perhaps, might be to try to discover how the paths of the’

Liberal Hobson and the Soeialist Webb came to cross in

this fashion,;in an age when Liberals could be more

radical ?haﬁ-iébour‘partisans. - .

In'spite of all their disagreements, notably over

‘ J
the crucial- problem of imperialism, both mén were united

in pleading for a better organization of‘%oéieéy. According

-:‘ to the philosopher Karl Popper Fhere exist two kinds of
political app;oaches to reform, wﬁich he labels Piecemea}

- and Utopian Eng}neering. The Piecemea]ﬁengineer is- L

‘1. The Times, October 10, 1910. - o

2. Herbert Bryan, "The Abolition of Destitution and
Unemployment", The Labour Leader, October 14, 1910.
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that. they were SLtuated somewhere between these two

deetructlon.

4. Karl R. Poppex, Ibid., p. 67..
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one who "though he may perhaps cherish some ideals which

concern society 'as a whole' - its general welfare,

perhaps - he does not believe in the method of re=-

designing it as whole"3. The Utopian, by contrast, .seeks

" /transform/" the 'whole of society' in accordance
with a definite plan or'blx.zepri.n‘t"4 ) Under these terms,

both Webb and Hobson can be best descrlbed by saylng

!

( C

extremes. Ilee/most Edwardlan progresslve thlnkers,

they somewhat paradoxically advocated the establishment

. of. an'ideal state through gradual, and respectabLe'

.poll01es. Their ultimate aim was the. transforﬁatién oﬁ

Brltlsh socxety 1nto an eff1c1ent whole,<not 1ts\

!

Earnestly and relenklessly,—both‘meh were

‘dedicating'their lifework:to the creation of a éﬁate*that‘

would dea¢ in- respon51ble ways w1th the burnlng lssue of

‘poverty As Leo G Chlozza—Money had expressed lt in hls

© widely-read book Riches and Povertz

\
‘s

ever we must keep before us the”
causes which bring into being the -

~

3JAKafl'R. Popper, The Poverty of Hlstorlc;sm '(New York,
1960}, p. 66. ;

’
. pr—— A
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raw material of our social
- problems; ever we must have a )
o " % - cléar vision of the crime'of poverty
in a wealthy country;. ever we o j
must seek to come_to grips with -
the original sin <. -

i ' He was thus exposing the dismal diétribution of .wealth

" in the United Kingdom; for him, poverty was a symptom

of the many‘deficiencies plaguiﬁg British society.

Listening to the Edwardian intellectuals’ and
" their valiant dehunciations of the world as it stood
‘raises many intrigquing questions. For instance, in an

“oo - - age when even literature came to be socially oriented,

how are we now to understand the Progressives' faith -

. in a "perfect state"? How could they reconcile their

' .

o ‘geperal pessimism over the Victqfian heritage with a

o 3 po&erful confidence in the.futureé ‘More simply! wﬁy

v this ever present preoccupaticn with the state as a
pbtehtial regulating power of society?\ ‘

e Intellgctuéls were then everywhere in Europe

' tone of optimism and vague fear, the "Great State”. The

’

! 8

o . 5. Leo G.' Chiozza-Money, Riches and Poveftx (1905),
by 2nd ed., (London, 1906), p. 323. ’ )

4 - '
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’

contemplating the fuéure of what they called, in a. mixed -
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way in which the utopian novelist H.G. Wells'defines it
' ;liﬁstrétes:perfectly the kind of  arguments eﬁ7ﬁoyed by

the Edwardians: - - j

I would like to underline in the
most emphatic way that it is’
possible to have this Great State,
‘essentially socialistic, owning
and running the land and all the
great public services, sustaining
everybody in absolute freedom at a
certain minimum of comfort and well-
being, and still leaving most of
the interests, amusements, and
adbrn@ents of the individual

'llfe .

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

material of our social méchineryh7, the political scientist

Grdham Wallas even added té it a psychological pérallgl.
It is-thérefore.not éurprising to discové; that the
chapters of this work bear the rathér formidable titles’

" of "Organisétipn of thouéht",'"ofganisatiop of Will" and
-"Organisatioﬂ of hapéiness“. Cieérly,'the Edwardians
‘wgre-shaping‘a new world for a new man. fhe difficulty

. lay fgr/them in finding democratic means, as Wallask

admits, of "adjusting tRe vastness of the Great Society

6, H. G. Wells, "The Past ‘and the Great State", H.G. Wells
et al., Theé Great State~Essays -in Constructlon -
V(Londbn, 1512)°, pp. 42- 43

. 7.,Grahém Wallas, The Great 8001ety A PsycholOglcal

‘Analysis (New York 1914), p. 13.
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, to the smallness of individual man"s. Not content with

‘a simple analysis of things as they were, the Edwardians
. were- above -all working on what they might, and oﬁght,

to become.

This is not to imply that they all agreed on a
single vision of the,future state, or that it was, in
the opinion of all of‘thém,‘to be built wunder
hsocialistic" conditions. Still, a éonsensus was then
Elearly emerging over the urgency to transform society.

“ %ven 3 thinker of such conservative turn of mind as

W.H. Mallock would accept, in Social Reform, the by then
4

current definition of reform,

\ uhder stood .by those who regard the
» . principal evils which exist under
T contemporary conditions, not as
sores or bruises which are local
or accidental in their nature, but
- as results of some organic defect
. . 1n the structure of society as a whole,
- and as curable only by some similarly
\ organic change 9

v 2 . ,
. But what was the essence of the social organism

that, the intellectuals were so fervently willing to

» S

»

8., Graham Wallas, The Great Society, p. 337.

é. W.H. Mallock, Social Reform as Related to Realities
j‘ and Delusions (London, 1914), p. 3.

o
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modify? The historian George Dangerfield, in The

Strange Deatﬁ‘of Liberal England 1910-1914, has

depicted Edwardian England as a doomed play "somewhat
wanting in nobility and balance ... hysterical, violent,

, , 1
and inconclusive" 0.

But his description does not

teach us anything about the specificity of the early
year; of the twentieth century in Great Britain, for

one can hardly think of an historical period which might*

have been otherwise than "wanting in nobility and

inconclusive". Similarly, the-French historian Elie

Halévy, author of a masterly History of the English

People .in the Nineteenth Century, described Edwardian

England as: "that intermediate period which though it 0

is not the nineteenth cengury‘constitutes its epilogue, -

. and while not yet the anxioﬁs_and troﬁbled century in
which we are living to-day is its immediate preparation"l¥;
But did the decade consist in. nothing more than the |
tormented death of the Victdfiap world? Was it mérely,

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

10. George Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal
England, 1910—4914 (1935), (New York,‘l980),‘p. 4.

11. Elie Halévy, The Rule of Democragx,‘vol i,(1934),
(New York, 1952), p. vi. -

¢
(

12. G.M. Young, Portrait of an Age—Vlctorlan England
(London, 1977), p. 184. : _ -




e

, agé and that of a peaceful garden-party, withnthe

i

.In reality, these scholars' ideas represent the

- once prevailing picture of the period, that of a national

turmoil condemned to an eventual explosion. Similarly,
the "good old days" rhetoric associated with the age
also endured: for example, the writer G.K. Chesterton

referred in his Autobiography to the "innocenée"13 of

the British before 1914, while the Edwardian novelist
H.H. Munro wrote in terms which can also be applied to the

closing of the era: ’

¢

] he felt a sense of depression and

_{+ deprivation "sweep down‘'on himself;

/ bitterly he watched his last evening
of social gaiety slipping away to its
end. In less than an hour it would
be over; in a few months' time it
would be an unreal memory 14.,

The distinctive character of Edwardian England, .surely,.

lies somewhere between the notions of a violently disturbed

{

British beau monde dressed in impeccable clothing under

. ¢lear skies. - As the writer Douglas Jerrold rightly

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

13. G.K. Chesterton, Autobiography (London, 1936), p. 201.

14 H.H.. Munro, The Unbearable Bassington (London, 1912),
p. .241. N

o] AW s ik i s st e o
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. the pre-war decades as a fool's paradise, a riot of

luxury and elegéht depravity contrasting with a-grinding

poverty and a bitter social unrest wl5

According to Donald Read, "The First World War was
4 -
only to accelerate a transformation which had already

begun"ls. After all, this was the time when the writer
Allen Upward argued in the dynamic socialist review The
New Age in 1911, with the typical seriousness of the

‘Edwardians:‘

It is a sign of the 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 same
devouring curiosity about the future,
and the same disposition to expect_.
a new earth, if- not a new heaven

In fact, like members of all generations, the thinkers
of the period had the impression of starting everything

anew. An acute consciousness of the revolutionary chénges

15. Douglas Jerrold, Qéorgian Adventure (London, 1938),
p. l4. ' :

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

'

17. Allen Upward guoted in Wallace Martin, .The New Age
Under‘Qrage (Manchester, 1967), p. 128.
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happening around them was to become their chéracteristic
feature. They were neither particularly -quiet, nor
abnormally agitated: theyiwere simply recepti&e to

the lifelof their time and its many éhallengesl Moreover,
it‘is now obvious that Halé&vy treated his subject from

the point gf.view of someone who looks at. the pastlknowing
the end of the story well in advance: 1in this case,.l
that the First Wo;ld War was to strike the definitive
blow to the long decaying structure of Victorian Englahd.
For contemporaries, that shock, which woﬁld“destroy.

the last remnants of, the bglief in mah's rationality,

was totally unpredictable. But it certainly dig not

annihilate -all they had done.

'The writer Henry James, basically a man of the
nineteenth century, described the'iﬁpact of the war on

British society as follows: " "the tide that bore us

‘along was then all the while moving to this as its grand

Niagara... It seems to me to undo everything in the

18. Yet the conflict did

most horrible retroactive way"
not fulfill James's sombre prediction. Even if for most

inte%lectuals the'war camé at first as a traumatic

18. Henry James quoted in Leon Edel, Henry James - The
Master 1901-1916 (New York, 1972), p. 512.

/
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11
experience- that left them ﬁomentarily hopeless about the
future, it was soon eyident that the upheaval was in fact
1iberating forices of chenge which had been éroéressing "
during the Edwardian périod, and thelyears immediately
preeeedihq it. ‘Indeea, eslobserved by Beatrice Webb -

in 1912,

the England to which we had come

back was in many ways a new England,
different, as it seemed to us, in

a significant manner from' the Englanq(
that we left behind us in June,

1911. .. undercurrents of thought

and feeling that have been for years
‘growing in volume and intensity, !
have now swept upwards 19, o '

The Edwardians were definitely not passively witnessing

fw

In spite of the ev1dent vitality' of the pre—war‘

a long sunset.

years 'in Englapd,.there has never been an all—embrac1ng
study of Edwardian intellectual life. Good 1ntroductlons

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

devoted to "Social and Polltlcal Ideas"\by C.H. Driver

in Edwardian England (1933)and "Social Thought -in Britain"

19. Beatric¢e Webh, "The Autumn Campaign", The Crusade,
vol. III, no. 9, (September, 1912), p. 157.
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by A.M. Quinton. in The Twentieth Century Mind.(1972).

Both exampies'constitute valueble incursions into the
different currents of opinions, of the time,/bnt their

authors seem to be ' more. or less incapable of loglcally
'conveylng the elements of thelr argument .They are, 'in
that sense, no more helpful than a’mere chronological

approach, where we would learn in a jumble that Bernard

Bosanquet published in 1899 The Phllosophlcal Theory

of the State, that the palnter Roger Fry organized the

flrst 'London-exhibition of Post—Impress;onlsts in 1910,
or that the Webbs wrote yet another book during the .same
year. Rodney Barker s Polltlcal Ideas 1n Modern Brltaln

)

(1978) contalns an, lnterestlng presentatlon of the

beliefs Wthh then prevailed, but is obV1ously concerned

mostly with political thought.

\In-The'Edwardian Turn of Mind, Samuel hYnesiﬁ

states that "the point is simply that one cannot'talk

precisely‘about an Edwardian avant—garde: the advance was

. being carried ih too many different dlrectlons 20. In

f
f

other: words, he undertook the task of understandlng the
Edwardian intel}ectual life by affirming in advance that

it is impossible to synthetize it into a coherent whole.
) )

-

20: Samuel Hynes, The Edwardian Turn of Mind (Princeton,
1968), pp. 9-10. ~ ’ -

v e . -
/ f >
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137
In fact, he démoﬁstrates'such an eagerness to present
‘the age, as one éf transition, if not, to paraphrase him,
_one'of ossification, that the result is not surprisingly o
a rathef colourlesé patchwork. We still H%Qe not

succeeded in masferlng, in Raymond Wllllamst;words, 7
"the:é\ructure ?é feellng"2l of England at the beglnnlng - ‘“ ‘:
of’ the»twentleth century. We still do not fully.

) unde;stahd why most inféllectuals wefe then longing

for or&er and éfficiehcy‘éﬁidst‘a chéotic worild. The
Liberél,CharleS‘F. Masterian, employing his usual sermonizing tone,

"was saying. in In Peril of Change:

1

‘Examination-of the actual present
can but emphasise evidence of
oo equilibrium disturbed. The study
of the past can but guarantee
that through rough courses or
smooth, heedless of violence
and pain, in _methods unexpected
and often through hazardous wags,
equilibrium will be attained 2

—
,

How they hoped to dchieve that equilibrium will be the

subject-matter of this study.

21, Raymond Williams, The Long Revolutlon (New York,
1980) , p. 64. . . o o

22. Charles F. Masterman, In Peril of Change -Essays’
-written in Tlme of Tranqulllty (New York, 1905),
p.- 331. ' ) ) ’
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"the kind of_a pridori reasonlng that Qqentln Skinner .

denounced for being "a pack,of tricks we play on the: -

14

4 .

Hav1ng thus con51dered the questlons ralsed by

the. general intellectual background of the Edwardlan -

'perlod it is now necessary to explaln.Our choace of .

T

prétagonists. In order to, answer the_qpestion "Who e

. were Sldney Webb and J.A: Hobson’", one mﬁst'fxrstly

examine thelr writings. For{there is more. to thelr 1lves

lthan”the mere narration of what happened to them; as,

gifted intellectuals, they must be studied‘in their
. P‘

own terms: Our mission is to dlSCO er and unvell what

' they actually meant by what they said, whlle aV01d1ng

-

23 ‘

dead" <>, o . |

The -biographical: approach is a revealing instrument

" to utilize in the field of the history of ideas, which -

has to be'primarily'a‘study\éf meanings. Past ideas

o T , o :
were once the thought of livihg men and were incarnated’
in their voices. ' In that senée ‘they are eminently

personal. But they also. reflect the dynamlsm of a.

partlcular milieu, - Just how meortant is the wrlter S

.relatlve place ‘in 5001ety to the ult;mate expre531on of "

trap might be found in the‘logical nerepeqtive'of an - ¢ -

‘Quentin Skinner, "Meanlngs,and Understanding in the
( Hlstory of Ideas", Hlstory and Theorvy,- VIII (1969)
p. '14. - ¥

, his adeas? Perhaps the pnly way out of thls h;storlographical"
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-individual who,wcsﬂsbious of his éocial involvement,
L ' g » can‘neverﬁheleés exp:éssvhimse%g in his own name.
As Carl E. Schorske rightly concluded on the question:
fﬂ o . "we must now be willing fo undertake the empirical
pursuit of pluralities as a precondition to findipg
unitéry patterns in culture"24. It follows that instead

- o »of"searching for a theoretical "Edwardian spirit",

we must listen to Edwardians.

A§ J.W. Davidson and M.H. Lytle rightly
emphasize, "The past is not history; only the raw
materialief it"%?,  1In other words, history fundamentally
éonsisﬁs‘in a qpest'fOr intelligibility. For instance, B
‘we know,tﬁat.in 1909 Sidﬁey Webb engaged himself in a
campa@gn to‘break up the Poor Laws and that J.A. Hobson

~

wrote The Crisis of Liberalism. This is what happened"

then in the lives of twp prominent Englishmen. Bluntly
:stétéd like this, these facts are not payticularly
_ehlightening. In reality, the fundamental question

éhdgid be here: Were‘thig)hot both trving to find

< -24. carl E,lSchorske, Fin-de-Sié&cle Vienna-Politics and
Culture (New York, 1980), p. xxii.

25, James H, Da&idson and Mﬂﬁ./Sytié, After the Fact -
o The-Art of- Historical Detection (New York, 19827,
AR . p. xxix. -

e
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different -answers to the same crucial problems? For ™. .
deépite théir dissimilar backgrounds they obviously

-~ were in immediate contact with an identical social

. intellectual heritage that they shared a's‘ Edyvardians -

. ourselves to think in their own terms, and an

to make- them appear So unique and fascinating.. Webb -

" reality. Our purpose here is to understand the . | - ' .. ..

and the extent of their agreement over the critical .

iss@ue"s of their day.
ol

-To achieve this end it is'essential'to'bri_ﬁg' ,‘

interesting means of doing so is the comparative _‘
study of intellectuals. Like all modern decades .  ~ -~ ..,

the Edwardian period had its share of Idealists, . R

Socialists, Conservatives and dreamers of various kinds;*

5

beyond their individual peculiarities, it is their

Ty

responses to the challenge of their time which now help

and Hobson are relevant figures not merely because t.héy, )

were highly esteemed in their respective spheres of work, .

. but also for their active participations in the Edwardian
,nunrest- As intellectuals they have "interpreted and

labelled in such a way as to influence all subsequent

thought about them"26 most of the preoccupations of their

o © g i\

. 26. Theodore Zeldin, France 1848~1945, vél..I. Ambition, )

Love and Politics- (Oxford, 1973), p. I.
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‘their. tlme , their claim to " sanctlty" ’ restlng mostly )

, on_an \ex‘ceptional aedication to work, But £hese

27. Herbert Asquitﬁ guoted in Rby Jenkins, As yith: *
K 556_4‘)_,'

29._ 'G D.H. Cole, The World of Labour ' (London, ;913-)’,’ o

- age. They’ truly are. the historian's t&moins. privilé&giés.

:

It was not sheer, coincidenée if the ‘two' prota{gonisre
’ —\choseln here were descrlbed as "salnt flgures" by thelr
fcontemporarles. The leeral Prime M:Lanter Herbert Asqulth,
/for example, would refer to Sldney Webb in a letter as

a "hlghly—knowledgeable\ Sa1nt"27 . And °the_ blographer

_r«ia’ry A Haxrti;lton vividly presents J.A. Hlobsg.rx as: "tall,

- emaciated, pale as parchment, with an eye that on B

occasion. blazed though génerally his éxpress;ion was
éentleness itself [Eej looked' like a 'saint\"28. Wbat"‘

"~ was’ smply 1mplled here was _ that both Webb and Hobson ‘

personlfled what. was best in the 1ntellectual life of

V ’ o

’

sllghtly teasrng glorlflcatlons of 1nd1v1dual merlts

were to gJ.ve birth '1n turn,, in the. case of, webb, to

/

,institut:ionaliza’tion’. The gLIlld’ Socialist G.D.H. Cole o

. would even refer to " S:Ldneywebblcallsm"zg, meaning the

'Portrait of a Man and an Era (New York, !
i \po 51.8 N - .

28. Mary A. Hamilton, Remembering my Good Friends
(London 1944), p. 137.

P. \3..
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; ahloT‘i‘c . . The biographer ‘Lytton Strachey, 1n a

‘pretentitons, of being a gentleman"”

18-

e 4 - € ‘ - . )

P

' v:.sn.on of collectlvn.sm rooted J.n the 1880'5, as preached

'by Mr SJ.dney Webb A myth, at least partlally self-

mposed was taklng shape.

i

\

Notw:Lthstand:Lng the numerous essays dedlcated

at least in part to him, Sidney Webb is Stlll an o ,

'und:hscoyere,d man, Among the poss:.ble explanatlons of

this paradoxical s:.tuatlon there‘ J,s, of ~course, the

1mage of hlmself he took great care to cultlvate’ that

of a rather faceless, reserved and brllllant work— - \

' B B . [ 1 ”

typical sharp-witted criticism, described his first .

meeting with him in the following words: "I'd no

idea, that the Webb fellow was so utterly without
\ { / ! * R . A
30 rThis remark

illustrate's the ,degree to w'hich\Webb was successful at

.poslng as a man’ completely submerged in hls thought, and/

-'apparently refractory to all contacts with llfe. " He

nevher really ded’icated any time to autobiographical

introspection, " and professed everywhere to be dlspa551onate,

a man "with no inside" 31. In short, -Webb bullt .a wail !

_30. Lytton Strachey guoted in Mic;haei Holrovd, Lytton

; Strachey - A Blography (New York , 1979), p. 559.

31 Klngsley Martin quoted in Margaret Cole, ed.,; The
Webbs and their Work, (Brighton, Engl., 1974),
to pc ,297. b ' ' .

.
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of seanmg detachment between l'u.mself and the world, and consequem;ly,

often appeared as a larger ‘than l:Lfe, if not J.rmuman, figure.

‘Yet, as we will later see, these facts certainly
" do not account for the cheers and 'laughter Sidney Webb

- provoked while lecturing, and the almost universal

) - I

-admiration associated with his name throughout his life.

Nor do they explain the ardent character of,some of his .

i

writings. leiis excerpt from an article, "The Moral of =~ - ,

the Elections", can demonstrate his usual tone -of seriousness.

Here we do not merely hear the cold, "expert" civil servant,

bu}: also a prophetic voice:

For Bentham and James Mill a

. -fervent faith in merely political )
- freedom sufficed._ But that, '
fortunately for us, is through - "
vitalising spirit bequeathed by
those giants, now a past issue.

The problem of our own time is to

ecure for the whole community not

olitical but economic freedpm 32.

- _ .
Webb represents that rather strange type of individual,

the practical -idealist: a characteristic feature he

. shared with most Edwardian thinkers.

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

L SRR v
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"we".. Yet this is a partial view of reality. In.

20

-
N

Of course,there was another factor which

contrlbuted to obscure the man Webb the partnership

with his w1fe Beatrice. Thelr lifelong ﬁriend,,the

playwr;ght and prominent Fabian George Bernard Shan

‘eiempﬁifies the general perception of the phenomenon -

that dame to be known as "The Webbs":

“_The Webbs, Sidney and Beatrice... B
are a supérextraordinary pair. T -
have never met anyone like them, |
either separately or in their most
g fortunate conjunctién. Each'of - S
L \ them is an English. force; and :
» their marriage was.an irresistible . =
', ‘reinforcement... he took to her.
, ) invast%gation‘like duck to - N
water . . .

- - / ~

f
£ \ ,

Indeed both llves were anchqred in a close worklng

collaboratlon. At times, the observer can get‘the .

\

"impression of looking at a powerful and singlermidded

' Fact, 'both partners were unique individuals, and Sidney.

is certainly‘the Tesser known of the twe. Our- comprehension -

N

- of him origindtes from his wife's autobiography and

\

" diaries, where'he,inevitably appears as an echo of their

- 33. G.B. ‘Shaw, "The Webbs" quoted in Sidney and Beatrice

Webb, The Truth about Soviet Russia (London, 1942),
pp 5 and 17. ‘ o .

'
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. - . ’
author's point of view. ’Indeed,'it‘is perfectly:
legitimate to askto what extent Beatrice &;s idealising
the truth. For -example, in March ‘1918, she recalls
Sidney Webb's reaction to the German'onslaught as follows:
"even Sidney has been disturbed in hié usual equanimity,
though he does not let his éﬁxiety have anyvinfluence
on his ouéput of work"?4. Wés Webb merely this
‘effjcacious~working machine? For all too long, he

has been ‘described as a qdiet shadow; ' Still, it

would surély be illogical to ‘separate hin altogether

-

from the famous partnership: all one has to do is to

emphasize his contribution inside it.

’

~

~

Sidney Webk 1s not-a man who can easily be known.

In addition to his personality and his near dissolution

in the parthership, his writings are occdasionally far
L Vo ,
from limpid, making it even moré difficult to comprehend

him. Marj A.. Hamilton -has riéhtly criticized the Webbs'

dual method of writing: "heavy Sentenices eat4up‘th§,
liveiy'ph:ases and the apﬁ words, they are lost in the
] :

34. Beatrice Webb, Beatrice Webb's Diaries 1912-1924,
vol. I, (London, 1952), p. 148..

’

7



mu%fled texture of the wholé"as. However, the 'real\ :

obstacles which -obstruct the path towards a clear
understanding of };im are to be found in scholarly works\.
A‘ brief‘selection among studies can reveal the extent
tcSl which his'thought has been segmented. Already in

\191'5, the former secretary Edward Pease wrote his

History of the Fabian Society, which may be considered .

as the starting point of an enduring mythol&gy. Needless

ﬁo say,-1it presented Sidney Webb as a kind o ding
father. Even H.G.-Wells's vengeful novel The

Machiavelli (1910} would have its place in this

abiding legend. Furthermore, Webb's links with the
Fabians have béen examined by Anne Fremantle in The

Little Band of Prophets (1960), Margaret Cole in The

Story of Fabian Socialism (1961), and A.M. McBriar in

— Fabian Socialism and English Politics‘ 1884-1918

(1966) .

o In recent years, he has been described as a
defender of efficiency inspired by Comtean ideals in

Willard Wolfe's f‘rom Radicalism to Sacialism (1975), and

as the creator of the Welfare State in Maurice Bruce's

2

35.- Mary A. Hamilton, Sidnéy'and Beatrice Webb (Bggton,
1933), p. 182. : ; -

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

enlists him in the international communist movement

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

focuses his attention on Webb's genuine interest in

educat;on'in Education for National Efficiency (1975).

G.R. Searle, in:The Quest for National Efficiency (1971),

insists-on his role in the Efficiencdy movement, and

J.M. Winter, in Socialism and the Challenge of War.

1912-1918 (1974) analyses his political thought.
Moreover, TIan Britain completes the long overdue
destruction of the myth of Webb the cultural philistine

in Fabianism and Culture: A Study in British Socialism

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

Webb was lost somewhere along the way, and his mind
carefully compartmentalized. What exact\ly'was he
contenplating?

Eric Hobsbawn, in a provocativé essay called
"The Fabians Reconsidered" (1964), declared that
"The Fabian claims are largely mythological an'd researches .
on the Society have therefore automatically taken the

form, in the main, of their systematic explosion"36.

\

36. Eric Hobsbawn, Labouring Men-Studies in the History
of Labour (London, 1368}, p. Z2Z5I.
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that time, a reconsideration of the Fabian legacy’

was certainly well founded, its adherents having

busied themselves for too long with ‘exercises in self-—_

glorification. Still, Hobsbawn's Judgement ‘was surely

too severe. He seemed to 1_mply that the Fablans

played, i\nv reallty, an e;lmost negllglbl~e role in the

\

'socio—\political life of England at the beginning-of the

“

: k . , ;
twentieth century; at any rate, one inferior to that of

the new Liberals. This hypothesis now sounds spécious.

In

order to serve a good cause, the argument was' carried

too far. 1In fact, as Bentley Gilbert righi:ly Observes:

in

Fabian influence was undoubtedly
great and the unfortunate

modern tendency to denigrate its
impact-on English politics is as
mistaken as were the sweeping -
statements twenty years ago that
the Fabians had practlc;lly
written the.Beweridge report
by 1909 37. .

In 1918, the novelist Virginia Woolf referred

a letter to "0ld Hobsqn” 38,. This was not so much a

i

commentary on age alone as a reflectlon on character.

37.

38.

1
\

Bentley‘Gilbert The Evolution of National Insurance
.in Great Britain - The Origins of the Welfare State
{London, 1966) P- 47

Virginia Woolf ’I’he Questlon of Things Happenlng
The, Letters of Virginia Woolf, 1912- 1922 (London,
1976), p. 286. - .

s
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‘J.A.HObson was dignified, serious, and in many ways'
ihcarnated thé typical éentleman. Margaret MacDonald,
the‘wife‘of'his friend the Labour leader Ramgay MacDonaid,
would aesgribe him in 1896 as a "quiet bookwormy sqft
of person "39. Knowing all this, ‘it may seeﬁ és if he was
funﬁing a ve£y.high risk of being hopelessly boring,
another representative of the ivory tower intellectual.
Yet nothing could be farther from the truth. Throughout

. all his liféq Hobson involved himself with things that
mattered. He was in"éouth Africa as a‘journalist during

the Boer War, and a critical observer of the Li&gral
’ N

government!s social policy after 1906. He himself

explained his position as an intellectual in Problem of

Poverty, where he defined 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 all he sees,
and a sharer of the social
responsibility for the present 40
and future of industrial society .

If there is a myth surrounding the figure of

39. Margaret MacDonald gquoted in David Marquand, Raméay
MacDonald (London, 1977), p. 48. .

40. J.A. Hobson, Problems of Poverty (1891), 5th ed.,
(London, (1905) , .p. V. .
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Sidney Webb, the same is true for J.A. Hobsomn. 'Webb

has been transmitted to posterity as the- fafher of the
Welfare State, .and Hobson as thé-originator of Keyneé:.i.an'
economics. Webbl is supposed to have been dispassionate, /
and Hobson is presented at times as overly‘ sentimenytal ,

The basis of his most celebrated work, Imperi'alism-AlStu@y

_4(11902) , for exaﬁxble, is described in the following terms
by }P.J. Cain: "I;he emotional excitement of his opposition
to t‘fi:a'Randlords led him.. - to return to the oid radicél

obsession with financier as‘demon king, turning what was

to be a "systemic" theory into a conspiratorial one"“'.

All too 6ften, Hobson has been portrayed as a failing
economist, an unscientific dissenter and a defegder of
lost causes. For these reasons_, he remains an unknown
celebrity.

v

Like Sidney Webb, Hobson never really wrote about

~

himself. His autobiography, bearing the promising title

of Confessions of an Economic Heretic, is anything but a

confession and reveals little about the motivations of its

author. His usual tone of introspection mav be illustrated

by this guotation from his essay "Towards Social Equality".

Speaking about some aspects of Victorian England, he then

Il
!

fll. P.J. Cain, "J.A. Hobson, Cobdenism, and the Radical Theory’
of Economic Imperialism”, Economic’ History Rewview, 31
(1978), p. '568.

s
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goes on tovsay: - '
i
L& .

I take leave to reinforce this Statement

-from the personal expern.ence of -
- one who, born and bred in the middle Tl
\ class of a middle-sized Midland town, - -

was particularly ‘well placed for —

observ1ng "and experiencing the

sentiment aES practices we are -

" considering

If Hobson was sentimental, it was_ concerning things other

than himself.

’

The clearest examination of J.A. Hobson's thought

(9

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

s

Liberals and Social Democrats (1978). Here is a magisterial,

étudy of the group of men who attempted before the First

N )

World War to rebuild the 'crumblihg spirit of Liberalism.
According to one réview, "The varied company about whom

he writes possessed ge;ltle'r souls than the Fabians who
aqqtiired greater fame through their rr{utual adulat':ion"43. .
And indeed, from the vantage of hindsight, the influence

of the' new Liberals seems to cease in 19,;8,' for ’lack of self-

. \ . ATy :
advertisement. J.A. Hobson was condemned after his death

to a long period of 'relaf:ive\ obscurity, and considere_dd to be

~

42. J.A. Hobson, wrowards Social Equality", (1931),
1.T.» Hobhouse Memorial Lecture (London, 1948), p. 13.

43, Peter T. 'Marsh, “Liberalé and Social Democraﬁs",
The Journal of Modern Hlstory, 53 (June, 1981),
p. 332. .
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-iessentiall'y an-economist; which-was clearly not the case.

t

-

N

.- Peter Clarke's study has the great merit of presenting

_Hob-son"s achievements side by side -with those of his

\

‘fellow Liberals. But he still: remains to be studied .

for. his own sake.

PR B . * N

There is an-intriguing 'element in the wil:l to.

'dlsappear behlnd an ‘intense devotlon to work manlfested

N

by Hobson and ,Webb. Perhaps ‘a key to .the answer mlght be

foqn‘d 'in these wordse of the leera;b Richard Haldane:

Q

"Our duty is to work without- turnlng our eyes to the

~

rlght or to the left from the 1deal which alone can llght

up our paths" 44 .

new Liberals, like the Fa{bians, were definitely not

y -

contemplating nebulous ideals: . they were trying to flnd
sensible and workable answers -to the demands J.mposed\

on society by, notabl__y, the extens:Lon of the franohlse\ in

1867 and 1884, and the general sentiment that the entire

organlzatlon of the state was in need of radlcal transformatlon.

Ina posthumous artlcle pub’llshed in 1879, J. S M:Lll had

said: ) ) ’ -

4]

~

2

'The working classes are entitled to
. claim that the whole field of sccial

e

’

"4, Richard B.- Haldanme, An Autcbiography . (London,.1929), p. 334.

Yet it is essential to realize that the,

J

.

‘
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';"i'hstitutibns ‘should. be re-examined,
B and. every question considered as if it

-

s new arose for the first time; with

the idea constantly 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
.+ ... .. 1in the matter than abstract justice
. .~ -; and the general good of the community45.

-

He was thus glrea@y proclaiming what was to become the

_ - urgent- task -of the Edwardians.

13

“» . In-190Q9, Ramsay MacDonald, in Socialism and Government,

' - de.fz:.neéi the state ih tliese:words: "It is the organised

<. boi,itiqél pe;sohai'itx of. a sovereign people-the organisation

~

.of a commun:fty for making its common will effectual by

- péiitic’al rﬁethods"46.'. This statement brings us far from '

the poet ‘and critic Matthew Aphéld_whp could still write in _

_Culture and Anarchy;

-we are in . danger of drifting towards /

Janarchy... We want an authority, and

we find ncdthing but jealous classes,
.- _checks, and .a deadlock; culture
e L iﬁgqsts. the idea of the State. We

d no basis for a firm State-Power
in our ordinary selves?7.

45.J.5, Mill,"Chapters on-Socialism", Part 1, The Fortnightly
Review, XXV (Feb., -1879);, .p. 223.

46. J. Ramsay MacDonald,Sacialism and Government, Vol. 1,
(London, 1909), pp. -3-4.

47. Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy (1869), (Cambridge,Engl.,
1950), pp. 75 and 96. o

. >
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‘ A breeding-places of misery48.

~

‘Indeed, »the Edwardian years saw the birth ‘'of a collective

'

sentiment concerning the state, based on a common will
- . to make it -more efficient. At the end of the nineteenth

. century,. silch philosophers as the idealist T.H. Green

" were -still content to propose a state based on the common

A

good. ~ Now time had come to find new ways “to improve
 the ofg‘aniza'ftion ‘of society: the intellectuals had
no cﬁmoice.bu\f/tq return to earth and the hard realities

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

» .\

. "Clark: .

e Qe

- -

- L K .- _they had to use increasingly the
. .- " .coercive power of the State and
: ~. » ° the resources that could only be
. . ~--  made available by taxation; only
""" . .- - +'so could conditions infactories be
) s - regulated and the more helpless types
: of labour protected, only so could
i ~ -, .- the towns of England be sewered,
Lo scavenged, partially rebuilt and
T L prevented from -becoming...the

e . .Sidney Webb  and J.A. Hobson; however divergent their
R ¥isions of life, were both caught in the same vast movement
- ' _-against the deliquescent Liberal laissez-faire. As the

- - shocked Victorian Leslie Stephen exclaimed in 1902, "The

.-

R ‘.48. Georée Kitson Clark,The Making of Victorian England
) : (London, 1965), p. 281. .
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leeral is tempted to carry on a fllrtatlon with the

‘Soc1allst; and hav1ng admitted’ that State superVLSaon may
sometimes be needed even 1n|the ;nterest of lllberty 4
is 1edxto believeée that  no snpervision can’be in eXCeSSP49.-
ThlS ‘new consensus explalns why,.. as sugcested by Michael
Freeden, "On some 1ssues it was actually dlfflcult tO‘

. pinpoint dlstlnctlons between Hobson and the Fabians ‘as

to what the state was to undertake"50

Webb and Hobson were more than abstract "Fabian"
and "new Liberal’ figures; ° they were highly glfted 1nd1v1duals

~ig,theif time. As Edwardian 1ntellectuals, "they belonged

!

-,

wito, a genenation obdufately dedicated to work. In eharp . .
contrast with the obsolete plcture of the era; consisting
generally of a veneer of unconsc1ousness and detachment
concealing an exploslve soc1al s1tuat10n, they ye;e_
energeticallY‘advocating a fairer distribution‘of wealth,
and a more eff1c1ent publlc system.' Both Webb and Hobson'
were plannlng a klnd of promlslng New Jerusalem.k lee
-H.G. Wells, " they were conv1nced that "There 1s‘a secular‘

LI

amelioration of llfe, and it is brOUght about by Good Wlll

49. Leslie Stephen. "The Good Qld Cause", The Nineteenth
Century and After, LI {(Jan., 1902), p. 17.

50. Michael Freeden, The New Liberalism~An Ideology of
' Soc1al ‘Reform (Oxford, 1978), p 71.
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) working through the efforts of men" 1. This collective
. "Good Will" was' in  their opinion the true basis of
- a progressive national state. Neither wrote a treatise
. on the subject, yet that concern was omnipresent in '
\ ‘everything they did. Our task will be here to analyse their
- - distinctive trusades. \ )
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Wells, New Worlds for 0ld " (New York, 1908), p. 5.
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CHAPTER TWO

'

SIDNEY WEBB AND THE  STATE:

ot P

THE

FORMATIVE YEARS

Sidney Webb ‘and the "irresistible glide into

collectivist Socialism"l

~ .Sidney Webb,:

Béfdie studying Sidney Webb's formative experiences

during tHe later Victorian vears, it is essential,to

reconsider the "eniéma" of the man. C.

'

P.

Scott's

contemptuous judgement of the Webbs in 1899, stating that

"They have been raking among statistics too long"2,<Was

longlasting. - Indeed, Kenneth 0. Morgan feels nowadays that

there exists a need to question "the conventional wisdom

that regards the Fabians as austere, humourless»phlllstlnes"3

Webb obv1ously still awalts the historian who could

‘demonstrate that he was more than an insensitive and elitist

1. Sidney Webb, "Hlstorlc", SLdnev Webb et al., Fabian Essays

2.

(1889), {London, 1950), p. 56,

FabiansEssays, 1889 .

i

C.P. Scott guoted in Peter Clarke, Lancashire and the

New Liberalism (Cambridge, Engl., 1971), p. 1l7l.

K.O., Morgan, "Purpose before pleasure”, The Times

~L1terary Supplement, (July 23, 1982),

p.‘783.
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afehdeaeqn‘ef British»Socialien,that'ne enjoged teadlng
George Eliot'ahduHeine,‘aé well as occasicdnal walke in the
countrysxde. ‘And this desplte the fact that, in“the worde
of Stefan COlllnl, "These days the Fablans are secend

~only to ‘the Bloomsbury group as the most overstudled set

'of Engllsh 1ntellectuals"4.

In order to coﬁprehend Webb's views on the state
and his craving to'transfbrm the England he knew, one
must flrstly reallze that he was a man who could feel and ’
share the concerns of hlS contemporarles. H.G. Wells,
who certalnly cannot be accused.of professing an unconditiqnel

admiration for him, wrote in 1907: .

To regard Webb, for example, as a . ‘
Machiavellian statesman is ridiculous.

He has a mind, it is true, of immenseé’
activity, and he is a glutton for

work; he has a reéal enthusiasm for

social organisation, and in particular

for education /however/...he has

adopted latterly a pose of. self—satlsfactlon
in his own dexterity that arouses unworthy
resentment and makes colleagues and
opponents unduly suspicious of him.

But that little weakness really only
humanises his very real lntellectual
greatness?o.

\

4. stefan Collini, "The Fablan Frlnge Thinker", The Tlmes

therary Supplement (July 25, 1980), p. 837

5. H.G. Wells, "On the Alleged Diabolical Influences in the
Fabian Scciety", The Nation, April 6, 1907.
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;< What. Wellsudescribee’as Jthat 1ittie Weakness" was in fact
;the myth with whlch Webb carefully surrounded: himself
over the years. Accordlngfto.Leon ‘Edel, "the self my th
is the truest part.of an individual: by thatunyth we .
always seek to live; it ie what dives us force, difection,
and sustenance"'6 'Tfan posed to the personallty of Sldney
.+ Webb thlS idea is qulte reveallng, because he hlmself
really always wanted to be réememberdd as the ultimate
ciQil‘serﬁant and the ideal collector of facts.  His
Qork for the eventual reaiisation‘ofvcollective,socialism

in’'England was unquestionably the driving force: in his

1ifel

: Even hislphysical appearance participated in the
image of a selfleae individual. Malcolm Moggeridge, for ‘
»example, descrlbes him in these unf]attermg yet somewhat
apt words, and can testlfy to the general lmpreSSLOn he

made at ﬁlrst on others:

t f

'Webb came’ toddling in. He really
; ‘ was a ridiculous looking man, with
tiny legs and feet, a proturing stomach,
and a large head [End he spoke/ in
his soft, gsibilant, toneless voice...

\

A) ! i i}
6. Leon Edel, Stuff of Sleep and Dreams-Experiments in
Literary Psychology (New York, 1982), p. 27. .
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his goatee beard wagging, his pince-
: - nez with their black ribbon steady
. “on his large nose’.

All too often, Webb's unbecoming traits and his "remotedness"
"
had the effect of diverting popular attention towards his

more outspoken and attractive wife. Samuel Hynes, among many

others, exemplifies that kind of superficial perception

«

when he says that " Sidney Webb was a good deal less
"terrifying than his wife;. but he was also considerably
less bharming"S. The truth is that it was Beatrice who

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

still: I.do not like human beings"g, not her husband.

Sidney Webb always was a keen observer of reality; the

existing world was his\lifelong‘énthusiasm. Describing

N
A

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

The town. proved to be unexpectedly
attractive and charming - small  but
beautiful gardens with tree ferns
and palms, splendid public buildings’
erected by the Colonial Government
in boom-time and generally the air
of a German 'Residenzstadt'l0,

7. Malcolm Muggeridge, Chronicles of Wasted Time, Vol. 1,
The Green Stick (London, 1972), pp. 147, 195-196.

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

9ifBeatrice Webb, Beatrice Webb's Diaries, Vol. II,
1924-1932 (London, 1956), p. 248.

10.Sidney Webb quoted in A.G. Austin, ed., The Webbs' Australian
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

/

element to notice here, as in all his writings, is the

strong curiosity manifested.

In the middle of a long and austere presentation

to the Royal Commission on Labour in 1892, one is

surprised to discover the following light-hearted exchange

between the interrogator and Sidney Webb:

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

S.W.: I should be sorry-to state that.

Q.: Why not?

S.W.: Because I have just got marriedll.

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

[l

resourceful and creative mind. There always was in him a

witty man hiding behind the dignified facade. G.B. Shaw,

in one 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 to say a

12

living lie"”™ . But this was probably unfair

to his friend: instead of presenting. a flawless

11. Sidney Webb quoted in British Parliamentary Papers-Fourth
Report from the Royal Commission on Labour 1893-4,
Vol. 43. Industrial Relations (Shannon, Ireland,
1970), p. 261. i ‘

12. 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 shown Wébb as he reaily was.

And the best way to render full justice to6 his tfue’
perscnality is sﬁrely to study tge road that led him\from
44 Cfanbourne Street, his ahonympus birthplace, to national

eminence at 41 Grosvenor Road.

- Sidney James Webb was born in London'on July 13,.

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

Stuart Mill's On Liberty, Samuel Smiles's Self-Help,

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

that monument of British, K politics, had formed in June

‘ yet another M%niétry‘and Queen Victoria was forty years
old. It appeared then as if the nation was to withstand
for ever any abrupt tfansforﬁatiops: indeed, the Queen
could still open Parliament using these benevoleﬁ?

terms:\ "I aﬁ happy to think that, in the internal state
of the cauntry,’there is nothing to exqite disquietude,
and much. to call for satisfaction and thankfulness"l3.
Obviously, Webb belonged by birth to a Qorld still
essentially "Victorian" in outlook: he was to be "nurtured

on the purest milk of Victorian radicalism"}4.

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. . ‘
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many troubling and premonitory phenomena, fgrgmost

among those being the wars in Italy and the United States

) - .

and’' the increasing tensions amidst the British.labour
force. The ffuth was that the nineteenth century in Eurépe;
as Theodore Zeldin has rightly observed, "was &ery far
" from being either stable or simple to live in...it was @ _ J

"15. Clearly, the Edwardians were

a century of doubts
not the pioneers of the hovement of skepticism about the.
ﬁictorian consensus. Tor example, when'the essayist A
and harbinger of years to come, Walter Pater, said in
1873, "What we have to do is to be for éver testing

Wlé he was' contributing to an evolution

new opinions
oftthought which gave birth during the 1880's to a new
generation's self-consciousness. Indeed, an unprecedented
social awareness and growing anxieties were gradually

creating during the later Victorian years what H.M.

Hyndman described in 1881 as "the Dawn of a Revélutionary

wl7 ; . . ;- '
Epoch . And the young Webb was chught in the middle of this national

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

16.' walter Pater. The Renaissance (1873), (London, 1893),
p. 15I1. ‘

17. H.M. Hyndman, "The Dawn of a Revolutionary Epoch",
The Nineteenth Century, XLVII (January, 1881), p: 1.
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1

The historian R.H. Tawney has warned those' concerned -

with*Sidney Webb's intellectual formation that: ; o - %

I1f the work of the Webbs is too massive’ .
for biographical gossip, an attempt Co
to provide them with intellectual , .
ancestors is equally superfluous..’. - . ,
The clue to their outlook on the world /// ;
of .their day is to be found ‘less in
what they absorbed of its prevalent . L ’ i
assumptlons and fashlonable phllOSOphleS - ;
{ than in what they lgnored - . Lt

——r

And indeed, Webb was never. one to formulate 1aeas like

a conquering hero. His life's,output was one of creéﬁiye.
synthesis: —if there is”a pattern to be foupd in his
existénce, 1t lies surely in his ;bnstant efforts in self-
education. Borh in'Leicester Square wheré his father

was a local/public accountant and radical vestryman who
éctivgly supported J.S. Mill's eléctoral’camﬁaign in 1865

- .

and his Evangelical mother managed an hairdressing business, -

Webb's milieu was the one defined bnyarold Perkin as o :

'the forgotten middle class' for whom "the idéal‘societyﬁ

was a functional one based on expertise and selection by

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

| g e+



merit"lg. Instead of ettending a University he started

Lt . . B 9 . L
at sixteen to live on his_own as a clerk in a broker's

’ v '

office, while perfectlng his educatlon at nlghtlby
,accumulatlng scholarships and slowly elevatlng himself

in the civil service hierarchy.'Richard Shannon has

epoken of Webb's(educaeiod as belonging to that'of a .
" frustrated minority among the working classes COnscioes ;:
of deprivatioﬁ who,jeven as they scrembied‘to embourqeoi%ify

themselves, would very often do so as part of an education

. .20 . L R .
in socialism" . This 'education in socialism', indeed,

was to become the decisive element in his career. Yet

N

his background had made him a tHoroﬁgh petif bourgeois.
He had triumphed over the system's inequalities on a
peréohal level, ahd therefore felt that dramatic

M - e .
transformations were unfealistic and unnecessary. As we

shall see, he remained in' theoretical matters a believer

/
without a religion.

N -

The Sidney‘Webb‘of the 1880's fits easily into the

early British Socialist Movement-, which has been described

v
A

by E.P. Thompson, paraphrasing William Morris, as a "collection

!

19. Harold¢Pe#kin The Orlglns of Modern Engllsh Soc1ety
1780-1880 (Lonaﬁh, '1969) . p. 258. -

.

20. Richard Shannon, The Crisis of Imperialiém 1865-1915 .
(Frogmore, Engl., 1976), p. 222. x
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. LIll*&sséfted @epglike G:B. .Shaw, Tom" . .
. Manﬁ, John Burné}.H.H.‘Chémpipnz HtM; Hyndman, and ' ‘
an ever groWing number of Socialist partisans were then N "
all united in a Eommqn belief that théJEnglisH state’ .
had to become some day democratic¢ and collectivist. )
o .’, _For fhém, as'well as for Wébb, changes were impérative
h ) and had to be radical in nature, i% not’ revolutionary. T

As'explained by Helen M. Lynd, the "Socialists of this ~.

', period were more concerned with a series of specific
. A

reforms than with any integrated program of social, -
éhange"zz. Mill's On Liberty had made all of them ‘ e

- <

‘aware that -

the worth of a 8tate, in the long

run, is the worth of the .individual ;

o composing it...a State which .dwarfs, |

its. men, in order that they may be - ‘

‘ more docile instruments in its hands - j

even for beneficial purposes- will ) ;

- . find that with small men no great 5
' thing can really be accomplished23. .

-

) Mill desired the establishment of a new man and a new state: Webb

and his fellow Socialists undertook the task of making his project real. -

A} -

21. E.P. Thompson, William Morrig-Romantic to Revolutionary - 7. i
. (New York, 1977), v. 298. T . ‘

»

-

22. Helen M. Lynd, England in the Eighteen-Eightie$§ -
{London, 1945), p. 187. . ¥

23. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty and Considerations on
Representative Government -{Oxford, 1948), p. 104.
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For similar reasons to those which-made him consider

J.s. Mill as the greatest economist, Webb always admired

s
&

‘William Morris. Together theyacohstituted for him a kind

o§°§ual inteligctual anéestry, with the somewhat reluctant
Socialist on the one ﬂand) and the enthusiastic dreamer

on thé other. Aﬁd,together they taught him faith in the
power éf ideas. Tﬁe Socialist poet explained in 1894 his
adhesion to Socialism as being associated with a stimulating
cbnvérsioﬁ) or near resurrection: "So there I was in

for a fine éessimistic end of life, if it had not somehow
dawned on me that amidst all this filth of civilisation h
the seeds of a éreat change, what we otﬁers call Social-
Re&élution, were beginnihg to germinate"24. For Morris,

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

participate in its eventual death; in contrast, Socialism

Y
-

reprqseﬂted a powerful tool to assail the Victorian

new life, as well as a rational argument that justified /
optimism and social involvement.

Like many members of his generation, Webb was free
from the Victorians' use of charity as "a way of spreading

self-help philosophy and of combating revolutionary

24, William Morris; "How I became a Socialist", William Morris-

In short, it was a means to build a regenerating

Stories in Prose, Stories in Verse (London, 19487,
Pe 658. . '
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ideﬁs".'; In 1899, he 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 discover one tiny
improvement that will permanently )
change conditions ever so little '. . -
for the better than to assuage :

" Life was for him based on an inner mission to perform

a

. social work.  Convinced that the individual could. be ar‘

ﬂpowerfui ﬁolitical instrument, he said in 1890: "We

have 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

declared in'a tone which recalled J.S. Mill:

. The political conflicts of the
. near future will necessarily take
~  place between the party representing
poverty and economic privilege on
the one hand, and the party of the
wage-earners on the other. The,

25. Derek Fraser, The Evolution of the-British Welfare State

momentarily the woes of - thousands<6, AR ‘v .

(London, 1975), p. 119.

©26. Sidney Webb quoted in Sydney Caine, The History of the

Foundation of the London School of Economics and
Political Science (London, 1963), p. 95.

.. 27. Sidney Webb quoted in Robert Skidelsky, "The Fabian

Ethic" in Michael Holroyd, ed., Thé Genius of Shaw
(New York, 1979), p. 116, -
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.t ’ fundamental principle of the one
: will be Individualism; that of the
S other will be Collectivism28., .

“

"y . o : )
This struggle was to become his own, and there would be

L . . . p - ’ \
no doubt concerning his side in the battle: he would try

. to reconcile the two factions,

°

. ‘Du-ring the’l‘880"s, Webb believed ‘already that his o
. 'mission” had to be exercised outside traditional

party politics to be, successful. As Edwa[x;d Pease explained: '

- N - - N
- y ' h

The political parties...offered .

very little attraction to the _ ~ '

young men of the early eighties, .

who, viewing our -social system with -° vt
the fresh eyes of youth, saw its
cruelties and its absurdities and
judged them, not as older men, by
comparison with the worse cruelties -
and greater absurdities of earlier
days, but with the standard of
common fairness and common sense?9.
< / -

) -

Indeed, Webb's true concern was ‘the task of reconsidering
the functioning of society wvia the perspective of common
sense. In 1878, he met G.B. Shaw, and sobn engaged

himself in heated debates with Graham Wallas and 5ydney

28. Sidney Webb, Socialism in England (1890), 2nd ed.,
(London, 1893), p. xx1. .

'29. Edward Pease, The History of the Fabian Society
(1915), (London, 1963), p. 17.

»
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Olivier on the "right" way to transform England. He

_ attended wi‘th‘ these friends in 1884 the first meeting -

of the "Karl Marx Club", later to become the Hampstead

Historic Society. There he discussed Marx's theories,

. simultaneously repelled and attracted by the new credo.

Socialism appeared already to him as the best means

to make himself useful to "Humanity": 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 evelution is making us all Socialists against
30 - ’

<

our, will"

¢

[y

When in 1885 the still obscure civil servant Sidney
Webb Jjoined the newly founded Fabian Society, he had the

impression of. finding at last the perfect platform. The

\imme\diate successor of the ethical and anarchist Fellowship

of the New Life, whose ultimate aim was an ambiguous self-
’ x

'perfection of the individual, the Fabian Society, created

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

was pragmatic, "scientific", and worked for the betterment

30. Sidney Webb quoted in Jeanne MacKenzie. A Victorian

Courtship~The Story of Beatrice Potter and
Sidney Webb (New York, 1979), p. 61.

<7




of collectivity as a whole, not from an individualistic
basis. As observed by G.B. Shaw, "The Fabian Sociéfy
got rid of its -Anarchists...and presented Socialism
. in the form of a series of parliamentary measures"Bl.
The Fabianéwfound their inspiration in the works of

-~ - R

Auguste Comte, Henry George, J.S. Mill, Robert Owen P '
and Karl Marx, while insisting on the potential’
practicability of these thinkers' ideas. In fact, the
Society's blueprint ideal created a gulf between its
members and their inteliectual forebears. 1In sharp .
contrast with their predecessors, the Fabians' political
attitude was always baséd on pragmatism and orieﬁted . < .
towards the liviqg world; in Sidney Webb's words "even

Comte, superior as he was to man§ of the weaknesses of

his time, must needs add a detailed 'Polity' to his

'Philosophy’ of Positivism"Bz. : c "

For the Fabians, the means to achieve concretely
theircollectivist ideal were as important as their ideal
itself. As rightly empha51zed by Max Beer, ”Bentham s

formula is, 'The greatest happiness of, the greatest

N

31. G.B. Shaw; The Intelligent Woman's Gu;de to Soc1allsm
and Capitalism (New York, 1928), p. 220.

32. Sidney Webb, Socialism in England, p. 4.

i
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- mmber'. The Fabian formula is, 'The gfeatest efficiency of the

33

"greatest number!'" ", HaDplness was a vague notion, linked with

v

outmoded utilitarian concebts, while the transformation

of society represented a highly workable‘enterprtse.

As proclaimed by Webb, "The Socialists are the Bénthémites -

W34

of thlS generatlon . His aim was'thus to make sure

that the future state would work for the beneflt of

all, not merely for a mlnorlty. In short, what the

Fabians desired was to find. an answer to the problem .

formulated by Mill in 1859 about "how to make ‘the .

flttlng adjustment between 1nd1v1dual 1ndependence and

" social control"35 Y _ T

¢ N N .~
' ’ PR ’

The sociologist L.T. Hobhouse summarized the

’
[y

: o . ; i ‘
. original mission of ‘the Fabians as follows:

1
1

The little group of middle-class -

:ﬁJ ) lntellectuals...who formed the

! Fabian 8001ety in the early\elghtles,
had a great opportunlty...to .
build the bridge over the chasm that
severed the old laissez-faire ’ ‘

'
i R . r

'
i ) i

Vol.

33.\Mavaeer, A History of Britisﬁ Socialism, 11,
: (London, 1920), p. 276. '
34, Sidney Webb, "Socialism: True and False".' {1894),
‘ The Basis & Policy of Socialism (London, 1909),
pP. 55.
35, J.S. Mill, On Liberty and Con51deratlons on- Representatlve

Governmenta p. 4. ,
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of political and economic

Liberalism from the new demands
( democracy36.

The 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 demonstration that a "reasonable"
Socialism could be accepted in England. As observed

by Philip Poirier, the Fabians' plans "embodied most

-

of the short-term objectives of the Marxists"37, while

1

being openly doéubtful ‘about class theories and the
potential ability of the working c}asses to govern their
; - ; ‘ \

A

own destinies. -

!
R 1
\

The)Eabians wantéd, in the words of Barbara Tuchman, -

N

a "Socialism without Marx or rewvolution, something like
,Macbéth without murder.- an intellectual,_respectable,'
grddual factual ‘practical, 'gas and water' Enélish

Soc1allsm 38;\ This rgflectloﬁ illustrates perfectly the °

’

36. L.T. Hpﬁhouse,~"The‘Career of‘Fabianimnﬂf The Nation,
‘ * March 30, 1907. . -7 , -

37. Philip P01r1er, The Advengrof the BrltlSh Labour Party
. (New" York, 1958), p. 29. .

" 38. Barbara W. Tuchman, The ?rOud,waef - A Portrait of,\
the World before-the War, 1890-1914 (New York,
1966) , 'p» 358. . : ) ) '
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two-dimensional nature of Fabiariism, which was aiming
7

at the realisation of a social ideal while being ' .

simultaneously convinced of the uselessness of utop‘ias,
‘and professing a creed whose unique dogma was that

« . N . !
knowledge constituted .the ultimate cure to all problems.

This manq,fest dlchotomy greatly resembles Sldney

Webb's own apparent contradictions, whlch Wlllard Wolfe

(e

describes as the "dJ_sparlty between Webb's sweeping - o '

theoretical arguments...and the rather. modest'referm
. -, ; P
"

,

proposal’s that ‘they were' inteﬁded te sustain G.D.H.

‘

Ccole has stated, alluding to him, that ‘"F.,'a‘bi/anism

was essentlally hlS creatlon"4o

s

and Faba.anlsm did grow togeth‘er'M no other crgéd could'

hax‘fe better matched hlS pecullar blénd of moral ethlcs
and constltutlonal Soc1allsm. on March -20 1885 he - '
dellvered hJ.s flrst lecture to the Fablan Soc:.ety, ."The

‘Way out" , 1n 'which he' already demonstrated hls typlcal o )
reasonableness. It was one of the earllest exp051tlons

of what‘has been called " the qua51-rellglous _functlon‘

[
$

[

39: Willaxd Wolfe, From Radicalism to Socialism - Men and ' .
. Ideas in the Formation of Fabilan Soc¢ialist Doctrines .
. I88T-1889 (New Haven, 1975), p. 382. :

40. G.D.H. _Cole‘ quoéed in Anne Fremantle, The Little Band
of Prophets: The British Fabians (New York, 1960),
p. 39. o .

‘And undeniably, Webb . ) .
) ' - I
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of Webb's C(Jllectivism as a substitute faith"4l.

! L
\ y ‘

Indeed, ‘he grédually transformed h’imsewlf during
the eJightlies from being an orthodox andk ‘individualist
Liberal-Radical into a Socialist, by publicly proclaining
‘to the Fabians\ in 1886: "I call myself a Socialistl
" because I am desirous to remove from the capitalist

the temptation to use his capital for his own exclusive

ends. Still, the capitalist may do good by accumulation"42

'Here it is esséntial to consider the reasons that led

A ’

|
1

Webb to \SOci\a\lism\ and the.extent to which he accepted

"the religion of Soéialism"43, if such a creed ‘thenl

ever existed. in England. As. Paul Thompson rightly

ébserves, Webb, Wallas and ‘Olivier were "milder

_socialists who had reached their new convictions

. ‘ 44'

through Liberalism and social conscience" '. They had all,

been much impr‘eséed by Chamberlain's conception of

mu’rﬁicipql govermn‘ent; with its plans of "limited, practical, .
. A . { v

\

\

-

. 41, Willard Wolfe, From Radicalism to Socialism, p. 282.

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

43. Stephen Yeo, "A New Life: THe rel’ig‘j_.on of "Socialism
in Britain, 1883-1896¢", History Workshop, 4
{Autumn 1977), pp. 5-56. \ .

44, Paul Thomfns*on, Socia‘lists, Liberals and Labour-The,
©  Struggle for London 1885-1914 (London, 1967),
p. 137. : .
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public ownérship. In the words of Donald Read, the
Birmingham mayor was indeed "enough of a 'socialist'

to believe that services which by their nature best

functioned as monopolies should be under public E:ontrol"45.

In fact, Webb was convinced with his Marxist friend

Shaw that Socialism was merely the "next step in the

46

Radical programme" ~. And as if to qon/firm this belief,

the yeay 1886 witnessed the Radicals' downfall: Joseph
‘ /

Chamberlain broke with Gladstone, the Liberals were
defeated in the General Election, and Sir Charles

. Dilke's career abruptly ended following a‘sensationa‘l -

|

divorce trial. In short, the Liberal party was in

. jJeopardy, and Webb had to search for another political

'
» -

platform.

)
z

It now appears obvious that Sidney Webb remained )

"an - innocent bye-stander" 47

of the Socialist movement. He
"converted" himself to Socialism for very pragmatic motives,

even opportunisf ,ones, and because he felt by the'éighties

45, Donald.‘ Read, England 1\868-1914., p.. 57.

46. G.B. Shaw quoted in Wlllard Wolfe, From Radicalisrﬁ '
to Soc1allsm, ps 257 ’ - -

47. Royden Harrison, "The Religion of Socialism", History
Workshop, 5 (Spring 1978),.p. 215.
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When he came to the Fabian Soeiety, he already was

53

that Radicalism offered only patchwork solutions to
social problens in need of global transformation.

In contrast with G.B. Shaw, who ;s feporﬁed to- have

said in 1906 that when Socialism will have rearranged
society "as it might be ih 100 years or so, mankind,
should éo on with its main work, the realization of

God"48

2

views of the future of'humanity. He never belleved

hlmself to be the- 1ncarnatlon of a Soc1allst prophet. .

' -
~ \

Caught in fhe middle of a national quest for

a new -equilibrium between social organisation and the -

‘ ’

.individual, Webb progre351vely reallzed that Herbert
Spencer's contentlon stating that "All soc1allsm 1nvolves
slavery" 49 was quite 51mply-1ndefen51ble and archalc.

under the *influence of T. H Green, for whom the.state
had a legitimate and vital role to play as keeper of
individual liberties. Inspired by the Hegelian wiIl.to‘
comprehend the Universe's totallty, Green's ﬁnderstanding

of Ethics was, in the words of the phllosopher D.G.

i
Y Vo

L
3

48. G.B. Shaw quoted in Cha:lesiA.Berst)‘ed., Shaw

‘and Religion (London, 19819, . 84.

3

' 493 ‘Herbert Spencer, The Man Versus the State ‘(New'

York, 1884), p. 34. | P

3 4

., Webb always expressed down to earﬁh and workable_\



Ritchie, .

completed by hiswiew of POllthS'
because he. conceives that' the functlon
of the State is to make it possible -
; for men to realise themselves, which
- they can only do by attalnlng agood
that.is a common good

i3

Sldney Webb s thoughts on the subject of state lnterventlon .

. were altOgether s1m11ar, since he felt that it opght to + .
constitute a means to serve humanity through social
reconstruction: In short, his conception of a "step

by step" Soc1al;sm was always devoid- of any "myst1c1sm",

and rested on a flrm bellef that "the Soc1allst phllosophy
of to~day is but the conscious and expllcq_t assertion
of principles ‘of social organization which have been

already in great part unconsﬂc1ously adopted” l. o i

A fervent admirer of  German —litera'ture/, Wébb'
characteristically preferred Goethe's Faust 4*to his

romantic .,novel The Sufferings of Young Werther. After -

. teading Carlyle, he was convinced that.the creator of

Faust had initiated a_Gospel of Individual

¢

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

-

* 51. Sidney Webb, "Historic",Sidney Webb et al., ‘Pabian’
‘ Essays, p. 28. ‘
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. This confirmed him in his conviction

Renunci ation>?
that

_We must abandon the self-conceit
_of imagining that we are
' independent units and bend our
. " proud minds, absorbed in their .
- _own cultivation, to this subjection
to the higher end, the Common Weal®3.

~

For Webb, only Socialism could reconcile authority and

individual liberty; only Collectivism could prevent

the resurgence of egoistical behaviour which had led

England in the Past towards the contemporary social

" sclerosis.

’ JAlways to remain in many aspects a traditionalist,

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

B

"a utilitarianism refined by experience of a new situation

in history"54. For the members of the Fabian Scciety,

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 in Willard Wolfe, Ibid., p. 277.

54. Raymond Williams, Culture and Society 1780-1950
(New York, 1966), p. 181.




- . ~
'

economic order. In 1889, the Fabians published their

soon to become classical. Fabian Essays. -G.B. Shaw,
one of its contributors’y thus explained the book's

originality: ‘ o ‘ \

.

it presented /Socialism/ for, the first
time as a completely constitutional
political movement, -which the most ‘
respectable and least revolutionary
citizen can Jjoin as irreproachably .
as he might join the nearest ’
Conservative club>5.

In his own section, entitled "Historic", Sidney Webb
fully subscribed to the ambitious Radical programme

of the London Liberals of 1888, to which he referred

as being the manifestation of an "unconscious Séc;ialism"
This prgject exposed the elements of social reforr;}} that
were to constitute his lifelong interests: the glgbal
revision of taxation, the shortening of the hours of
labour, the increase of municipal powers, the abolition
of Poor Laws and the democratisation of politics. As
emphasized by Asa Briggs, Webb was convinced that

"tunconscious' or later 'conscious' socidlism was the

necessary corollary of political democracy. The result

o

55. G.B. Shaw, The Intelligent.Woman's Guide..., p. 468.

56. Sidney Webb, "Historic", Sidney Webb et al., .
Fabian Essays, p. 50.

(W)

56,

.
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_would necessarily be the emergence of a more active

“state"s-]. ”

x

~

' Inspired by Social Darwinism, he believed that

social organisms, not individuals, were involved in a

-+

dynamic‘ struggle for life, and propelled forward by what
he: called the natural "rate of progress"58. He thought
othat séqi.alfi‘nstitutions were "as much the subjects

qf c':onstaﬁt éhange and evolution as any biological
’.org‘aniém"\sg. In agreement with thinkers such as D.G.
. Ritchie v:rho talked of an "attempt at Hegelianising

natural selection"60, Webb often re%erred to the predestined
fulfillment of Socialism as an inescapably moving
. Zeitgeist. For him, as for Ritchie, morality came to mean
"the conscious and deliberate adoption of those feelings

and acts and habits which are advantageous to the welfare

of the community"Gl. Both Hegel and Darwin perceived

57. Asa Briggs. "The Welfare State in Historical Perspective",
Archives Européennes de Sociologie, II (1961),

PpP. 232-233.

58. Sidney Webb, Socialism in England, p. 9.

59, Sidney Webb, "The Difficulties of Individualism"
The Economic Journal, I (June 1891), p. 361.

60. D.G. Ritchie, Darwin and Hegel with 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 output. Howevéf’lost,he might -

seem amidst fastidious details, he always had the

certitude of working for a better England. 1Indeed, it

to be merely an overly zealous civil servant. For it

-

‘was a unique conjugation of attachment to details and
- a far-seeing vision that made his thought so coherent.

" 'f-y'Thére,qu a dream of social equality in the mind of the

"remote" civil servant, and-it was to become the source
. of his.life-work.

“

during the nineteenth century were anchored in his_ -

conviction that England had then experienced a "beneficient
févo}ution”s? which had to be completed by responsible

.and efficient. individials. He felt that *Man [was becoming/

the midwife of the great womb of Time"63

that each generation was responsible for its

future. This insistence on the role to be played by the.

individual was in perfect harmony with the Fabian
4 ’

r

. 62. Sidney Webb, Labour in the Longest Reign 1837-1897 - -
2T (London, 1897), p. 1l5.

63. Sidney Webb, "The Difficulties of Individualism",
_ p- 363. ¢ nT

"would be a distortion of reality to reduce Sidney Webb -

Webb's views on the evolution of British society .

Pl

1
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Society's "missionary" work A s Webb explained in 1894;

-

%

- . we.repudiated the common assumption
that Socialism was necessarily
e ' bound up with Insurrectionism on
. the one hand' or Utopianism on the
other, and we set to work to diskover
for ourselves and to teach to others
how practically to transform England 64
into a Social Democratic Commonwealth™ ". .

Yet if the zeitgeist was moving, it was progressing
very‘siéwly indeéd. In 1887, Webb published his "Facts
for Socialists" and in 1889,1his "Facts for Londoners".

. Both studies Qere detailed statistical presentations
of thé“é&ils" afflicting England with corresponding
Socialist remedies. But ‘it turned out to bejmore difficult

than expécted to change the Britjish minds of the later

r
v

Victorian pefiod, aﬁd the Fabian professors-were often
hfacing apéthetic audiences. As cynically.observed by

G.B. Shaw in 1900, "our igﬁcts for éocialis£s' /Temained/
‘facts fro@ edition to editi;n, in spite of our sixteeh

years' struggle tolawaken compunction concerning them"65.

-

It was difficult for many contemporaries to

64. Sidney Webb, "Socialism: True and False", p. 51:

65. G.B. Shaw ed., Fabianism and the Empire-A Manifesto
(London, 1900), p. 1x. -

peew T
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understand that, paradoxically, state intervention .
and increased municipal powers were to become guardians
of liberty in the near future. Socialism, which Bruce
Glasier defined as " the éfansformation of mankind from

a state of IOOSgly linked and competing families and

éroﬁps into a perfécp cooperative commonwealth"66, was
'stiliﬁqonsidéred un—British and *totalitarian. For example,
in Mafchvl§9i, the Lfbe}a1-Unioﬁist Leonard Courtney strongly
'condemnedéodialism'and reiterated his faith in his

politiéal creed, sﬁéaking of it as the manifestation

of a civiﬁisaéion whe;e wereYto be found "free men, with

_ péréonal independence...working out an elevation of i

the common life through individual advancement"67. In

June of the Baﬁe year, Webb retaliated by demonstrating’

‘the obsolete nature of this idea in "The Difficulties

of Individualism", proclaiming 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»Giasier, "What is Socialism"; The Labour Leader,
May 18, 1906.

67. Leonard Courtney, "The Difficulties of Socialism".
The Economic Journal, I (March, 1891), p. 188.

?
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of social service, but of ‘68j o
'successful financier speculation . .

i

¢ -

7

For the'Progressives, the important task was to convince
the politicians to adhere to the new beliefs, a mission
that Webb exercised during the nineties from the platform

of the London County Council.

A The 1890's were crucial yéars:in\sidney Webb's
life: it was then that he really became an intellectual
in politics, in closer communication with the realities
of his time. 1In 1892, he resigned _from the Civil Service,
married BeatriceyPottef, and was elected as a Progressive
to the London County Couqcil iq'Deétford, where he jemained\
until 1910. This series of events influenced the future
course of his whole career, and the foremost among
these was certainly the beginning of a “permanent collaboration
with ﬁeatrice.

Beatrice Potter was apparently the pgrfect“foil

to.the more "prosaic" Sidney Webb. In the words of Shaw,

she was

68.. Sidney Webb, "The Difficulties of Individualism",
p. 377. ’ ;

-
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an intelligent girl-capitalist, e
with a sensitive conscience and

a will of her own, critically
impervious to mere persuasion, and .
impressible by first hand evidence

and personal experience only, /who/

was led to Socialism by stubbornly
investigating the facts of Capltallst ) .
civilization for herself 2, ; .

\

Indeed she always gave the 1mpre581on of belng an efficient
worker and an overwhelmlng woman. Yet behind the_fagade .
of a forceful ind¥v1dua11ty«qouldAbe discovered evideﬁcese

of deep inner insepurity.,she possessed a trouﬁied .

"Victorian" mind, as is clearly revealed in the follbwing

{

entry from her Diaries: ' \

Physical appetites are to me

the devil: " they.are the signs

‘of the.disease that ends in death...
I am haunted with the fear that all
my struggles may be in vain; that
disease and death are the Ends S
. towards which the individual; the oo o
race and the whole concelvable . ) v
Universe are moving 70,

But despite these anxieties, or perhaﬁs precisely just

because of them, she immersed herself in "the Work". H.G.

-

69. G.B. Shaw, The Intelligent Woman's Guide...; p. 468.

70. Beatrice Webb, Beatrice Webb's Diaries, Vol. 1,
1912-1924, p. 50. - .

"
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‘Wells caricatured the unique coyple she formed with Webb

_by saying that "She wes aggressive, imaginative; and | -

3

- !
) . . »'y
f,

-had a great'cqpacity‘for ideas, while he was almost

destitute of initdiative, and could do nothing with’

1deas except remember and discuss them"/?7l He was

'

. thus accusing her of having "made"‘Webb . In fact the R

~

ba51s of thelr partnershlp was never domlnatlon on either

51de but rather fruitful exchange.

N

When‘they net, Webb ahﬁady was an ‘influential
|
figurey, - proud of hlS rise to eminence through his own’

i

efforts. Beatrlce was then reactlng against her prosperous

familial background and experiencing.an intense desire

to, make her llfe useful in the flght agalnst social
4 A

’1njustlce. In today s language, one might also add that

v

she’wented to‘reallze herself as a waman. But what they

shared was more important-than their individual enthusiasms

-

and or'igins. They both intended to re-shape the society
they were rejecting, and ‘together believed that knowledge
was the perfect instrument to enlighten the world.:'She was

inclined to speculative meditations, whereas he was an

exceptional collector of facts and more willing to involve

71. H.G. Wells, The New Machiavelli (New York, 1910),
p. 194. ,
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‘himself in politics, then a men's arena. In short, "Mr. and Mrs. Webb",

gs'they'came;to be known,; complemented each other perfectly.

13

t

Begtrice Wébb's most: visible ihfluence on her husband's

!

work éqring the nineties consisted of her contribution to their

i

production iq dual authorship.of The History of Trade

Unionism (1894), Industrial Democracy 51897),

and Problems of Modern Industﬁx (1898). It was then that
they devéloped a ligerafy/style that was neither "his"

nor "hers" but belongéd to "the ﬁebbs“. These publications
of immenée erudition were aésociating history with
sociology to proposé‘concreﬁe solutions to the "Social

‘

Problem". Their impressive output's originglity rested

in what The Edinburg Review then déscribed as the Webbs'

wish to

\

allure the minds of their readers
as gently as p0551ble, and without

’ having to cross any gulf of
principle, towards the idea that
all conditions of labour sanitation,
safety, hours, wages, should
gradually be brought under public
control72,

Referring constantly to the history of the nineteenth

72. "The State and Conditions of Labour", The, Edinburgh
Review, (April, 1898) s P. 285,

-
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\

century in England, Sidney and Beatrice Webb demonstrated
in these volumes that state intervention on a national

scale had merely to be increased and better organized,
not artificially imposed on the country, since it already

existed. . : ’ o o

1 -

-

In Industrial Demogracy, they argued for’ the first time

in favour of the idea of a "National Minimum", this

~ ’

quintessential Webbian device they defined as being the

"enactment of a definite sum of earnings per week below

P

which no employer should be allowed to hire any worker
/in érdeg? to'secure the community against the evil of .

industrial parasitism"73. They thus established’ the basis

i

of their common work, which was to be primarily a struggle

for the maintenance of a national.m&nimggagf

EI™

civilized life at every level of an-efficient and democratic

¥

state. As Beatrice later summarized it, "Our whole

wérking energy Has been applied to this particular problem
of how to combine, 'in the Control of Industry, National f

Efficiency with the full 'consciousness of consent' which

is Democracy"74.

’
r

»

73. Sidney and Beatrice Webb , IndustriallDemocragX>(1897),
(London, 1920), p. 774. ,

74. Beatrice. Webb, "The Autumn Cambaign“} The Crusade,
Vol.-III, No. 9, (September, 1912),.p. 163.

’
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" to write exhauéti&e ‘text~books .on. "how thingé should be = -

done“ ,and framing an ideal Brltlsh natlon. But they

‘were 1ntellectuals w1th a dlfference: they wanted, as .

~

. explalned by Beatrlce, to become "actlve c1tlzens.v.to‘
have a practlcal pollcy of public llfe"75. In short,
they de51red to make sure that their plans were to be

lmplemented not abandoned On the shelves. ThlS 1s why

_.éidﬁey and Beetrice Webb ﬁe:e intellectuélsf prdmiﬁent

ones, and might HaVe”epént'the~reet,of their lives contihuing

their lives present so much the aspect of an endurlng ‘7

and intense fight for "the purpqse-of "intelleéctualizing'~

politics-bringing the whole of leitics into conformity

. with a large intellectual or rational seheme of thiﬁgS"76

~
¢

Thig is\wby they became‘"permeators".

. - . s ' v,

Sidney Webb was'é-much'more~th9rouéh “pblitical

aﬁimq;"'than,his wife. 'Aithbdgh alﬁays disttustful of barty'

politics, he considered it as a necessary game to play.
The 1890's wereyears when the middle-class Fabians felt

- ’ ) 1 N .

.| as PaulﬂThompson,obsexves, "at ease in the-Liberal

' S

et - . )
3

. 715. Beat;ice Webb, Our Partnérshgg (London, 1948), p.

76, Gertrude Hlmmelfarb "The intellectuals in. politics:
- the case of the Webbs", Journal of.Contemporary .

Hlstory, vI (1%71), p. 3.

-

-

!
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77

:'Associations; where their views were tolerated" . Despite

«'thear profession of Socrallsm, they cons1dered any o ‘

\ p0551blllty of .a Labour: polltlcal party as utoplan. In.

'

fact, tHeir' general attitude on the subject is revealed .

in\Beatrice Webb's dismissal of the I.L.P. partisans, -

in 1895 as mere "bables in pOllthS"78.\ The demarcation‘

line betweéen the Fabians and the Liberal‘Radicals was j

then indeed quite thin. In the words of Michael Freeden,"
' ' 3 N ' v o

\

"Both liberals and non*lfberals were aware of'the feaeihility .

v [

of a practical alllance on the basis of'the common measures

Ithey advocated"79. In, thlS context it is not surprising .

. to discover that, the Webbs' political efforts during the

early nlnetles almed at [dr1v1nq/ the off1c1al Liberals

N -

on.into a sea of 8001allsm before they know where they
'are"80ﬂ Sidney Webb always remained a gonsistentisocialiet.
ﬁoweverﬂciose.to.various Radicals‘he might have been then
(attendlng lectures of Ethical Soc1et1es or leeral ‘meetings)’,

1deologlcal coricerns ‘never became the main motlvatlons behlnd

-~ 4

77;3Paul Thompson, Socialists, Liberals and Labour—The
’ Struggle for London, P. 104 ’ - . .

3 . . > L

A

78.”Beatrlce_Webb quoted in The Lettérs of Sidney and Beatrice

~Webb, Vol. II, Partnershlp 1892 1912 (Cambridge;
Engl., 1978), p. 35. ‘ ‘

- 79, Mlchael Freeden, The New’ leerallsm, p. 147. “‘ -~ .

80. Sidhey- Webb quoted- 1n Jeanne’ MacKen21e, A Vlctorian
X Courtshlp, P. 160. - . .
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his shifting political alliances. Even at this early
stage, his mind was totally absorbed in a quest ‘for powerful

political instruments. It would be a distortion 6f reality
\
to believe that because he frequented Radical circles at

theﬂtime, he became one of them. Since his "faith" in
Collectivism was devoid of any religious overtones, one
may compare his attitude to that o¢f an earnest salesman

trying to convince potential buyers of the effectiveness

, and quality of his product. Pragmatism and Idealism, together,

were the roots of his political action.’

It was then' that Sidney Webb realized that the London

N ) AN CQﬁnty"Qounbil might be the perfect dutlet for the Fabian

1

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 "Committee man", he was

tS'reyea;-himself/much more effective in the Council than
\dgring hig later and rather disappointing caregr/yith the
quour Party,after i929, whose major achievemen;‘séems ip
;e;rpépecf;to have been hié creation as Lord Passfield in

'

In order to understand Webb's involvement with the

i )

‘London County Codhcil, one must firstly emphasize his passion

it b ot B vt o 2




for London. It certainly was one of the dominant enthusiasms

o

in his life, and represented for him "not a city, but a.

province, even a whole nation in itself"sl. In 1928, using

a rare- personal tone, he recalled the London of his. youth:

It is impossible, with any brevity, tor
convey an intelligible notion of the
/ deplorably_ low, 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 slums:
the all-pervading stenches; the alterning
seas of mud clouds of poisonous dust
of the macadamised streets; the floating
'blacks' that darkened the air82,

London was a microcosm of the world, and the scene of what

he considered to be "the greatest municipal experiment

that the world has ever seen"83, the London County Council.
The election in 1889 of the'Progresgive Party in municipal
London opened the way for Fabian permeation, and Webb started
+o involve himself actively in what G.B.Shaw described as

the "Fabian conquest of the London County Council"®®. uis

’ il
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 Londop 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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election in 1892 was in a sense the logical conclusion

of his lifelong interest in the general welfare of the city.

’

In 189i,’Webb had assembled a collection of Fabian -

Tracts under the general title The London Programme, whith was,
¥

in the words of Beﬁtley Gilbert, "the application of 'gas
and water socialism' to the metropolis“8 . It consisted .-

of the presentation of practicable sol\tions to most of the

. problems which fhen afflicted London, ranging from the

issues of Housing and Tramways to the Financial Budget
y : ' .
and taxation, and ending with a chapter describing "London

as it might be", " Webb was enthusiastic and confident:

™ s

the "muddle" would eventually be overcome:

If the fiéht is severe, the prize is
great. And we-dare not hesitate.
Whatever the cost, the vast province
covered with houses can no longer be
safely neglected. These five millions
of Englishmen cannot be left unorganized,
a prey to every socijal disease. This
° is why there is, and why there must be, ‘
a London Political Programme86.

He was convinced that "it 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. 8.
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that the near future is brlght“87. Speaking of the Corporation

- of Birmingham, Joseph Chamberlain sald 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 own englneer, its 'own manufacturer
. «.Jits-own shopkeeper88

.What Webbldésired was the establishment of a similar

i

édmiﬁistrative government not only in London, but in, the

whole df England.

in 1891, he‘wrote in collabordtion with Harold Cox

.an essay, The*Elght Hours Day, where he advocated an 1dea

which had been prev1ously 1ntroduced by Karl Marx in his
CapltaI (1867). The main emphasis of the Eight Hours

'1 Movement to whiph.it‘contributed was onzthe necessity to
']ameliorate the‘quéiity of the workers' life. According to "l

‘Webb,

v
“

Men and women who toil for wages are
everywheére growing tired of being

a

A

87. Sidney Webb, Socialism in Englg;d:\f. 131.

88. Joseph Chamberlain quoted in Si&hgy Webb. "The Work of
the London County Council", p. 1409.

-
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__only working animals, /they? are
growing daily more conscious of
the cruelty of a system which condemns
them to a barely broken round of
monotonous toil89.

4

H

He was thus démonstrating what he considered to be the
- ‘urgent need to "convert...political democracy into what
one may roughly term an industrial democracy"go, where
the individual might possess some control over his working
‘conditions. IJn 1893, he pursued his campaign for democracy
in the form of a bitter and sensational article written
with G.B. Shaw, "To your Tents, Oh Israel!", where he
accused the Liberals and the politicians in general of
having betrayed fundamental democratic principfes. In

“short, he denounced their aloofness in face of the nation's

political and administrative inadequacies, their blatant
¥

uselessness in the fight for social progress, and concluded:

\d

"it remained with the workers themselves to make our ’words

good” 9 l.

89. Sidney Webb and Harold Cox, The Eight Hours Day (London,

1891), pp. 2-3.

90. Sidney Webb gquoted in British Parliamentary Papers,

Fourth Report from the Royal Commission on Labour 1893-4,

Vol. 43, Industrial Relations, p. 266.

91. sidney Webb and G.B. Shaw, "To your Tents, Oh Israell”,
The Fortnightly Review, 54 (November, 1893), p. 589.
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Sidney Webb never believed that the advent of a
collectivist heaven was imminent, yet his conviction that
reason and education would eventually rule society was

i

strong‘. His ultimate ambition was to shape his miliéu
in conformity with G.E. Moore's ethical principies WhI:LCh
understood duty as "that action which will cause more goocyi
to exist in the Universe than aﬁy possible alternative"gz,'
According to Carl Schorske, "the European mind lost its
capacity to project satisfying utopias"g3 during the
twerntieth century. If that is true, -then the Edwardians
were clearly the last thinkers in England to dedicate
most of their energies to the elaboration of an ideal
collectivity based on reason and morality. Indeed, as
rightly observed by David Caute, the Fabians formed one

"perch on the family tree of the Enlightenment"94, and what

else were documents such as The London Programme if not

careful expositions of a kind of vision reminiscent of the
eighteenth century optimism-.and self-assurance? Webb's

conclusion of his Programme is here particularly eloquent

(Cambridge /
N\

92. George Edward Moore, Principia Ethica (1903),
Engl., 1956), p. 148.

93. Carl E.schorske, Fin-de-si&cle Vienna, p. 279

94. David Caute, The Fellow-Travellers- A Postcript to the
Enlightenment (London, 1973), p. 7.
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It is not money that is lacking S
. tq turn 'London as it is' into

'London as it might be', but only

ideas, some growth in public imagination,

and a development of the ordinary civic -

virtues of municipal 1life9d3. '

-

For him, British society was moving in the right direction;

<«
all it needed to go forward were quiding principles.

A

'
Fd

)

In a sense, Webb's thoughts élways belonged to
the future: in his opinion, democracy and civyilisation
were in their infancy and had to be slowly and carefully
planned. This 1is 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 Political;’Science, which he conceived as a R

&
powerful instrument to achieve a long-term transformation

of England. He was convinced, in the wc;rds of Edward
Pease, " that a thorough knowledge of these sciences was

a necessity for people concerned in ;Eéial reconstruct;ion"96
In 1903, Sidney Webb described the fundamental motives which
prompted him to found the School in the follow&ng terms:

o

95. Sidney Webb, The London Programme, p. 214.

96. Edward Pease, The History of the Fabian Society, p. 124.




- N 5 L Sy
B L N W g R wtian 2 LSRG TS

e

I think I must say that the School
originated with my wife and myself.

We had long been concerned at the lack
of provision for (I) economic teaching
and research, (2) training in administration,
whether commercial or governmental...I
thought that we were suffering much from

lack of research in social matters, and

that I wanted to promote it97.

I

Rather paradoxically, he did not believe in utopias, but

was nevertheless looking for builders to construct one.

As he explained in 1901 to H.G. Wells,

all experience shows that men need
organising as much as machines, or
rather,; much more; that the making of
such arrangements, and constant
readjustments, as will ensure order,
general health and comfort, and maximum
productivity, among human beings,

is a professional art in itself98,

During the Edwardian years, his social project was.to

consist of a struggle aiming "not so much to disintegrate

or supersede the existing social organizations, as to expand

97. Sidney Webb quoted in Svdney Caine, The History of the

Foundation of the London School of Economics and

Political Science, .p. 1ll. .

98. Sidney Webb, The Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb,

Vol. II, (Cambridge, Engl, 1978), p. 1l44.
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them"g?. As intellectual in politics), he considered

. himself as a guide during the imminent and collective

-
-
<
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process of creating a new British state. .
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99. Sidney Webb, Socialism in England, p. 7.
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CHAPTER .THREE * -

SIDNEY WEBB AND THE STATE: THE EDWARDIAN YEARS

- Sidney Webb, June 1910.

\ 1 ’ . <

By th time Edward VIT, that JVery human man"zy réached

the throne in 1901, Sidney Webb was already a mature thinker,
He might have been overwhelmed by the Edwardian unrest; ’

A v, . i . ~ .

N ' - . - : ,
instead,. this time was to constitute for him-a period of

prodigious activity. He had dis;overédkhis‘ﬁyue domain.
Aslin the cése‘of most 6f h;s inteilectual peers, from
Graham Wallas’togHilaire\Bellqc, he‘Brought rejuVenéted
ardour ana seriousness éo political discussions. During
years which have often been wrongly characterized as
glamorous and caréless, these men &onstantlf referred to

the social duty of each citizen. Equipped with a compelling

moral call to- perform social work and an ardent desire to

1. sidney Webb, "Eugenics and the Minority Report", The
Crusade, vol. I, (June, 1910), p. 52.

2. A.G. Gardiner, Prophets, Priests and Kings (London,\
1908), p. 2. .

3

" /[We/ must interfere, interfere, interfere'l.

\
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change nothing less than the whole of England, they thoronghly

belonged to a generation for which "progrees‘ought to be

based. on principle"B.

In 1900, Webb Broke with Ramsay MacDonald and other
anti-war Fabiana, since he agreed with the Liberal-Imperialists’

. " e ‘
views on the Boer War. In 1911, he left England with

A

' Beatrice fbr a world tour. Between these Ewo datés,‘his

>

act1v1t1es were dlspersed in many directions.' It was as

1f he had wq?ted to contrlbute personally to the development
of all the. spheres of soc1ety where he con51dered the
Zeitgeist to be progre851ng. He was stlllylnyolved in the

London County -Council and the Fabian Society. He wrote with

Beatrice a stupendous series of works on the history of

Municipal Government. On~the‘politi¢al scene, he permeated

with Fabian ldeals ‘both Liberal and Conservatlve partles,

L]

drafted the Education Act, and actlvely pleaded in favour

of his "ﬁational Minimum%. In 1909, the Webbs launched.a
national crusade to apolish the Poor Lans,but without a
voice in the Liberal Government their Eampaign wa$ ultimately

condemned to failufe. Whether on Education, State intervention,

Municipal Govermment, Poverty or Individualism, Webb had

3. G.K. Chesterton, What's Wrong with the world (New York,
1910), p. 302.
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SOmethlhg to say, and Was llstened to. The funny looklng

man w1th the sl#aky voice was then professmg thoughts that-

;

’made ,him the champJ.on of an .efficient state, of "a nation

of first-rate individu-als"‘l..»

x . B \ 1
-

At the»beginning of the new centuty,’ the Webbs'

~

ambition was to transform the austere dining-room of

tHeir house on Grosvenor Road into a polit/ical headquarters.

Theif wanted to become "no\thin?; Iess than the éminepces gri.sés .

of the forthcoming politics. Associated at first with

the Liberal Imperialists, or "Limps", tlferUgh their friendship‘s .

with H.H.. Asquith, Edward Grey and R.B. Haldane, they.

focused their attention after 1902 on Arthur Balfour. 1In

return, the Conser.vatives,‘appoihted Webb in 1903 to

1

. the Royal Cpmmissi’on on Trade Unicon Law, and Beatrice

became a member of the Royal Commission on Poor Law in-.1905.

\

*The fundamental reason. for ‘these -alliances can be discovered

in the follow;Lng letter of Beatrice Webb to Haldane on March

21, 1901 where' she said: "we regard you as an aider and

p

abettor, if not as a fellow c¢onspirator, in our. small \

attempts to outflank some of the stupidity and uneniightened

self-interes\t-.’of ‘this troublesome world"”.

5 Like her husband,

i
o \J_

T .
"Mr. Strachey, Soc:.ety and the Ind1v1dual", The New Age,
.Vol. I, no. 15, (August 8, 1907), p. 229.

Beatrice Webb, The. Lebters of Sidney and Beatrice webb,
vol. II, Partne:sﬁlp, 1892-1912, p. 137.

‘

:
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.she‘believed'that‘to gain, the -active support of any prominent’

. politiéiah~constituted'a stage in the ineluctable journey

‘ -

towards the realization of an efficient, mature, British state,

and a fight against' darkness.

In 1902, the Wabbs’were-the'instigatdrs of a dinrng
cIuB, "The/COeEfficients" .Whose prlmary conecern was the
aiséuséion of impqriaiisﬁ.“ It contlnued to meet regularly
-until‘1908, long after the subject'had grown out of

fashion'and the-Co—effiéients' 1deal had been submerged

‘0

. by the controverslal questlon “of Tarlff reform Its.

v

members 'were vastly dlvergent ranglng from Tory lmperlallsts
llke Lord Mllner to personalltles ‘such as Bertrand Russell

G.B. Shaw.and H.G. Wells. Yet all were conv1nced that

the first lesson to be.acquired from the Boer War experience

was not, as it was to be for J.A. Hobson, that iﬂperiilism

<

should be condemned, but rather that the whole national

administrative s&stem had to be perfected. As G.B. Shaw

i

explained in 1900:

Whatever else the war’ may do or undo,

it at least turns its fierce searchllghts
onofficial, admanlstratlve, and military
perfunctorihess..n It may be that
nothing will rouse us but some staggering
<calamity or some unbearable humiliation

6. G.B. Shaw, ed., Fabianism and the Empire—A Manifesto,
pp. 98-99. -




For the "Nét?onaigEfficiency" movemegt; the E?yire Qas'a .
maniféstagion af‘éiviliéation: Its_adﬁerentéuérgﬁed°»

that a well—orgéniéed Enélan&~sh6u1d\1Q§icaIlY‘pdssess

a corﬁespéndinq rationai and equitable imperia}
,pOlicy: the growth of Empires{.they felt,

‘was an‘in%séaﬁlee*ﬁistoriéal trend. fIndeeé, the .
iéo-efficients; soliéaritf with the Empire did not essentially
proceed froﬁ."Jiﬁgo".or militarist sympgthies, or from
their'admiratiqp'of/the Germén and Jdﬁanesé éuthoritqriap

reéimeé. As expressed by Haldane, their main toncern élways

was "the de&elopment of the'State"7. - ‘ v

..ﬁ* ’ . o ' ' -
. ) ) z

( Considéring this general context, Webb's real
positioﬁ on the éubject of ;mperialism appears coniplex

G . .

\Y%ndjsbmgwhat‘hard to define:' According to Leonard Woolf,
"/Webb/ was a brogréésive,-even a reyolutionary, in some
'ecohomiC'ahd spcigl spﬁerés; Qhere éhe'éritish Empire
was‘concerned} he was a coﬁmon or garden imperiqlist

Y .
coﬁservdtive"g. Unfil the Boer War, the Fabians were

clearly not seriously concerned by international topits,

;

7. R.B. Haldane, "The Dedicated Life", (1907), Universities
and National Life (London, 1910), pp..67-68.

8. Leonard Woolf, An Autobiography, Vol: II, '1911-1969
(oxford, 1980), p. 363.
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and he was no exception. 'His reaction to the South African
conflict seems to have been somewhat ambiguous and
opportunist. For example, Beatrice described in 1900

their common attitude as follows: "we two sitting
comfortably /between the pro-Boers and Tory imperialist§7"9.
In fact, one gets the impression that Webb did not feel

much concerned by the issue, and was content to enunciate
rather mild statements on the matter, such as "Our obvious
duty with the British Empire is deliberately so to

organise it as to promote the maximum development of each

individual state within its bound"lo. The most adequate
<&

illustration of his understanding of imperialism is perhaps
to be found in Frank Holmes's summary of what the "right"

socialist approach towards the Empire should be:

And the Socialist attitude towards
Imperialism can be defined in a
sentence: Provide-a worthy nation,
and then defend it to the last drop
of blood... Military glory may be.
. good, but'there is another ideal better
. worth the energiesof a nation 1like
ours. For this reason the Socialist,
in his modest way, demands that

2

9. Beatrice Webb, Our Partnership, p. 194.

10.Sidney Webb, "Lord Rosebery's Escape from Houndsditch",
The Nineteenth Century and After, L (September, 1901),
pPp. 371-372.
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Imberialism, like charity and
everX other virtue, shall begin at
home la .

+Webb certainly shared with Holmes an "England first" vision
of Imperialism during tﬁe Edwargian era. Nevertheless,
it must be noted here that his opinion on internationalism
did'change over the years, largely as a result of his
journey around the world in 1911-1912. 1In 1913, his

perspective had broadened, and he wrote with his wife:

3
j

[the Socialistg/ repudiate the
‘ conception of foreign politics

which makes it a patriotic duty

to strive always to 'get the better!
- of other countries, and to profit at

their expense... A State has, in

its corporate capacity, in relation to other
States, the same sort of moral obligations
and duties as an individual to other
individquals - even the same sort of moral
duty to humanity as the citizen has to
the community in which he lives 12,

Yet as an examination of his views on imperialism
makes clear, Webb's major *concern at the turn of the century
remained the condition of England. He was then searching

for an effective political instrument to transform his

1». Frank Holmes, "Socialist Imperialism", The New Age,
Vol. I, no. 9, (June 27, 1907), pp. 137-138.

12. Sidney and Beatrice Webb, "What is Socialism?", The New
Statesman, 1 (July 26, 1913).
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country, and believed for a whi}e to’have found it in the
<form of the Liberal Party. Unfortunately, his association
coinczded with a period of increasing malaise within the
Liberal ranks. As explained in 1900 by H.W. Massingham,
"There occurs’to every political party a time when.it finds
itsélf deprived of the means to give effect to its principles...
The Liberal Party, or what is }eft of it, has too long been
living on unrealities“lB. According to him, the era when
the Liberal Gladstoﬁian mission could have still prevailed
had definitely passed away. The Whig Liberal was becoming
an endangered species. And its archetype, the party aristocratic
leader Lord Rosebery, clearly had to leave the scene in
order to ensure any possibility of a Liberal renaissance.
In retrospe;t; it may appear surprising to discover that
Sidney Webb chose to influence.Lord Rosebery with Fabian
ideéals, in conformity with his familiar method of permeation.
For after all, posterity has retained the following evaluation
of the Liberal politician's personality: "...his lordship's

,

talents have been displayed mainly in the direction of

refraining from doing things"l4. 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 'Houndsditch'", The New Age, Vol. I,
no. 26, (October 24, 1907), p. 401.
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as a political ally?

b

Although Beatrice Webb wrote in 1901 that Rosebery

"willnever be a leader of men... He is far too capricious
and aristocratic fo,re-fogm a'great Popular party"ls,
the efficiency group thought that he possessed enough
qualities to becoﬁe an appropriate exponent of their
aspirations. He was genuinely concerned by the problent

of education and accepteé the Presidency Qf the London School
‘Of Economics in 1901. Moreover, he had been Cﬁairman

of }the London County Coun6£1 in 185&;90, and had expressed
‘%&Zeral Imperialist symﬁathies. Here.Webb cannct be blamed
for being at fault in forecastihg the future course of
national 1life,. or for failiﬁg to see t&f»reélities that
Massingham was already discerning. ~In fact, from the
General Election of 1895 when he fell from office until

the Conservative Education Act of 1902, Rosebery served

as the rally%ng point for many demoralised Liberalg. He was
still the Liberal force, if only“éh ambiQUOUS one. ‘He even
displayed what seemed to be a readiness td understand.the
Fabjans' arguments. As E.J.T. Brennan egplains, the Webbs

[

"were convinced that, however vague Rosebery's reference
“ . n -

15. Beatriceé Webb, The Letters of Sidney and Beatrfée Webb,
Vol. II, p. 135. B !
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" o sacial probléins mié;ht’-be, ‘they were entirely consistent ' .

\

o m:.nlmum in .every way poss1ble" . Webb felt strongly S /
-,Rosebery as the best available means to publicize‘ hlS

'opinions-. At the t:Lme, and from hlS own standpoint, it

\‘was probably quite a koglcal alternatlve.

. from Houndsdltch" It could have been -more. s.1mply entitled

w1th ﬁhelr own bellef in- the need to promote 'the nat:.onal

o
. *

16 -
N - . ‘ / - ‘%
that some’ urgent reform.mg action was needed, and selected - >

\

" In September 1901 there appeared under 'the name
of. Sidney Webb a sensational a,rticle called, wi the h

characterlstlc use of metaphor, "Lord Roseberye s Escape

"Why Lord Rosebery ought to escape from old-fashloned

\«

Ind1v1dual:|.st LJ.beraILSm". Accordlng to Peter Clarke, 1t

was the product of a collaboratlon w1th Bernard Shaw

iy offerlng?' Rosebery a policy of Natlonal Efflc:.ent:y e

'buttressed by the legal ~enforcement of a Nat:.onal M:Ln.l.mum"l7. \

But J.t was ‘more than a favourable occasion ta 'try to 1mp1,ant‘
the Fabian cred’o among a section- of the Libera,l‘party. It

was more than, to_ paraphrase Shaw, a mere: hand‘ling' of'Ro’sebery.- -

’

/ ‘ .
It was essentlally the expos:.tlon of Sldney Webb s v1s:.on | T

l6. E. JlT. Brennan, Education for National'Efficiency;
The Contribution of Sidney- and . Beatrice Webb o
" {London, 1975), P- 59. < - . e L

17. Peter Clarke, Liberals and Soc1al Democrats (émtxbridge,
N Engl., 1978), P- 86. : . : -
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of What the new'centtiry was to be. In a lecture to the - IR

Fablan Soc:Lety during November of the same year, he

- -

emphasized \the unique. rege'r‘xeratilng .capacity of 'his-
N - . ) .

generation:™’

»

It ‘is- not altogether an'idle fancy .-~ ° .. .
“that’ associates  the, ‘change -of SN -
. century with a change” of thought.

The governing ‘ideas to which we look

forwargd, at the beginning of the

twentieth century, will, we may be sure, .
" ‘not be. those on which we looked back

-at the close of the nineteenthl8.

v - . .. . ras " N

oy

Webb as we have seen, possessed an overwhelmlng aJ.th S e }

‘4

1n the power of J.deas. When all around is materl l:Lsm

and selfa.shness,‘ ;.deallsm-cah ‘shock and» awa]ge people.

And thlS becomes espec1ally true when, as in the éase '

.of Webb the proposed utop:.a takes the form of a "sc1ent1fwlc" '
-and reasonable plan. For hJ.m, the cruc«lal transformatlon ’
expern.enc‘ed in England at the time was that "We have Jbecome :“

aware, almost in a flash that we are not merely 1nd1v1duals,

but mémbers of a. communlty, nay, c:.tlzens of the world"lg.'

Consequ_ently, the ult:z.mate a:.m’of‘ his \selfless strhggle would

18, ‘_S:Ldnefr Webb, "'I‘weht’ieth‘c'entﬁry Politics",. (Nov. . 19le).,."
Fablan Tracts (Nendeln, Llechtensteln, 1969), p._ 2.

19,' Sldney Webb, "Lord Rosebery s Escape... N pp 368 369. - -
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‘be to make the politicians aware of the necessity to build o

a state based on truly responsible persons.

Elevating himself above the futile stratagems of

party politics and the admm:.strat:.ve torpor and grayness

' characterising the British Parliament. Webb scrutiniged

reality and was ashamed by what he saw. Ir;'"Lord Rosebery's‘

Escape. ..", his crltlcal analys:Ls of the condltlon of .

Liberalism was used in reality as a pretext to arrlve at

a new global assessment of English soc1ety. His artlcle

was a fervent appeal for progressive reforms. For \exan_\ple, o
' o

~

_there is to be found ‘a deep feeling of urgency in ‘the.

i"ollowing‘ outcry:

x&,“"
Can we, even as a mere matter of business,
/. any longer afford to'allow the eight’
/ T milllons of whom I haye already spoken-
.+ the 'submerged fifth'/ of our nation- -
to be housed, washed, and watered worse
‘than our horses?2!

) co. K‘ M “ - .
Clearly, 'the task of transfo‘rmir’ig Englan'd into, an’ eff.ective- '

whole was to be formidable. and ‘it soon became ev:.&ent

that Rosebexy obstructed the road to the achlevelT\ent of

!

' '_thJ.s mission. The leeral pollt1c1an felt _uneasy ovér a

 20. Sidney Webb, "Lord Rosebery's Escape...", p. 377.
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credoc he neither really believeﬁ in’ nor understood. Meanvhile,
lthe‘Liberal_Party was undergoiné profound .internal
dissenéidns, with ‘the "Pro-Boer" and' "Limps" factions

.apparently worlds apart. The following statement of‘, ‘ .

. Campbell-Bannerman on Rosebery's views gives

.an idea of the climate reigning 'in 1901 'insigeh
; T ‘

the party:

) . =

-

All that he said about the clean~
slate and. eff1c1ency was an
affront to liberalism & was pure
claptrap- Efficiency as a watchword! ' L. .
Whao is against it? This- is a mere i .
réchauffé of Mr. Sidney Webb2l, ;T o

*
@

And ag if to make mattefs worse, the Limps were to bé torn

by the Tariff Reform question "between allegiance to the -

party S traditional adherence to free trade and their
22

desire for a strenghtened empire"““. As a.result of all

these ldeologlcal dlscords, the Webbs became 1ncrea51ngly/”

dublous about the political potentlal of the leps cllque.

N

At the time, even the new-L;berals plans falled to attract'

21. H. Campbell-Bannerman quoted in John Wilson, C.B.-A Life

of Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman (London, 1973), p. 371.

iz. Bernard Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform: English-
i* Social- Imperlallst Thought 1895-1914 ° (Cambridge, Mass.,
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." 'reviewing the later's EEEEEEEEQE (1902) , "' B

'

kinds, tpe Fabians had go fina othef ianUenqiaL

« N

' ) ' , / N M . . L.
them: as Sidney explained to Hérbert Samuel in.a letter

£y

/¥our book7 is weak and vague in '
the connection between your
,'fundamental/principle of Liberalism, <
and some of your particular projects...
The sort of middle axioms you need, i
" I think, are such as To Raise Compulsorily
- the Standard of Life, To Enforce a
/ National Minimum in each important
.point, Collective Regulation of all ‘
co matters of Common Concern, and SO o
.+ . . on43, : .-

.5

.Gonftggﬁea'by the inadeqhaéies‘qf thé Liberal . of all

E

‘y ;

personalities to cultivate,  this time Conservative ones.

'In retrospect, the Webbs' involvement with the
LConservaiiQes came to be considered as one of their several
‘unfashionable political alliances between 1900 and 1910,

as another manifestation of their almost chronic inability

. .to choose the "right" partners., Indeed, the Liberal M.P.

. John'M. Robertson thought that the Conservative Party's

legislative measures aiming at social reform "/had/ been

obviously motivated by the immediate desire to 'dish the

1

23. Sidney Webb, The Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb,
Vol. II, p. lde. .
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Liberals'., Whether or not for ulterior reasons of a more

"’presentable kind"24, an opinion shared by many cbservers

5

.- of. the political scene. Notwithstanding the fact that this .~

| remark was expressed by a Liberal, it certainly contains-

some elements of truthfulness. The quintessential Tory

Lord Hugh Cecil, for example, seemed ready to recognize

 the necessity of social reform, but only "from a 'stand- -

point prudently distrustful of the untried, and preferring -
tc; develop what exists rather than to demolish and

25

reconstruct"“>., In an age which was to be dominated’

by the momentary triumph of Liberal politics, tﬁe\
Coqservatives appeared indeed tb many as tepid and dubious
allies in the "ﬁarch to Progress" . Considering thétl
their leader was the somewhat aloof Arthur Balfour, it

is not surprising that the measures they_advocgted Yere
criticized for lack of impetus. After all, Ba%éour was

a man who could still write in 1895: "we forgét amid

the buzzing of debate the multitude of ;ncomparabLy more .
important processes, by whose undersigned co—ope;atiop |

~alone the life and grovth of the State is rendered

possibleWZG. ‘/ v

/ : [

24. John M. Robertson, The Meaning of Liberalism (London,
1912), p. 11. ’ )

25. Hugh Cecil, Conservatism '(London, 1912), p. 195.

26. A.J. Balfour, 'The Foundations of Belief (New York,
1895), p. 213. .

/
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Yet it was his governmeﬁé which initiated a loﬂg':
overdue reform of Education. Desﬁlté the highly goﬁple#
political intrigues behind the Education Act of 1902,
it nevertheless must be acknowledged that it cgnétitﬁtea'
one of the few successful illustrations of the Fabian
tactics of permeation. In Margaret Cole's opi7ion,
it i1s nearly "the dream.of Fabian 'permeators' come to
life—proposals drafted by intelligent and h;rd—workiné
Fabians, conveyed to puzzled or sympathetic administratqrs,'
and carried into effect by a Conservative Gove;nment"27. ‘
In 1901, Webb, the true  father of the Act along with - -

the prominent civil servant Robert Morant, had said of

what he labelled contemptuously "the Education Muddle":

The various educational institutions

in the United Kingdom-taxﬁng only

those supported out of the rates and
taxes-are officially under the )

charge of no fewer than ten separate
Cabinet Ministers; and their several . -
departments usually scorn to consult
together... In English education .
to-day, waste and want go hand in
hand?28. L ’ '

_After a long and detailed description of the appalling

27. Margaret Cole, The Story of Fabian Socialism (Staﬁford,
calif., 1961),p. 107, - (

28. éidney Webb, "The Education Muddle and the Way out",
(Jan., 1901), Fabian Tracts (Nendeln, Liechtenstein,
©1969), p. 3. :




condition of education in the'céuntiy} his “way ouéﬂ" o
' - | *.

was. simple énd'bold: "What we have to work towards is the

concentration in 5 single elected body for each localiﬁy. ,

of all' the public buéinessuentrusted to that locality?zg. -

Here is another exaﬁple of the familiar method employed

by Webb to define his proposals of soc1al remedies. For

‘many pages he almost seems lost amidst a thorough and

quite often“apparegfly meaningless, analysis of the particular .

question he is examining. And then, when all aspécfs

of reality are known at last, comes the loéical device.

In thé case of gational education, it éonsisted of the

addition of an effective centralised Board of Education

to a well-organised system of local authorities.

' While not entirely satisfied by the Education Bill
of 1902, Webb was nevertheless opﬁimisticé "[1;7'begins
a new era. For the flrst tlme/we ‘have educatlon made a
publlc function, 51mply as edécatlon, without restr;ctlon
of age, or sex, or class, or subject, or grade"30. What
was more, the fdﬁdamental aspect of hisypian of reform,
centralisation, 'had been accepted hy'the government..Consequently,

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 Muddle and the Way Out", p. 11.

30. Sidney Webb, "The Education Bill", The Nineteenth Century
and After. LII (October, 1902), p.605.
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apparently unassuming sentence: "The cogncilzof every
county or ‘county borough is now the local education
authority"3l. This "now" illustrated his conviction
of belonging to a new world.

!

As Richard Shannon observes, Morant inaugurated

*in 1903, "the era of educational policy as.a commitment

' 94

to an ideal of popular enlightenment, no longer as a matter

of administration and finance, bricks and mortar"32 His

1deas and those of Webb were thus in perfect harmonv
In 1896, the latter had.part1c1pated in an lnternatlonal

Socidlist Congress which discussed education, as Chairman

" of [ the .Technical Education Board of the London County

‘Council. He there defined his convictions in the form of

the following series of resolutions:

the COngress, whilst fully recognising
the value in educatlon of
1ndependent experiment, declares
that it is an essential duty of the
public administration in each/ country
‘to provide a complete system jof

. . education, under Democratic public

”j ' control, extending from Kindergarten

P " to the University (including physical,

N
)
’ RN t
" ? - -
¢ . A ‘ . [

4\”

31.‘éidney Webb, " "The Education Act, 1902-How to Make the
Best of .It", Fabian Tracts (March 1903) (Nendeln
Liechtenstein, 1969], p. I1.

&
4

32, Richard'Shaﬁnon, The Crisis of Imperialism 1865-1915,

55555. 304.
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scientific, artistic, and technical e
/Manual work/ training),;the whole made

genuinely accessible to every citizen

by freedom from fees -and by- scholarshlps'

covering ma1ntenance33

The enunciation of these views was the occasion for heated

debates between.himself~and Kei;‘Hardie on th?-subject

of scholarshlps, which Hardle attacked for c1651ng the’ :

/,

doors of education’ to many chlldren. And he was not the

only one to c¢riticize thlS "ladder ideal": Leo

© Chiozza-Money has rekferred to it as a belief which''

-

~[affirmg7 that it is necessary to e

L]

divide the nation into two parts: S
the toiling mass...and a.considerable, ' )
but relatively smaller, number of :

people who are. to be completely absolved , .
from manual labour, and who are +o ‘
act as the officials and overseers of

the toiling many34. ' -

Unqﬁestionably, there is an elitist aspect in most of

¢

Webb's writings, and his cult of the expert .merged on

‘occasions with authoriqarianism: he believed in a'“'managed'

/ .
/

'33.
' 34,

Sidney Webb quoted in Justice, August 1, 1896.

Leo Chiozza-Money, The Future of Work and Other Ess;ys ’
(London, 1914), pp. 129-30%

/

i
/
!

~




democracy”

' he declarec'i in 1897, "the greatest capacity-catching

. 36.. #Sldney Webb quoted in E.J.T. Brennan, Education for . O ":

.37. A. V. Judges, "The Educational. Influence of the Webbs" ,

‘
(
f

O

(=)}

. )

v a tl:le' only functional al?/ernative

35

-.to tackle England's "sicknesses". Himself a beneficiary

~ of the scholarship system, he wanted to establish, as

machlne that the world has ever yet seen"36. Like Moran'!;,ﬁ'. '

he was searching for future leaders. Webb could never
have been ra utopian  democrat: ) " the c1v1llsat:1:<3n in -
which he was living was based on inequalitieé whicﬁ he had
'persodally experienced in his'youth and- were.still to be’
conéidex;ed ‘in _anj;/ real.}'.sf:i'c approach to- the‘educatio.n . , -

problem. “yet even by the standards of the time the-

PO

Egucafion Act's achievements were quite impré-ssive, It ha&,
in the woras of A.V. Judges,"’;pread the opportunity so '
that further education in the widest éen,se should be
available to all [But_:7..:.not without an eye ta the ¢ivig
dividend">’. As Webb explained ih 1902 to Graham Wallas, _

all pe wanted was

I

55_. Brian Simoh, Education and the Labour Movement 1870~ .
—=2920 (London 1974), p. 1750 . S .

Natlonal Eff1c1ency. .. P. 29.

1

- The British Journal of Educatlonal Studies, X - -
movember, 1961l), p. 47 . . ) ’ .
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University system as a pos:.tlve step towards the overa:Ll

mode;nlsatlon of the country.

a) The best p0551b1e primary schools available to all

A )

"b) The largest possible scholarship system
c) The best possible evening.instruction

d) The most efficient secondary schools and
University colleges
e) The most thorough
study and research38

Indeed, Webb pérce:.ved the reform of the’ Br:.tlsh

v

v

by his inwvolvement in the' foundation of the London

School of Economics,
t .

potential braintrusts

ade a true profession of faith:

He believed the University to have crucial roles “tb play

i:n this’

They are futile dreamers who seek.,

to fit .new circumstances to the

-0ld ideals; rather must we strive,

~ -

by developing to the utmost the
opportunltles that the present affards

us, to create out of twentieth century :

conditions, new kinds ‘of perfection39

~ ¥
’

r

- *,

- v
4 - . ~ ‘v ~ » .
- LN

38.

-

,3‘5 .

~

1

h Y
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As he had demonstrated

.

t

Speaking of London University,

he always considered universities as

i

‘which he had helﬁed to re-organize with Haldane, Webb -

97

grov1s:.on for post-graduate we

LN

"perfect" state: the miss.il.on of. 'énlighii’emnen'tvr -‘and

Sidney Webb The Letters of* SJ.dney and Beatrlce Webb,

Vol.

Sldney Webb,
Forecast",
{June, )

II, lp.~ 17[5 H‘ i

’

The Nineteenth Century "and After,’
1902) ; p. 931

"London Unlvers:l.ty A Policy, and a

51°

2

u
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of propagat:.on of the 1dea71 notion of what society should
- be. Moreover he was convmnced that "It is in the class-

rooms. ..that the future battles of the Empire for commercial

. _ 'pProsperity are being already 1lost" 40, yeedless to say

e _ he was quite cheerful in 1903 when he cobserved that
"we are actually engiaged, on no small scale, in the business
| of making univergi:t—.'ies. We are-eyidently going during - e P
S / . t,heh’next few years, to endow each part of England with

l 41

K. its own local university" With the recent re-organization

‘\of' thé University of London (1898-1900), and the establishment

" / . ) N
~ of Universities at Birmingham (1900) , Reading (1902) and

" '+ . Southampton (1902), even contemporary developments in
As Webb

©

edutation illustrated his faith in localisation.

.

" - wrote ip 1907: "What is most dela}'ring progress to-day is

- ) .\ our lack of knowledge. ' If we knew more, things would

) ( mgve~qut§r"42., And indeed, education was.always for him

. * . ' the key sector in the fight to transform permanently
./ .7 Britigh society. o '
T ¥ "\‘,,' 3 v - t \ ’ . o s .

-

L. - [ . s & -

\ B ‘e N . T o . .
- But ‘education represented merely a fraction of all

- - T
Sidney Webb, "Lord Rosebery's Escape...", p. 383.

Sidney Webb, "The Making of a University", The Cornhill
Magazine, XIV (April, 1903), p. 530.
—————— - ;

S:Ldney Webb The New Age,-Vol. I, No. 1, (May 2, 1907),
P. 3. . ,

~

[
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the work that -remained to be done. _Gladstonian Liberalism

- *

' had aimed at the-fulfillment of individual liberties:

-

-

- Webb's Eoc‘iaii‘stic ideal, by contrast, was that of

[

. corporate freedo ’to‘ b‘/emﬁound primarily inside the

P

trade—unlons, the co—operat;Lve movement and mun1c1pal

govermnents. Recalllng the fact that local adm:.nlstrat:x.ons

®

were compelled since f856 to prov1de a well-organized

police systein; he de'clared: '"England has, almeost without
being' a’v;:vare:of“:it, invent’]ed exactly' that relationship

| bewtygﬁa:n_. _;:'e;xt;ral and ibcal government which enables the -

B gréate‘st; pd'séible“progress to be made"?3, |

-~

T " . .
Sldney, Webb was, acutely consc1ous of the fact that\

-

all the refonns advocated by the central government

. were vain and abSurd unless concrete means to guarantee -

“« « F s

the:.r successes were secured. For h:Lm, theoretlcal

speculatlons and governmental schemes ought to be -

il

E __ﬂcom‘élemented by an eff:.c:l.ent system of Grants- n—Ald,

Q[é. reformed] fJ.n‘anc:Lal arrangement between the Local
44

<1

. Author:.t:.es and the Nat:LOhal Exchequer" . The Grants-..

L \: -
o - 2. .
. . ST e
- M s
T 4 -
e P
. e
-
s .
&

: ““; ) (ﬁonaon,- 1.9;.1) -r p. 80. ,

;n—A:Ld\, ‘a dlsta,nctlve Engllsh adm1nlstrat1ve dev1ce whlch

. » P .
x N o, “ ‘ . -
. .

s - R . \

. - R . N .. - - L v

- . - o - [ -
- - ~ . v 0 J’"‘

43, Sldney Webb "Lc&rafRoS'eber;}'s Escape.. ." P 379,

Ly

4«4.~Sa.dney Webb Grants in Ald A Crltlcism and a Proposal

:

- ‘ -~ " i f
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‘ . - “ .
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.+ ' _.Indeed, the staté‘as;envisaged by Webb was' never an

_ 45.-Sidney Webb, Grants in aid, p.'23. - . ' .

‘ . : . R . . , ;00
had emerged 'in the course of the nineteenth century,
consisted in, the rlght of the- Natlonal Government to - \ '—;

superv1se local projects in exchange of'subvent;ons.‘:l .

v ~ - ~

« The 1n1t1at1ve was ‘still local but made effectlve

by the allowance of. natlonal funds. Durlng the Edwardlan ;'

~ \ ~ ' - -

era, the Grants system was restlng 1nadequately on an

- - -

ad hoc basis, and as.always when facing‘an adminlstrative o/

muddle, Webb raised-his visionary voice: , - . | . .
. - Whether any branch of the Local L - -
o Government service hardens into ‘ R
. - 77 —d stagnant bureaucracy...or blossoms B "
. * . "and develops into an ever-improving, L
oLt ‘ubiguitously-serving agency...depends o S
"v....', _: 'very largely onthe particular - L .
R conditions Egon'whlch its Grant in - - 7 .
.t L. Aid is made ) o, "

.86 much ‘for 'Webb the‘fanatical bureaucrat..

s . - ~
.~ . [N ~—

‘imposing, 1nan1mate, structure. In the collectivity that he
was plann ng as early as 1889 l sez-faire'was beaten )
“on ‘all fronts:,f.‘ﬁ s
. ¢ 1 e N < - N ~
’ A R T .
-+ . " The inidividualist ‘town councillor U )
v will walk along the munlclpal pavement, " ot
A ata N ’ . ‘, - \’ - - i oY v . )

4 ot "
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N ' /
L - lit by muh1c1pal gas and cleansed

|

Y- by municipal brooms witH municipal '

’ -water, and seeing by the municipal -

. clock in the munrcxpal market that he

_ is too early to meet his children
"coming from the municipal school,
hard by ‘the county lunatic asylum

- munigipal 'hospital, will use the
national telegraph system'to tell

- them not to walk through the municipal

A park, but to come by the’ munlcxpal : . ::'

tramway to meet hlm ln the mun1c1pal
readmng—r00m45 :

. A .
. 7 . . ¢ . s - ~
‘

101 -

Webb was deflnltely never a great fiction wrlter.‘ Yet ‘these

'oft-quoted lines lllustrate more than a mere “mun1c1pal"

fantasy.~ In fac€~ munxcrpal govexnment was where he

. focused most of hlS peﬁnstaklng analy51s of BrltlSh

f
government. In the words of Rodney Barker, o ‘., 3
Y .

~

+. . ./the Webbgy saw the socialist state = .. = .
. ‘as being active at both national '
and local levels, though Sidney
" complained of the absence of any
discussion of the distribution of
increasing publlc responsability ,
between local and national government...
their heaviest emphasis was_always

< . placed on local government4

\ t e . v

This insistence on the vital role of Local administration

' ‘was far from unknown “in Ehglish,ooliﬁical thought. Webb
* [ : ! - c - N

)

[ " . ‘ f -

’

‘46.'Sidﬁey Webb queoted in Walter L, Arnstein, Britain

, Yesterday and Today-1830 to the Presént' .(Boston, 1966), p. 186.

. 47. Rodney Barker, Pollélcal Ideas 4n Modern Brltaln

(London 1978 , P. 33.




‘sweating system, or the parlshes' water supplles, It L

-:epresented'nothing less than the planning of a whole new

. 48, gidﬂ?y«webb,i“Tﬁe'Education Bill",‘p. 607.

.1@2

often quoted reverently J S. Mlll's Conslderatlons on

Representatlve Government (1861) on- the-subject: ‘ -

! ’ ‘ - ~ v
f

s " -
. b
-

John Stuart Mill was emphatic in ) Lo
’hlS declaratlon, as a principle of ‘ - ,
fundamental importance, that 'in .. ~ . .
| each lécal circumscription there o
. should be but one elected body for all T
- local business, not different bodles o
: for different parts of 1t'43

[ - N
(SRS . ~ . . .
~

He was in a- sense merely contributing to the revival of .
this slogan. ( N LT
Since Webb's vision of the state was anchored in. - -~

) -
. l

" the concrete England he knew, it implied the obligation , ' ,

' .’ Lo . . \_'." T e
to flnd "scientificJ'solutions to problems as diverse - . ’

/

thhe abysmal lgnorance of the BrltlSh people, the . S

civilisation, accdmpanied by the implantation of the best

individuals, - the "experts",.at every level of government.
> ] g

.,Webb was~conﬁinced that there ought to exist what Comte

had described many years.before as "a class absorbed by

épecglative labours, constantly and exclusively occupied

LR
! - ’ ,
’ N -
b f s

. - - - .
1
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in fufnishihg all the resf with the ‘general rules of’

conduct, which they can no more. dlspense w1th “than- create"49.f

‘
L

“In a somewhat paternallst fashlon, 'Webb. thought'that the

Mbest" pOSSlble rearlnq of the 'chlldren of the State'"50

could be secured only by the sensxble employment of a
collective method of national admlnlstratlon. In 1909,

he deflned 1t as~

- W

The fourfold path of collective
administration of public services,
collective regulation of private
“industry; collective taxation
of unearned income, and collective’
, provision for the dependent .
sections of the community-and not Lo
any excursion_ in Utopia or cloud- t
cuckoo-land'51 L ‘ ;o
*

While trying to comprehcnd the whole forest, Webb tended

o

to always begin with individual trees. Sir william

Beveridge accurétely described in an obitua;y the partnershig'é

[

output: "It was designed as an example of socicloéy and

49. Augustes Comte, System of Positive Polity, (1822), quoted
in Philip Rieff, ed.,On Intellectuals- Theoretlcal
- - Studies, Case Studies (New York, 1969), P. 275. '

. 50» Sidney Webb, "Lord Rosebery's Escape...", p. 381.

'51. Sidney chb,‘Towérds'Socia; Democracy? ., (1909).,, 4th
' ed., (London, 1921),'p. 39. - ’ o
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political science based not on theory but on description
52

‘and ana1y51s of institutions "~°. Using this method, the

. Webbs'. aim was to abolish a world where, as expressed

by Sidney, "The denizens of the slums...might conceivably
pull down fhe'industrial communities among which' they

existed, not by revolutlon. but by that 1nsmduous

. demorallzatlon whlch sprang from the slums and ate away

53

the v1gour and manhood of the race">~. . ’ -

~ ¢

1

,
~ - . , . . . r'd

(3

In "Lord Rosebérj's Escape..." Sidney Webbp was

':Stlll advocatlng the idea of a National Minimum he had

‘ "fjflrst proposed in the 1890's, partlcularly, as we have .

seen, in Indﬁstr1al~Democracy, and it was: to remain

‘an essential element of his global view of the state.

‘Referring to this, A.M. McBriar has said that "one feels

that the question about the State might have elicited.

‘from him a vast amount of factual information about ‘the

rélation between County Councils and central government.

departments"54. This certainly constitutes an-unfair

52. William Beveridgé, "Obituary-Sidney’ Webb 1859-1947",
The Economic Journal, 58 (September, 1948), p. 431,

\

53. Sidney Webb quoted in The Times, April 5, 1910.
i & )

'54.,A M. McBriar, Fabian Soc1allsm and English POllthS

1884-1918, p. 73.

104 .
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. obsessive, preoccupation with facts to be found in most
"Five Years' Fruits of the Parish Councils Act”, NS a

"(Cheshire, pop. 306) and Hildenborough (Kent, pop. 1, 440)

complained to their District Councils time after time

"as: "The Parish Council may ask the Rural District Council

~ Council that‘cqmmitﬁee, with pefhaps the addition. of

the District Councillor for that distrjct"

l\to demonstrate the need for the creation of\"an indissoluble

v - T . - 1 v o e . . o
WERRMINERRA otis /"'.. I r L? R e TSR T R AR L C S PP I PRI ww(mm'mmaﬁaﬁm'
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judgment.f There is, .to be sure, an éxaggerated, almost

of Webb's writings. For example, in a Fabian Tract called -

we are told that "The Parish Councils of Threapwood

about the unhealthy state of their parishes, ow%ng to

the bad arrangements . foér drainage"ss. Aﬁd a few éages

- -
!

further, dne can discover almost cryptic sentences, such

\

to appoint a 'Parochial Committee', and to- make the Parish
56. . Yet the ‘ :,
true essence of his work lies elsewhere, and the bare facts

were serving larger purposes. What he really wanted was

pértnership between the individual and the community,

in " which neither must fail in duty"57. ’ ) . - oo ' :

55. Sidney Webb, "Five Years' Fruits of the Parish Councils
Act", (Jan. 1901), Fabian Tracts (Nendeln, Liechtenstein,

1969),-p. 1l.

56. Sidney Webb, Ibid., p. 22. - . SR

57. ‘Sidney and Beatrice Webb, The Prevention of Destitution
. (1911), (London, 1916), p. 297.

4
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" The defi/itiVe version of the perfect state according
ta‘Sidney Webb'does not exit. He always worked on various
proposals concerning precise means to attain a better T ’ e
social organisation. This explains perhaps why the ﬁ
ﬂ._wébbs' sole production as abstract social theorists, ‘ . _‘ A

A Constitution for the Socialist Commonwealth of Great

Britain (;920), has been characterized by Margaret Cole

" in these words: "no one ever framed, lovingly, so horrible

—

a Utopia“ss. §idney and Beatrice Webb were no Robert
Owen.” Nevertheless, their seemingly undogmatic magisterial
series of works on English Local Government is eminently

&

relevant to a study of Sidney's vision of the state. The

-

‘Times Literary Subplement, speaking about the volume I,

' The Parish and the County (1906), referred to its main

theme as‘bging "é melancholy narrative of incompetence,
jeaiousj, and corruption on the part of the éoverning bodies,
and of neglect, fraud and oppression on the part of their

‘ officers"sg. The result of eight years of research, ’

the book presented a detaile§ picture of the e&olution of

British Parishes and Counties from 1689 to 1835, the yeéar

58. Margaret Cole, "The Webbs and Social Theory", The
British Journal of Sociology, 12 (1961), p. 103.

59. "The Parish and the County",. The Times Literary Supplement,
. (Nov. 2, 1906), p. 366. - .

~



© of the Municipal Reform Act. Eden Paul, a member of =~

i

the I.L.P., wrote in a review of the Webbs' The State ‘and o o

)
v -

the Doctor (1910):

The Webbs are no merely imaginative’ S T e
reformers. They base always their. oo
admonishment of what ought to be, - T
and their aspirations regarding- * = - - = .7 -
what may be, upon an exhaustive '

and accurate demonstration of | -

what has been and what is60. S A

And indeed, as we have seen, the study of'the pasE was not

for them simply an antiquary's leisure. It was an essential -

‘and stimulating element of reality. This is why each 'of

+ the "laborious and luminous' studies of English local

61

‘inétitutipns“ written by them dd;ing thé\Edwa;dian '

years have all to be considered in order to appreciate

fully their option.

Whether examininq the' English hierarchies of\town“

\

gbvernment before 1835, as in The Manor and the Borough (1908),

<

or observing the historical development of the ‘road systém

1

in The Story of the King's Highway (1913); they were always

P

60. .Eden Paul, "The State and the béctorﬁ, The Labour Leader,
(August 26, 1910), p. 531. ) - - -

161m>"The’M§nor and the Borough", The Times Literary Supplement,
(April, 16,- 1908), p. 122. ; g - ‘

\ ° : . ¢
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efficiency. As Sidney Webb admitted in Grants in Aid:

;yet essential qomponent, the individual. The Guild = . -

dﬁriﬁg the Edwardian period was enough~tQ provoke a

.. / N v . . < N b ‘— ' . R ! ) B \fh B
imp11c1t1y adVertlslng the ‘same pattern of natlonal

[

'~ "when a thing had been said once, it is not altogether - ..

- imbertineht, if there be need, for it to be said'aéain, Lo

«

On.occa§ionslike.

~ v

thlS one, he sounded almost like an evangellcal mLSSLOnary

,and said agaln 1n Volume fornu"sz

t '
o N R . >
s

.manqué. IR e L ] N

ra

.
/
.

.. So far, we have studied Webb as a planner of the.

.

state. ‘It remains- to explore his conception of its smallest -

Socialist Samuel G. Hobson wrote in 1920: = .° )

‘

" Certainly, the State. has ‘a 31nlste£
- reputation to live down. The
overwhelming mass of the workers |
. know it only as an organ of oppression,
: arrogantly assuming autocratic power, -
 under the guise of political democracy. .
.-+ . to subserve plutocratic ends63. - S

-

And indeed, the rapid increase of the powers of the state™

.

generalized debate over the survival of individualism. The

“

62. Sidney Webb Grants ‘in Aid, p. vii. .

63. Samuel G. Hobson, Natlonal GulldS'and the State .

. {Loondon, 19207( p. 20. o S IR
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problem was often Slmpllfled to~take the form of the.

slogan "Sociallsm versus Ind1v1duaflsm" Many were ™
upset by ‘'what they percelved to be the grOW1ng tendency .
. of the cehtral government to, imltate the flawless and -
unsympathetlc utoplas created by H.G. We]ls s 1mag1nat10n
Several Edwardlans had the lmpreSSLOn of elevatlng o

anulmpre531ve monument, the "Great State", on rather
i

shaky foundatmons W1thout any reference to ethlcal N

ot "

concerns They often felt helpless about the sudden

tran51tlon from.lalssez—falre to the eme gence of the
‘welfare state. Was Webb really succumbln thenlto the

temptatlon of de51gn1ng a totalltarlan type of society, a

,3'Folossal organlsm dev01d of any form of humanlstchprewl

H

Vo

) oécupations’\ Was he on the democratic side or rather a -
partlsan of the amelloratlon of the "race", whatever the:

human cost might be7 Inside the new perfect 5001al

organisation planned by the Webbs, what kind of freedom
icf.initiative was left to the individual? FQr after»all,

" as Margaret'Cole rightly pointed out, "'A discreetly

‘regulated freedom' cwas a frequent phrase of /Sidney Webl_)_‘7"64

‘In fact,-as aptly summarized by Willard’WoIfef -

Webb never suggested that i
~ the state itself should become more

64. Margaret Cole, The Story of a Fabian Socialism, pf 148,
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*inequitiés‘of'British society-did not. made him less of a

I ¢ =
\ \ ) \ 7 110-
B E ' N ' ’ . L * {
N o ' - , [ = '! i
'coercive; rather, a greater sense = . . . ;
.. of cohesion and commitment should -~ -~ = - “e
' o develop from within it in respense to = ... - . :
the appeal of social duty®65. ‘ o i o
- Webb has often been portrayed as a kind of foxy schemer, ' - ‘
‘more interested with the collectivist character of 'life ol ’
in' society than willing to emphasize the uniqueness S

of each of its participants.” In reality, he was convinced - .~>\\
g ] , : o .

. - o

that -the. new age was to ‘witness the transition ﬁrém a

'
——.
N
-

- ' ‘
- . .
1

~——
LI

65. Wlllard Wolfe, From Radlcallsm .to Soc1allsm, pp. 280481‘

.
P RN " .

wotld of individuals to one of citizens: / o R 0
" .If our ‘aim is the transformation of S R
. - England into a Social Democracy., ’ . .- t

) we must frankly accept the changes — N o
oo \brought about by the Industrial oo L S

) co lution, the factory system, the R
B mas3ing of population in great c S oo
: 7 - cities, the elaborate differentiation =~  ° e e
- ) . and complication of modern - bt Ly
Y. civilization, the”subordination of the, o B v
R worker to the citizen, and of the - | BN T S
e 1nd1v1dual to the commun1ty56 ' o ‘ )
. - . . - ) g

Yet the fact that he was not .a lachrymose observer of theé R

-

66. Sldney Webb, "socialism: True and False“' S o
" pp. 59-60. S, T L e e e .
‘. \ ! . N . ~ . ) .,.
‘ - ‘I' ' i ‘ ’ , I' K
- ~ . . 5
T l;‘ . ‘ ) o, ' . "§-
: ' . Lt R 1
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. democrat.- One of his primary concerns waSaalways to

.
¢ v . *

) ‘.ensure that the worker should not be malntalngdin the, E .

-

’

condltlon of a "landless stranger 1n his own country"67

N ¢
P ~ . e . s
. e
. .
[ -,
S '

3 - PO
- N ¢ + « ;e

o ) It is true that.some concepts used by hlm, such as

+

"thSlcal degeneracy" or "race" now appear to be talnted o

“ g

' w1th ‘an unsavoury fasc1st termlnology. But the 3c1ence s
of Eugenlcs,-as lt was then called was perce;ved essentlally

as a potentlal tool to make sure that soc1ety was nct

L

wastlng its energles. As we shall see, even 3. A,-Hobson s ,'

g—; - R

RN would con31der favourably s0me of its elements.. When Sldney
l, v \ N *
/ Webb says about the rearlng “of chlldren-,3<,3.‘? .
‘ . . ) P /v ‘-.-. ‘xl’ ’ ./‘ ‘,\' '_.‘vr”-‘. :‘
. ! ' - W+, , , -

'. . .At present it is ignored-as.an’ ‘', . . - .-

o

N -

o { ' in. no way, honoured. by the State. CTL e T
’ .Once the production of healthy, moral, . -~ ‘.. -
, .7, ‘and intelligent citizens is revered - - ' o
/ , -‘\. as -a social service and'made the. = .- . . A
: .~ -.... 'subject of deliberate praise and .. ' 7 . , .-
. encouragement” on the part of the .. -
S Government, it will, we may - be - .- 0 .0
'~ Y,,.. 'sure, attract the best and’most e
) .patriotic of the citizens®®. . -~ - "+ o7

occupation, unremunerated, and . . ) A

it 1s actually dlfflcult not to fall 1nto ‘the trap of ’ )
plcturlng hlm as an early 1ncarnatlon_of the fasc1st type.. .

¢ove ~ . ) I

. - . )

. .'68. Sidney Webb, "Physical Degemeracy or Race Suicide?" .

*..Part. 2. The Times, October 16, -1906. -
- v ——————————y) . L .
, - . o ) Lo
. B N . Y LN 4 . .. . . ““
- N - ‘ 5 - . A3 . -' .
Y s .t - ' - =
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. N ’ N » o o ’ .
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67. Sidney Webb, “The‘DifficultLESfof‘Indivldualasm"( p. 3732
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- ”Hls case,sounds even worse when he refers to the natlon s.
T el Tt ) - ~
< mlnorltxes in the follow;ng terms:
ol ™ - ta Y, . s - o L.

. R L ¢ "
R -

S Thls partlcular 25 percent of our

N populatlon, as Professor Karl Pearson
keeps warning us, is producing 50 per
~.cent of our children. This can hardly

I
f

© W™ e " Y7 result in anything but national \
. deterioration; or, as an alternative, )

_ ’ " " in ‘tRis country gradually falling to the -
T X Irlsh and the Jews... The ultimate

. . =~ ~ . future of. these islands may be to the
Lo Chlnese69 X

-~ -

Karl Pearson was a Socilalist and Darwinist tthker

who professed views often similar to those .E'Webb. As

. )

Bernard Sémmel explains, "[?earso§7 posited as the 'moral

"~  'basis" of his new socialist society, not religion, but a

'rational motive for conduct' - 'service to Society'"70.

"~ But before hastily cataloguing Webb as an authoritarian
"planner, it'is essential to remind ourselves of the

" condition of England then: fundamentally, a mixture of

1

~ stupendous riches and terrible poverty. And also, that

~

Eugenics was still considered as a respectable means to

~break down the vicious circle of misery in the country.

- N

<

-
aXs7 o e

. 69 Sidney Webb, "Physical Degeneracy or Race Suicide?".

-~ 70.ABerna}d Semmel, "Karl Pearson: Socialist and Darwinist"
. The British Journal of Soc1ology, 9 (June, 1958),
- L p. 11307 -
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s -; »transform socle%

- "

T Sldney Webb provides us with the key to h.‘LS true

oo Basls «off Soc:Lety" 7

LT 72. Sldney and Beatrlce Webb The Preventlon of Destltutron,

When Havelock E&l:.s wrote in’ 1912. "The key to the

-s:l.tuatlon, lt 1s now bega.nnlng to be mofe and more w,ldely

) felt, is to be found in the counterbalancang tendency

of J.ndn.vlduallsm and the: eugenlc guardlan/Ehlp of. the

race 71

~he was merely .Lllustratlng his contemporarles
perplex1t1es over the cho:Lce of an effective method to

After all, as- the -Webbs themselves

- - ~ -
. ¢

L noted 1n The Prevention of Destitution; "'many of ‘the ~ ,'

-

keenest supporters of Eugenlcs are, at the same. tlme, IR

. . r N

'the~mos't Zealous worker»s -for social refor-ms"72 Accordlng

*to JaM. wlnter, "By contemporary standards the Webbs

-rac,lallsm \was un-except:.onal" 3.

LN

This statement does not

5.r\~ '

s excuSe thelr many shortcomlngs -on the subject but has ‘{'

- . s -

the ‘merlt of s:.tuat:.ng them in the r:!.ght hlStdrlcal LT ~'

~ ~

perspectlve o .

4'\“ ~

com’:eptlon of 1nd1v1duallsm in hle article "The Necessary

where_ he J.ns:.sts on, the:fact that.-f'_the,

-~ . e f ~
N - - ~
‘.

- -

n 71 Havelock Ellis, "Individualism and Socialism",.The
< ‘Contemporary Review, CI (April 1912) o+ P. 527,

~

i " B “p- 45: . ~ =
R 73. J M. Wlnter, Soc:.allsm and the Challenge of War, o
: pt . 42 N ‘ ~ R “ . N ) - . _‘
s el ' e .
<" ot *‘ '_ “ o . ) . N




" - average citizen or the normal huxilah ‘being...is a mere
- abstraction, and 'simply does not exist.’ You and. I have '
never seen him. in the flesh"“. His. socialism did not

[

- :

foster the.vision of a collectivity resting on nebulous

notlons of equal:.ty and democracy. Instead,o it was based '

bn a desire to make every citizen an 1ntegrated part -

4 -

. of a well—orgam.zed whole, as can be seen in h.'LS J.dea

+of a Legal Mn.n.lmum Wage as an :Lnstrument to " st:.mulate

. the selectlon, _for the nation s business; of the- moSt ) )

i ., -

-effic:.ent workmten, the best equ:x.pped employe;s, and

5

; the most advantageous forms of industry" The’ S .

Journallst Alfred G. Gard;.ne,r wrote in 1914: . ST P

To Mr. and Mrs. Webb we are ' : S
e statistics. We are marshalled in. to .

*,» - columns, and drilled in tables, and -
) explained in appendices. We ddo ndt . . -
oo move to some far-off divine event, . .
but to d miracuylous perfection of: | LT e e
4 » machinery and a place .in d,e_cima.ls?6 .

; \
i -

.., Indeed, the Webbs were looking at’ the world from. a "scientific" '
.~ "\ .- ' . ~ - " . .
4 ' . . ’ e o ’ ' Lo NV

74. Sidney Webb, "The Necessary Ba51s .of Society” The -
Contemporary Rev1ew, 93 (June 1908), Pp- 660. N . S

\ L LY N

-75. S.Ldney Webb "The Economlc 'I‘heory of a Legal M:Lnlmum '
v Mage" , The Journal of Political Economy, 20 (December,

.. 1912), pp. '984~985. - . o
' 76.-Alfred G. Gardiner; Pillars of Society - (London,:1914) ,

\P.- 209. e - .‘\3 - . , . B R .
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verpornt and always manifested an almost Chlldlsh enthus:.asm

[ ' v AT

~

s wheqever .they dlscovered an‘effectlve-‘ adm:Lnlstrata.ve .

'_,éolicy. But Gardiner's _presentation,of heartless 'e\x'pex‘ts R

. ¢entury governments must be,i::o provide not only for- P

1 o

constitutes a gross exaggeration. For it was the. s'am'e
Webb who said: "the most important bgisin‘ess of t,:wentiethj-.-'

minorities, but even for quite small minorities, and’ \

actually for lnleldualS"77 S : 2 S

>
- 1
1 ’ . - . * .

\ 51dney Webb's J.ntellectual hero J.S. Mi‘il-’ had -~ ' =

\
o &

f;erly .belleved that "Human nature is not a machJ.ne to be .

-
‘ - LA !

buJ.lt‘ after a model. a.but a tree, Whichorequlres to grow Lo

' H

and. develop .1tself on, all srdes, accordlng to the tendency

)
'

of the inward forces whi h make it a 11v1ng thlng"78,'

¢

And Webb, cherlshed throdghout hlS llfe that kind of hlgh

standardf of 1nd1v1dual llfe' his work was \focused‘ o
| .
on.human beings, not on standardized robots. In. 18971,

1 ., e

years before the’ suffragettes, he had already referred :

to the "past subjectlon [c')f wome137" Hls perspectlve - ‘*

- wés always.that of justlce. over the denomlnatlonal issue .

raised by the Education Act of 1902, for ex'am}_;»le, he

P

S

.'77\.~Sidney‘ Webb. "The Necessary Bas:.s of So<31ety", p. ‘66()

. -

“ .

78 J s. Mlll on' L:Lberty and Consmeratlons on Representatlve .
Government, p. 52. - v )

’

i

\ - -

v

i ‘ 79.. éidney webb, -"’I_‘he Alleged Difference’ in~ the Wages Paid .

to Men, arnd" to Women for Similar Work", The Economic

—p— .-

Journal, I (Dec., I89I7), p..661. - .. -
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D p_edvocated the liberty of"choice'foi pafenté of all creeds. -
:); "\“As M. A.’Hamilton p01nted out, "He was agalnst 1ntoierance,
- o 'under whatever name 1t mlght masquerade~ agalnst the
e ,"cut-and-dried lmp051tlon of certain v1ews, whatever -they
L R mlght be"so. Webb's attityde towards the concept of
:ﬁf': i"' . phe.state'duxlng the pre-war years Was,booted ln,a'strong.
\ _ common ‘sense. With a typical Edwardian earnestness; he
.~A . i N . \ ’ ‘\-‘, j ‘,, \‘A/‘ ! . . K
{,3 o - .desired the establishment of a -l
N ’ - . » cleser communion for the future, - Tl -
I - ., 7+ .  of these two great social forces - ' .
U - . % 7 - 7. the public-spirited citizen exercising ‘ ,
. LT ‘his'-influence and manifesting’his . -
.~ - . will in public opinion, and the - .
IR ’ . ., % specialised investigator and trained
N o .| official, supplying the organised
T T knowledge and carrylng out the' .
T ., 7 ., 07 . rsocial purpose! T -
T . DR - "gince Webb was not the creator of a utopia,'the
:° - . thsk of defining his collectivist ideal is not an easy

f'~”‘ " . one. His general attitude toWards the 'social problem
“ o7 sprang from his abldlng falth in ratlonallty if only,
I he thought, England could. undergo a thorough "Webblan"

' treatment, then the life of each individual citizen would

Y

RV : 80 M. A. Hamllton, Sidney and Beatrlce Webb p. 334

. - .
- : )

* 2 it bl o AR e S 3 4R 0,

' Ay

( v—} - :‘ A p. 334 - , . - Lt

P _ _ -

o ]““81. Sidney and Beatrlce Webb Thé Preventlon of Destltutlon,

a o an

.
-

o
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. ge-imménsely ehricﬁed; "His remedies were not mere. patch- “ ,
‘M L - \' work solutlons- in e'true Edwardiaﬁ>spirit‘they aimed )
D d P at the transformatlon of humanlty. Like hls contemporary
H.Ng Brallsford he desired the establlshment of "an
R o ‘ " . ordered democrecy"gz. It can,be argued with some‘jﬁstice 
RO ' 1 ‘ ‘that such plans ipvdlved detachﬁent from the éggi’worldf

: C . pzToday, anyone; who would attempt the realisation of . .: :

1 1 ~ = . - -
| . , - . oL s

I . .. similar projécts would rightly be aecused of an inclination
I o ‘to totaiitarianism.’Yet{nthimycould be more injurious '
. tQ.Webb's.iqtellect than to ddsca;d himJbecadse he noQ

L«:I. . sodﬁds/like an‘authoritarian dreamer. Although his - -

i

: 3 ‘ . ideal collect1v1ty was elitist, with its "good" measures
‘ S _ reaghlﬁg "the people" from above, one should\never
3T S ;uﬁderfestimate his formidable faith in huﬁan datufé.'
';;ike‘Hobson, Webb believed that the men and wemen of
S ,‘-vgngland would at last be able tQ Fulfill themeelves .
o j . “if they were prdyided with a better social environment.
; ‘} . " The questiop of knowing whether his plans were practiqabte
- fealiy does not matter here, 51nce our flrst duty is
to respect the lntegrlty of his thought. After all,
there-waefno means ﬁor hlm to know what was g01ng'to_heppeq~ ‘.
A o . in years to come. . ‘ k o

\ - . \

1 - =

NN . 82, Henry Noel Brallsford The War of Steel and Gold:-.a study
L of the armed peace (London,- T914), ps 312.
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In 1932, the Webbs a&nitted that they were.

“concerned "not w1th the 1nd1v1dual man, regarded as

a llVlng organlsm hav1ng body and mlnd ‘but w1th the
Co T "' relations among-men" . This was in their case unayoidable:

they were sociologists, not philenthropists: Yet when

\

' w83

’

Beatrlce refers to her husband in 1924 as belng

. " "essentlally a detached observer without any keenness

lfor one way over another"

. own\personal distance from "the people“z/not Sidney's.,

84, we must remain cautlous:\

"‘ . in reallty she might 'have been thus dessrlblng her \

~ ' 4

As T.S. Simey rightly observes:

- the greatness of the Webbs!' ' ) : -
achievements thus lies in theijir ’
recognition-that the time had come
when attention had to be paid to '~ -

- the new institutions' that. were most .
typical of a rapldlg changlng
- industrial soc1ety \

[ ¢

§

© 83
. . 8a.

85,

- v

Sldney and Beatrice Webb, Methods of Social Study S
(LOndOn, 1932) ’ p' 3n N

Beatrice Webb, Beatrlce Webb s Dlarles, Vol. 2,
L924—1932 ps 42 -

- . -

T.S. SLmey, "The Contrlbutlon of Sidney and Beatrice.
Webb to Sociology", The British Journal of Socioclogy, -
12 (1961), p. 120. R ‘

t ’

Lo



_future,

. 1\ndustry by the state.

AN - Lot - -~ Yo ‘ ‘ . Vo -

The Webbs ‘scrutinized the past to find clues that -
might enable them to contribdte to shape England's'.
and -these were o be 'basically the local = .- -

governments, thé co-operative societies, the

central control of social services and the trade

unions‘. In Webb S oplnlon, Soc1allsm was 1nev1table, -

but it was a Soc1alJ,sm wh:Lch worked hand :Ln hand with.

capltallsm. There :.s some truth in the remark that

"Mr. and Mrs. Webb [suffered7 from the same capltallstlc
86 k

myopla" . He wanted the communal ownershlp of wealth,

_yet he always felt reluctant to promote the control of

Thls apparent contradlctlon

and: the resultlng uncertalntles of some of his wrltl s

‘reflect to a large extent those of the Edwardlan per od

- inconsis tency

‘

t
-

J.tself, , \There would be no po:Lnt in accus:rng Webb of

we must ‘accept hls .OwWn - J.mpre551on of

. bulldlng a sc:LéntJ.fJ.c pro;ect./

i - M - )’ -
. - -

So far we have examlned Webb's empha,51s on the

cr‘L1c1al role to ‘be played by the: 1nd1v1dual in soc1ety

\

It sh’ould,be\clear‘ by now 'that his ideal communlty\ was

not merely a technocratic one, where the citizens would

- 86. "Personallty in Gulld and State", The New Age;‘ Vol.\-

.No. 9, (January 1, 1914)

3

)

13, -
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-its uniqueness to the benefit of a Webbian Eden?

- _ ) ’ N X . - e v ' _ I .’ 1-20‘

.
¥ -
-

‘be totally-subservient to the collective good. Why ,
then, has he been accused so often of scheming for a

state that would oppress the indiwvidual and abolish

{ -

Was he really‘"qéncerned,essentially with'performance"87?"

The Socialists denounced Webb's."nalve" belief in ." the
idea that a mechanical re-arrangement of Society can dodge '

the law of rent or circumvent wagery"88. At the other

end of the bolitical spectrum, his old collaborator

" turned anti-Socialist Harold Cox proclaimed in 1920 that’

Webb' was "less concerned with liberty than -equality,

]
A

and concluded: co \ , N

SN The real question for Socialists
as, well as the rest of mankind A

- ‘ to consider is whether on balance o
such injustice as results from _ T
ineguality is greater in amount N
and more injurious in effect .than
the injustice that would result
from compulsory equality@89. |

1

3

Both 'sides thus agreed to charge Webb with pré)pounding

a delusion of justice.-

-

,87. Reba Soffer, Ethics and Society in England-Thé. Revolution

"in the Social Sciences 1870-1914 (Los Angeles, 1978),
p. 21.

- 88. "The Death of an Idea", The New Age, vol. 13, no. 11,

h " (July 10, 1913).p.238
89. ‘Harold Cox, Economic Liberty (London, 1920), p. 194.

L
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shared the assumptions of the old atomism, it was simply
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‘ But these judgments do not enlighten us about

the real orlgln of Sldney Webb s output. They are out‘

Ki

of context and as such miss their p01nt.' It is . '

'Aessentlal to. remember that hlS awakenlng to Soc1allsm -

’

,came at a tlme\when."the phllosophy of collectivism

-

an alternate position on:the same axisﬁgo. Webb's

thoughts sérang-in a particular historical context,

-during a period when British Socialism was still

tainted with strong‘dosee of Liberalism.  Like many

Edwardian Socialists, he neither rejected‘thé‘capitalistsf i

'

growihg powers, nar accepted the social conditions that

' the latter were imposing on England. "His reflections

were so original that they did not allow'for an "easy"

»
v

‘classifidation. There exlsted, as we have seen, strong

>

elltlst tendenc1es amidst the Fablan Soc1ety. Indeed,

'

‘there are elements of truth‘ln Engels's contemptuoué

portrayal of_the Fabians as middle-class intellectuals:

N ’ <

"not trusting this gigantic task /Fevolution7 to the

crude proletariat alone /but/ gracious encugh to stand at . -

91

_the head of it"”~ .. But this does not imply that Webb

v
S~
«

90... Helen M. Lynd, England in the Elghteen-Elghtles,'
p. 427.

[ ~

91, F. Engels quoted in Paul Thompson, Soc1allsts,
Liberals and Labour, p.’ 139 ) .

A
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. desired to transform the 1nd1v1dual into _the anonym us

servant of an eff1c1ent overpowerlng,fcollect1v1ty.

[
'

Ll

In fact, his views 6p-the equilibrium to. be

attained between individualism and collectivism were

quite similar to . those of the philosopher .T.H. Huxle&,

’

who wrote in 1898: ‘ . .

~ .
‘
\
$ ‘ \ N
- . S “

I-am strongly convinced as the"

..« be, that it is desirable that every - | u
NN . man should be free to act in J ’
*every way which-does not limit
the corresponding freedom of his )
. : .fellow man. But' I fail to connect -
) .that great induction of political .
science with the 'political cdrollary o .
- which is frequently drawn from it: -
that the State ~ that is, the people
” . in their .corporate capacity-has . L
no business to meddle with anything -
but the administration of justice - N
and external defence?Z2. , : L

' / “ . -

- . /
. ’ '
K o

N

If Webb ever held one belief' it certainly was his .

'

conVLCtlon that the state had the rlght "to meddle"

with every soc1al problemr. As we shall see, J A, Hobson

»

was to profess ideas whlch appeared at times more

4 -

humanltarlan than those -of Webb There was always 1n the

‘
.

1

’ -

¢

92, T.H. Huxley, Evolutdion and Eth:l.cs, (New York,. 1898),

p. 227. "

v

most pronounced individualist can N



of

]

) op:.n:l.on 1s \shared by R.C.K.

-politics.

- 93. ‘
- p. "10 . - I . . f ) A_
94. R.C.K. Ensor, "Fifty Years of Fabians", The Spectator,-

latter a G::LVJ.l servant dlmensn.on whz.ch made his thoughts

seem devoid of compass:l.on- But' lt ‘was prec:.sely through

hls serlousness and co—called “heartlessness" that

he manlfested hlS intense devotlon to the cause-cf. .- -

creating a funct:.onal and just Brltlsh nat:Lon.

N

.
. , . .
- - - - 3. -
. M ’ 3

.- According to E.J.T. Brennan, "'the_p_eriod from

93 -

com‘parat-ive' eclipSe “for lthe Webb- éar,tne::ship’" “. This

-

Ensor,’

the Liberal and La,bour v1ctory of 19063 LT

-

the Fabian Society 'missed the - _
bus'. It had earned the distrust -
- of Radicals and. Labour men alike

‘ by supporting the Boer War and

" - the. Balfour Education Act, and
-; still more perhaps by belated . ) T
A .~ -.attempts to revive the now . oL e

- 1mpossible ‘Lord Rosebery94 C

v

M

inde_ed‘,‘ Webb 'lost in 1905 his usual assets to perméate

Incapable of inspiring. dlrectly the leeral

programme, he publlshed anonymously in 1906 his’ proposals

E.J.T. Brennan, Education for National Efficiency,

January 12, 1934.

[

., 1905 ‘to the. outbreak of the Great War was a time of - ‘

‘who said ‘that after
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- T of i:eforni in the shape of an . 1ntercepted letter where S L

e L s he makes Campbell--Bannerman, the new Prn.me M.:.n:.ster,' e T
. . ' . 4 ' N - [ , - .
L proclan.m that A Cor ",' e
: S Ly L - It is a poor bu51ness for . e T

. L:Lberallsm to be defendlng the ' . . > .
) . .. .- . .status quo. We must, in fact, S
. ) PP - have'a play with some action in- o ) -
T . O “it, or we shall very quickly be . e
' S - " hissed off the stage. We must, =~ . . A :
ST . S © in, fact, whether we like or not,- L. LT
. -~ .. -, ' play Social Reform?5. ' . . o T :

P L “ IWebb,’ on bad terms with F;j"-'ominent _Liharaié ‘such. as . o o
L - -Lloi}(ﬂi Geor,g?', had ‘tHen no better way of \.per_sua'd'j,ng‘ L 1: L : _" ?
o e " the @;_overriment o.f.,the usefuln‘essuof his -id'eaa. . C :
oL . ; From ‘2‘1.509, d'at‘:e‘ ‘of’the -publication of their \/ ) \ o : -
] .‘ R e ‘Minor-igy‘ I\Qeg‘)oz_:t"of th'e'Poor’Law_ Conuni'ssgoh, until 1'9]'.1';".‘ Do ‘_ '
’ ,_ ,— the Webba invested 'mos‘t of"their‘ ener:gies in thé LT ~§ -

i

- S organlzatlon of a "Natlonal Comnu_ttee to Promote the S e

< - » t Lt

U Break—up of the Poor Law" ’ whlch was transformed in

' \ b3

ST , June 1910 lnto "The Natlonal Committeé, for the Prevention
” . T of Deétitution"‘ The latter possessed J.ts propaganda ) L ;
P ‘instrument in the form of The Crusade, a publlcatlcn S A
i o o 95 Sldney Webb, -"The L:Lberal Cablnet-An Intercepted Letter )
- - . The Natlonal Review, (January, 1_906), jo 8 790. Lo . -
- *. . ol i ) ! - ‘ ; ‘ . -



way of the w:.se surgeon to waste ‘tears and enchantments P

,

in 1910

3 9~7. Sidney Webb, "Why there must be ra Natlonal Authorn.ty~' DO 3

’ ) i . T ’ ' ' I3 . ~ , . ' -
bearlng the s.1gn1.f1cant motto of "For it is nOt the oo
N ‘u ! ! s .

N - PR - v .

on ‘a dlsease ,that needs the knlfé'% borrowed from. ° Lo

: Sophocles.x A,]:t_s primary aim was, in WEbh s words, - - .7 . '
’ ~‘ \ ! . :' ) i h‘-". - : ;"'\ " ‘ o ' ¥ : . .."”‘ ‘:. ~-' el
Lo - ,'to convince our ‘real goVernlng e RN
- .~ - - -'class of the. ‘urgent necessity SRR S
-+ and.vital importance of no longer =~ . .- ., -
- " failing to grapple with fthe . '-- - - | .
- ' problem of poverty/..., We should o "
: Lo no more think of 'deterring' a-man - .. - -7 -

P " in distress from :taking- advantage =T
S the ‘provision made by the State for . A .
: " his case than we now think of e T L e Y

.t v T 'deterrlng a smallpox patlent from '

- comlng- into hosp1tal9 o Lo T

The publlc response to the campa;gn was: for a th.,;Le L

mpress:.ve, the comm:.ttee 'S membershlp reachlng 26 000 - ) o

9 ' and ‘the prevehtlon of destltutlon became o T L.

a hlghly fashlonable tO‘p.‘LC.; Like'most‘ middle—-cl-ass. : ; ' s

crusaders, Rupert Brooke, then pres:Ldent of the Cambrldge T #
Fablan Soc:.ety, exclalmed. MIt's only because the - . R

N . PR -
‘destitute and ,need]‘.essly su,ffering millions are here. all -7 T
9. The Crusade, III, no, 9 September, 1912 o L“f T

4

for the Able—BodledUnemployed" - The Crusade, I S

B “, .- N
(February, 1910), pp. -3-5. . o oty L T
N v . ' v ot ' - ' ' . )
. K ’ ' M . - N ) v, .
.. . P B
98. The Timés, June 1 1910., : . . . ) RN s
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) . . ’ the- tme thatvpeople won't~ notlce them"'99‘ Yet, in this

Tew ~

.+ case as always, Webb was- not moved merely by charitable

: e ’ ::mpyulses: as he said in 1909

P s e T ’ -

‘Z' . . " . a
. ; . - [T :" - 'u » - M 4

] ° . = - [— ‘
B T e We real:.se that whllst a h:Lgh

b L e e e *.- . state of civilisation involves

S AL a steady development of those
S ey DT . -forms -of poor~relief, such as care

=7~ . for the aged, which are ultimately
C . . " dependent upon purely humanitarian
- . . " .motives, the economic efficiency

s
’.
r

4

o [T ~ . i of-the nation demands an ever- -
L ST N ¥ inéreasing attention to the more
< N - -, -, " =~ Qdifficult questions of preventing
» -, . ' .~ _. 4 .~ the social ‘evils of destitution_and '
bt o e Wt w7 the waste of potential citizens
LS R . B , IS v e . . a s,
7 . «. -7+ . wWhen attempting to find means of abolishing
T ‘poverty, he was basically concerned with an aspect

., 7 involved .in the- creation of a new, efficient state.

LT o L N . ) ~
- *,- .. He was'convinced that "unemployment insurance...does
“* .+ ..." not prevent the occurence of unemployment. Hence the
v ->'. .. - Dbest possible schemes of insurance in no way obviate the
- ) . need for.the measures of prevention that the Minority Report
N N . ) ) -
PN k ) o . {
x ) * [ . : ? - Y . 1.
T 99. Rup‘er Brooke quoted in Christopher Hassal ,

e Rupert Brooke-— A B;Lography (London, 1964),
T <o T P- 2‘28.

¥

A I

N . . ih

— . ’lOO.Sidney Webb, "“The Economic Aspects of Poor Law

= . - - Reform" , The English Review, III (October, 1909),
= " .. 502. ,
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e 1890 s to "theéir energy—oonsumlng Crusade. In 1913, The: k h_f~

t L ’ N ' 1:2 7' ~
'demands"lol.: The Webbs' elaborate programme, with 1ts : S
prov151ons ranglng from Uom1c1llary Treatment of i

ExPectant Mothers and the’ Helpless Aged to plans g1v1ng
authority to a Central Control, wanted essentdally

' to ‘organize the Labour Market in an effeétlye wpy._, 1 R

t
' i
[y

B . . - ~

TN Yet, despite all its enthu31asmq the Webbs';zf‘

- . ~
i

.. crusade was doomed to’ fallure. Commentlng %;Dthe adoptlon

- of the Liberal National Insurance Act of 1911, the

?

"disenchanted Beatrice. predicted . "We shall have a

»

sort of*bastard organisation, neither a properly constitgted:
"organ of the seate, nor .a yoluntary ac_,;ency"l(-)2 And o
~1ndeed the Act ‘did not attempt to prevent 1ll-health
3‘or,unemployment. In the words of Lloyd George himself, NN

it was a “temporary expedlent" . &s Sldney and

~ »

Beatrlce Webb' reallzed q&ey had repeatly blundered over

>

s many ‘crucial issues durlng ‘the Edwardlan years ﬂhey
seemed to have backed constantly -the "wrong horses"

from thelr early opposltlon to the I.L.P. durlng the

~ -

- 4 - -
- - L .

~10l. Sidney Webb., "Insurance Agalnst Unemployment" - The
T Crusade, II (January, 1911), Ps 13

- - ~
- .

192. Beatrlce Webb Our Partnershlpy g.-475.

s \

«

3105. Davld Lloyd George, quoted in J:R. Hay, Thé @rlglns
"o T Qf. the Liberal Welfare Reforms 1906-1914 (London, .
1977) ’ p., 57. . o ‘ ) ’ . .‘ 4:

,

TN



-

New Age aescribed"Wébb'as Beingt"palpably a pélitical

.,

‘Wheﬁtthey came back, the Webbs‘foundea in 1913 an ,

) lndependent‘weekly Journal The New Statesman, whlch . j"-(‘

. Chekhov ‘'were "discovered".,, while London was the scene

‘-_n', ’ 128

v

failure“104; Noththstandlng all thelr achlevements,u I

'
.
i by
.

they felt bew1ldered by the world emerglng around

 them, and left England in. 1911 for travels around o
the world That year, it was,gloomlly obse;ved.that

.- N L
. + - . -
) . ' ., [

M
. - v ' -

"'To—day there is almost nothlng .
- going' /in .the spheres of A T
mun1c1pallsatlon and natlonallsatlog7 o -
The London County Council has no ; o e
longer a Progressive -Programme; . ' .~ . °, -
the natiodnalisation of railways . ’
and land is further off  than ever... .
weé are experiencing a set-back ' o L
. in the practical reallsatlon of ", ‘ )
,publlc ownershlp105 ; T

i
. .
! . . . - »

L IR

partlally served as an outlet for, the;r work. England

_-had w;tnessed in recent years labour unrést and - ) ) -

suffragettes' agltatlon,-the Qarllament Act, the Home - o i

- -

Rule Bill and the first. aerial post. Picasso and

of the "coming of the motor omnibus". What years before
. v .
Sidney had called the Zeitgeist was moving. at last.-

N ’ N , Ly ..

4 .
z
T et e e .

1

104. "The~Death'of ah Idea", The New Age, p« .237. .

105. "Letter to.the Editor-The Prevention of Destitution",
The 'New Age, Vol. 9, no. 21, (September-2l, 1911),
po 500~ . " L . . . \ ‘ e




e " ' CHAPTER FOUR s
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¥ 7 J.A. HOBSON AND THE STATE: THE FORMATIVE YEARS - )

What are the chief lines of economic change required
- "to bring about a readjustment between modern methods
SR of productlon and ‘social® welfare?l . :

\

- J A. Hobson The Evolutlon of Modern Capltallsm,
‘ N 1894 .

R - To measure the gulf separatlng the 11v1ng experlences

//f/SLdney Webb and JeA. Hobson, one has 51mply-to listen

T
. 'to Florence Hobsonfs short stories: iMy~huébandlwas doinQ
literary work, which took him a good‘deel from‘hohe..:"z.
} The obvious autobiogfapnical tone of this excerp# reveals
- a fundamental diohotomy in Hobson's‘life. On the,one:
hand, he seemed perfectly at ease in a world of well«
kept houses and falthful servants,-ln many ways he personlfled

the archetypal educated British gentleman of his day, llVlng

’

on a prlvate 1ncome and enjoylng the serenlty of a "home"
and the company of his chlldren. It is therefore not,

surprising to hear him proclaim,that "the .narrowing

P ’ . - B
v
A \
' &

<,

. 1."J/A. Hobson, The Evolutlon of Modern Capltallsm (1894);
o (London, 1895), p. 352. o
2. Florence Edgar Hobson, Shlftlng Sceneés (London, 1906), -
p. 141. ’ oo

'
N . @




' . . of the home 1nto a place of hurrled meals and sleep lS L e

- ' .
. v - N —_

., on the whole the worst injury modern lndustry has lnflldted

D I S

3
.

A i ' on our llves"3. .Yet as his wife made clear he was often
§~ﬂ A \ away, makihg himself a part of the real world, plunging toL
_% Lo o into "the darkef side of 1ifé“4, 'Instead'of being e . .

a ‘Spectator, he became an, engaged witness. Why?

S ) The,truth was that like many‘Edwardian intellectuals,‘

- "’ he felt chosen to act as a crusader for the establlshment . ) i

© of an "art—sc1ence" of social progress whlch would be ’ ' o

s dedicaﬁggzto.the fu]f111ment,0f all ;he_po;entia] of mankind.
' In the words' of MichaeJ:Freedeﬁ, he "strove tgwards the .
oo ‘\crystallization of a social science, a unitary study B

of the” processes of social evolutlon"s. "He believed
A . s

o i oo that this intellectual, tool would endow the statesman , -

\ and the c1tlzen with the power to "/absorb and assimilate/
<L the history of’the past which science presents in its’

) elﬁacts andﬂlaws but [also to use/ his free constructive

Aot
\

2 mt e e g

- i -
= - _ v IS . ~

. . ,
’ i

vt N N
R \

.3..J.K. Hobson, .The Evolution of Modern Capitalism, p. 320.

. . 4. J.A. Hobson, John Ruskin-Social Reformer (1898); . o
oL (London, 1899), p. 12. ' :

c v A ’-5;‘Michael Freeden, Introduction to J.A. Hobson, “Confessdions
B of an Economic Heretic (Brighton, Engl, 1976), p. vi. ,

1




|
f

.will of the people.

: 9.\J.A.2Hohson/ Work and Wealth, p. 350.

N ' ~
B > . 0 ~ .

faculty to make the hlstory of the future"6 "In sharpv

contrast w1th men llke C. F G. Masterman, who gloomlly

"observed in 1909 that "zest and: sparkle hag, goné ‘from

a. society whlch suddenly feels 1tself grow;ng old"7 Cv -

Hobson remalned a resolute optlmlst durlng the Edwardlan

‘years. Indeed Graham Wallas would refer dlstrustfully

to hlS frlend's ax1omat1c, "easy—gOLng optlmlsm"8 \ Evenf
gln 1914 . he was still conv1nced of "the ev1dence of the e
aSCent of human soc1ety towards allarger and closer ‘
COmpleXLty of human relations and a clearer Lntellectual
-and ‘'moral consc1ousness" 9 He had then an absolute falth

in the future and in-the effeqtiyeness,of the colleetive .

" Hobson's 'ultimate aim was to contribute~personally

to the readjustment of what he con51dered to be the

\
v

dasrupted equlllbrlum between the 1ndustr1al system and

_the 1nd1v1dual. 'In the pre-war perlod,,he remalned certain .

—

6. J. A. Hobson, WOrk and Wealth: A Human Valuatlon -
' (New York, 1914), P. 1x.| . o Co e

)

7. Charles F.G. Masterman, The Condition of.England

———

(London, 1909), p. 230. - \ -

\

8. Reba N. Soffer, Ethics and Society in,Englandf p: 173.

i




-

*

\

.~ . (New York, 1902)-, p. b51l.

- that the deep‘contemporary social malaise-could be: . .

cured in foreseeable tlme ‘Using knowledge'of the past:

as a guldlng llght, and conv1nced that each generatlonx

ougHt to be the master of its own destlny, he was

argulng in favour of a well- balanced natlonal structure.

i

Consequently, his general attitude tqyards economics

’was,quite.dnique:'hs characterized it himself as a

"Humaﬁist approach to\EconomiC‘Life"}O: Whilé his

1

flrst targets were the defeots of the economic structure,

hlS major concern always was. to Psubstltute a sub]ectlve

standard of human feel:.ngs"ll fop the prevall;ng polltlcal

-;and‘economlc norms. In'shqrt,‘hiS‘eﬁtire“life—work was

‘a constant effort’ td "refey eieky 'is' to an 'ought'"lz.

= I4

3

Al Y :

But tefore examining the roots of his self-
imposed mission it is.crucial to challenge here the fiction
whlch transformed Hobson into a martyr economist and a
prlest of under-consumptlon. Cquld he have been really

"one of those-rare persons who was completely unspoilt by

thetneglect of his contemporaries, never sour and superlatively

i
&

s

'»10. J.A. Hobson, Economics and Ethics. A Study in Social

Values (New York, 1929}, p. 3.~

11. J.A. Hobsdn,\The Social ProBlem—Lifg and Work (1901),

12..J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 51. .

]
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: eqénomist,‘or perhaps precisely for that reason, he had

hbnést"133 To what exteAt was he "the lonelydeconomlst"14 ) ‘

or the "emotional radlcal"ls. As we shall see, it is o A
undenaable that his career as an economist, experlenced ~ |

eevereiset—backs in the 1890's\and he remalned always "[ o ,

an outcast from acaaemlc c1rcles. Yet in 1929 Hobsen _;  K

was described by an American. scholar as "one of the

foremost economlsts in the Engllsh-speaklng world"lq. . '

Despite his failure to obtain full recognition as an

nevertheless succeedéd in establishing himself as an
influential moral conscience. . As Peter Clarke sees éc‘

clearly, ) - . Ce .

A

’ * -

It would...be a mlstake to thlnk , ’

of Hobson as an otherwise : :

predestined Professor of Economics,

cruelly martyred in the cause of ‘ -

under-consumption. He would in ' :

any case have been lucky to establlsh .
_himself as an academic economist ,
in view of the sheer lack of |, 4 ‘

- rigour or respect for academic . .
standards in much of his workl’. ' '

13. Kingsley Martln, Editor-"New Statesman" Years( 1913 1945 "
(Chlcago, 1968), p 159

'

14. Barbara Tuchman, The Proud Tower, p. 358.

';5.‘Joseph A. Schumpeter, History of Economlc Analysis
’ (New York,, 1954), p. 832. . )

16. Jerome. Davis, preface to J.A.Hobson, Economics and
Ethics, p. 1. . - ] . .

17, Peter Clarke, leerals and Social Democrats,.p. 48. .

4
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Indeed, all the discussions of his resilience
to adversity must not hide from us the fact that for

a "Heretic", he possessed a surprising ability to choose

the right political allies and causes. Whereas Sidney

Webb's career during the Edwardian years was imbaired

’

by the ascent of the leerals and his own "aberrances"ls,
'Hobson ccn51stently backed the winner's 51de through
hlS assoc1atlon with the new leerals. From his
: oppbsitioﬁ to Rosebery at the turn of the century, hiS‘
..vibrant denunciation of imperialism, his numerous pleas
: for a democtatic state, to his involvement in the crusade

agalnst poverty, he made himself one of the symbols of

~

progre551v1sm in England In his study of John Ruskin,

Hobscn wrote with-admiration: \

N

Mr. Ruskin will rank as the greatest
'social teacher of his age...because
. .he has made the most powerful and
o most felicitous attempt to grasp
v and to express, as a comprehensive

e o whole, the needs of a human
’ ’ SOCiet{ and the processes of sécial
reform

Like many biographers, he was thus describing his own

18. Gertrude Himmelfarb, "?rocess, Purpose and Ego",
The | Tlmes therary Supplement (June 25, 1976), p. 789.

¥

19. J.A. Hobson, John ‘Ruskin-Social Reformer, pp. v-vi.

] .

N
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aspirations through an assessment of his subject's
achievements. 'Instead of being remembered as a wvictim, .

Hobson should be present in our minds as someone who

-attacked the,6qnsecrated truths of his days. Moreover,

he should not be considered as a fanatic who conjured

T

out of his own thoughts a new version of Liberalism ‘
and desired to convert England to it. ~He was part of o
a social movement in which he worked as a propagandist: ,

to comprehend his craving for reform, it is necessary

’

to go back to the later Victorian years.

' . v
- .

John Atkinson Hobson was born on July 6, 1858,
in Derby, the second son of William Hobson, a printer
and boockseller. His fafher was a promineht and prosperous

citizen: ' he had been twice elected mayor and was a /

joint owner of the Liberal paper Derbyshire and North

Stafforshire Advertiser. Reflecting in later years

N

on his family ‘background, Hobson characteristically _

\
-

"confessed" that he had been "favourably situated for

a complacent acceptance of the existing social order"zq.

[

As in the case of his model John Ruskin, his youth was -

spent in a comfortable and secure environment, hardly

20. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Heretic
(London, 1938), p. 1I5. ‘

v
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the kind of milieu one.would expect to breed a critical - ;
mind. 'Yet by the time he reached -Lincoln Cdllege, Oxford,h. ) .

‘on an open scholarship ih«lB?ﬁ,.Hobson héd,already " -

i

rebelled against the atmosgphere of Evangelicélism

saturating his class. He never became an agnostic,
but- like many members of his generation he transferred . : ;

[ . «<

his attention-from individual to collective "evils".
. His adulthood coincided with a long period of I

. economic depression, and he was strongly affected b}

ot

" _visions of "the ragged, shoeless condition of the children ' -

! pf'these,'poor'. They {stirred in me not so much a sense . o )

of'pity—or of distress as of an incipiént feeling
' that 'all was:not right' in this best of‘allxpossibié- N
X ‘ worlds”Zlu

Hobson's evangelical hpbringipg often came- .

to the surface inh his writings, as, for -example, in the A

general' tone of this ardent denunciation of the aristocratic :
" way of life: ' "the luxury and foppish refinement of a

© . small section of ' 'fashionable' society, unnaturally

relieved of the wholesome neceésity of work"22. But it

+

21. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Heretic, Pp- 16-17..

2R .22. J.A.Hobson, The Evolution of Modern Capitalism, p. 370.
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"’ was an Evangellcallsm focused entlrely on a‘flght to T

~

. criticism of British society.

\restore a. soc1al equlllbrlum, not: merely the peace of : ‘

1nd1v1dual sopls. plke another troubled contemporary,' L

Beatrice Potter, he was driven gradualiy by his Coo e

fgrow1ng dlscontent to believe with her that "SGClaL,

s
- -

questlons...are the v1tal questlons of to-day.i hey o L
take the place of rellQlon"23. Both were conv1nced o ; |
‘tha% harmony ‘was d;sappearlng from the world, that .

the soclal Organlsm was ln a state of moral cras;s“

' ‘Hobson -was thus not isolated in his:eailY{

The story of the last
ﬁwéntylyears of the niheteenth century repreeented-

for the generatlon of the 1880 s. a dark age of "lgnomlny

24

and shame" ~°, Yet despite repeated attacks on the so— .

called Victorian consensus; lalssez faire was Stlll

trlumphing 1n all spheres of soc1ety, 1nf1ltratlng 2
politics as well as education and 1ndustr1él relatlons.“
Dean Farrar,

a contemporary, even Gharacterised,the S

23. Beatrice Webb, My Apprenticeship, (1926) , (Londen, .
© 7 1950), p. 129. : - Lo

) \

"Social ‘and Political Ideas", in.F.J.C.

24.-C.H. Dri&er, )
(London, '

Hearnshaw ed.,Edwardlan England 1901 1910,
_1933) P. 235.




domlnant mental cllmate bs a "worshlp of 1nut;11ty"25
. The'Vlctorlans' attltude towards the r151ﬂg and "~

p A o . . ' ¢ °

‘ ,disturbing~fofces of industrialism remained fundamentally

ambiguous, and most of them seem to have felt unconcerned

by the social. repercu831ons of the new industrial

e ‘.system.they had created

[ M

)

co Con51der1ng the predomlnant conservatlve

' -

'aﬁmosphere of the tlme , it was loglcal that when Hobson-

" . went to Oxford, no serious opportpnity for economic
-studies was .to be found in academic circles. The

"science" of economics was still-perceived as too

- f B S ‘ 4 - ~

.o crudeiy useful to have been recognized as a major part

-, ' - N

. of the curriculum. Yet he knew aiready that it would

- be the means of hlS personal contrlbutlon to the

ré-orlen;atlon of eoc1ety: beyond all the "fallac1es"

[
3 y

) Hobson discerned' instinctively the‘formidable potential

e of economics as an instrument‘of reform..

¢

.

The Cémbfidge University Extension Movement of

N

" the seventiés had 'been the initiator of his first

encounter with economic discussion, and it fascinated

‘him. Ignoring the wor@s of more progressive economists

»

%;’ 2 ;1" 25¢ Dean Farrar quoted in Martin Wiener, English Culture
g . ‘and’ the Decline of the Industrial SpiTrit 1850-1980
_ . -+ '(Cambridge, Engl., 1%81), p. 19.
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such as W.S. Jevons, fté lectures werelstill blindly
faithful in spirit to J.S. Mill's statement of 1848: ° .

"Happily there is nothing ip the laws of Value, which. .

2

remains for the present or any future writer to clear

up"zs. As late as 1896, Hobson could describe his

’

fellow economists as a "body who 'still lean/s7 Wlth

A}

.

chlldllke confldence upon a theory of Capltal formulated .

by J.S. Mlll and afterwards abandoned in its most

essential feature by its author"Z?. In view of the "

B4 -

blatant shortcomings of the professional economists. of

-

the time, one should not be surprised by Peter Clarke s

assessment of Hobson's performance at Oxford v /he?

»

was remembered by his contemporaries as a distinguished

high-jumper. He read Greats, regarded it as a humane” * -

experiencef but examined*badly"28“.

L
’

Despite its polltlcal and phllosophlcal 1deallsm,,

Oxford nevertheless prov1ded him w1th a llfelong conv1ctlon.

v -

he would try never to be like the "others", those' - iy

. ‘ -

26. J.S. Mill quoted in J.A. Hobson, Confessions of. an
* Economic Heretic, p. "23. ’ .

27. J.A. Hobson, The Problem of the Unemployed-An Enqulry
and an Economic Policy (1896), {London, 1911), P. X. ..

28. Peter Clarke, Liberals and Social Democrats, p. 46.”=

w0
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‘intellectuals who were content to move quietly in the

fetream of .1ife, discussing -abstract notions of liberty.

<. . oo -

_In fact, like another remarkable Liberal thinker,G.

,.ﬁaweélDickineenf "he realised that he could not serve

humanity- by the old methods, so he turned to new

~methods, and .sometimes they were revolutionary"zg.

~

:Thezteaghinéé of T.H. Green alone impressed him, but g

\, it.ieueagy“to]suspect‘that he was ill at ease in the

.

> . . v [l

'rarlfled, unwordly atmosphere of neo-Hegelian preachlngs.
They had however, a 1ong—last1ng influence on hlm.
‘Green was then a ploneer in his belief that individual

- freedom and greater state interference were reconcilable.

- 'In the words of Harold Laski, Green "emphasized not

" the individual over -against the process of government;

T rw

-

-

-

‘but. the individual in the significant totality of his
Qwrelatibﬁs’with it"30. In reality, Hobson felt

« attracted by~ Green s ideas for the same reasons as did

N <

\~Webb because they "made greater state action
. %?SSlble"3l; But~he was disenchanted with Green's
SN

"¢ L
29 E.M. Forster, Goldsworthy Lowes D:Lcklnson (London,
> 1934), p. 28. , B

PR

*~ 30. Harold J. Laski, "The Decline of tiberalism",
- 'L.T. Hobhouse Memorial Lectures, 1930-1940
- - YLecture no. 10), (London, 1948), p. 1l.

31. Rodney Barker,~Pollt1cal Ideas in Modern Brltaln,
p. 1l4.
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i fundamental conservatlsm. As he sald in 1901, "even

phllOSOpherS llke.the -late Professor Green, who are ‘ .

= S

stoutest in repudiating Utllltarlanlsm, invariably R

-~ ot -

"m’ return tQ that termlnology to. express thelr flnal e

-~ o “ . r

Judgment-on a concrete moral 1ssue"32; ‘In- sharp "-_'

K

contrast w1th Green,‘ Hobson des1red to face> ' Y

BRI

real problems, not to pass round them. Thlo lS why"~ ‘

5

'he never was an_ economlst 1n the restrictive sense.

~ i

PR asdrightly observed by G.D.H. Coleq\"He became an .l

i
- . ' v

- economist becausé\he‘waSaalréady a social reforﬁer; L
< & seeklng a- solutlon-to the problem of povarty"33. .. K ' '

~

~ - . ™ . Derby was-adlso.the~home of the philosopher- .

Lo Herbert Spencer,~and it mmght have beez the 51ght of hlm .

- ,. -

rwalklng~wh;ch induced Hobson to read h

- Voo,

*

- Sec1ologx Through his knowledge of Spencer, he came - ‘

S Pr1nc1ples of -

to: neallze not only that 1nstltutlons were worthy objects -

» of study, but also that they were 1ntegrated parts of a -

‘fasc1nating-soc1al organlsm. Spencer prov1ded Hobsonm

- -~ s

w1th a global understandlng of soc1ety, and he could not .

haVe failed to be strongly impressed. by sentences such

~

-

P .

. - - P ¥

N 32ﬁ7d.A. Hobson,lfhelSocial Probleﬁ,‘p. 5.

[y

33 G D.H, €ale, "Obituary: J.A. Hobson (1858 1940)
- "  The Economic Journal, (1940), p- 352. -

A
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v Ly of its membersﬁsnot its members - " oL

\LL_ - . - -politic, yet the claims of the . - . ° T

i thought whlch launched Hobson in a 11felong quest to. . -

. 1n soc1ety, in the "lnterconnected whole

" citizens. 'In5the'tradition of Bentham, Owen,  Comfe and -
T /Miily Spencer strove‘“to express ‘the iﬁtellectual_ahd'

: . ] 3 { o . A .
moral unlty:of social progress" é. It was left to John_ . ... "

as the following: .- . . =~ -~ VR ST S

- | -
-~ . [ - . - . N . . -

\'; - ,The society ex15ts for the beneflt_‘ i ‘ ‘ .o

' ¢ . 4

great as may beé the efforts made .-

C . ‘/ for the benefit of the society. . ' LT
-~ },,‘ - ‘-for the prosperity of the body St e L

" It. has ever to be remembered that - ' Lo .

- -+ bddy politic - ate nothing in themselves,. - N
.-, " -+ . and become -something only in so far” . . .l Lol
. . as they embody the_ claims of its o o .
. component 1nd1v1duals3 : Cor T ;

1) N - - " -
\ R " PR

\

. ! 1

Indeed 1t was Spencerﬁs stlmulatlng 1mpact on hlS own

K

¢
N
’
e e Bt el T e

deflne the "rlght" place. to ‘be attr;buted to the. 1nd;v1dual-

"35 Herbert _‘; SR
Spencer s organlc~conceptlon of sDcrety had made Hobson S T

)
[

v -

acutely aware of the 5001al lmpact of each indrvrdual'
actlons, and that the well belng of  society was: ol

ineeparable_from the self—development of each of its

'

T

3 .
)

’ 34.*Herbert Spencer, The Principlés of 8001ology Vol Iy\l'

. 35. L T. Hobhouse quoted in Peter Weiler, "The Néw. - o

_.36..J.A5 Hobson, The Social Problem, p;\ig

[

third -ed., {New Yo, T893), PP 449-50. ‘ L

Liberalism of L.T. 'Hobhouse, Victorian Studies, . . - -
XVI (1972),'p. 143; ; : . o h ) T
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Ruskln to téach him that the study of man cannot be e
Lo - T T e
value—free. o : s - oo .
- e v i , . . , . " B A . - 3 . ‘I‘ o

‘)\ . - f
As we have ~seen, Hobson greatly admlred Ruskln,

v -

who had been the flrst to reveal to him " the supreme B RN

v ~
~

amoral obllgatloq of confrontlng-. [the SOClal \pr’obl'er\g7 37, o

Moreover, his early adoption of Ruskin's mc;t'to,‘ "The - .. .
-i..a\rgest number of happy and’ hea;thy human beings"_BB, E : “\- L
certainly.-was the source of his .own definitdon of . . o
' thé Social Question in"1901: - . . et e
’ i ~ N $‘ , . \ ,’7 l If ot \ . < -
T ' -~ -Given a number of human beings,  , . P
o . with certain devélopment of . . i L
~. .. -physical and mental faculties . .. . - " - -
"+, 7 and of social institutionms, ‘ .
S ~in command of given natural = . "¢ T -
. resqurces, how can- they--best _ .. - . R
. ' . utilize theseé powers for.the s . B
- . attainment of the most complete . I
- ,satlsfactlon°39 L . SRR

jH“is‘»readi.ng of, Ruskin made him realize that the life"

‘,of' the individual was much more adequate as aﬂme-an‘s 'of

.
. ' N -

measuring the success of social reforms than mere

‘

- - . . 4 . ¥

.

37. J.A. Hobson, d‘ohn Ruskin-Social Reformer, p. vi. .

r

38. John ‘Ruskin quoted in- J.A. Hobson, The Social Problem, *°
p. 7. o T 2 . ,

39. J.A. Hobson, The Sotial Problem, p. 7.




[y

quantitativé'utilitarian concepts such as Wealth

dIt was—through h;s adm;ratlon for Ruskln that hlS 3
dlstrust for sc1ences, even the science. of economics,
grew. As<MIchael Freeden observes, "Sciences,

- \ +

invariably associated-by him with quantificatios, - - .

N ’ . . - . v
cquld not. be used to measure the unmeasurable"40. S -

)

What Hobson found partlcularly attractive in Ruskln s - -

i

< views was the constant reliance on Ethlcs as a guiding .

T,

pfinciple it diepléyedl/ He was impressed By the:

"emotidnal basis of close knowledge of reelity}_under-‘
"+ the control of the splrltual faculty 41, manifested

by the art prophet. Ruskln s idea$% had appealed S .
to Hobson's. humanism and rationalism because they seemed

to provide worthy aims to otherwise blind,- meaningless,

r

social mutations. As Peter Clarke notes, "Evolution as . - .

a mechanism of progress needed a hypothetical goal, which . T

- Ruskin's insistence on 'ﬁife', 'souls of good quality',
geemed to subply"42; / o

o . . N R

v
v
N

- Yet Hobson's revetenee for Ruskin was never totéily '

of an Economlc Heretic, p. vi. . .,

.

41. J.A. Hobson, .John Ruskin—-Social Reformer, p. 29.

42. Peter Clarke, Liberals and Social Democrats, p.- 49. {

3
- . . R
t

40. Michael Freeden, Introduction to J.A. Hobson, Gonfe551ons C el
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. .control over industry is an indictment against a natural

. - 145

’

S v, s, LS

uqcondipional.‘ Indeed, he was aiways,firmly'opposed‘ .
to what he described ‘as "Mr.  Ruskin's assumption that,
because the ﬁill,of indi&iduals’;nitiatgs“all conduct,

the,solution,of4the'SOCiaI problem must proceed chiefly

frém inaiVidUal,\not frbm bublic.action“43. In fact,

Hobsoh was téldefend.prgcisely the opposite thesis.

‘For him, it was only thnéugh‘the use of cqollective
- ’ ¥ -

.- control of ihdustry that a democratic ideal had any

o

- “'chance of being realized in the future. Sidney Webb

I

' Zha& faith in-.a Zeitgeist that -guaranteed the imminent

‘

\ "advent of ~the welfare state: similarly, Hobson became

‘moxe and more convinced that "the indictment against’ social

~

ofder of events on the ground that nature had taken a
) 44

8

wrong road of advancement"

v

. In short, Hobson intended

toAapply on the political scene the Ruskinian organic

\cpnception of society as an economic structure. According

\ to him,'Ruskin's understanding of society conceived the

existence of a."harmony of human forces, but it did noét

bear within itself any capacity of progress. It was an

\ . . ' . ‘ L

43, J.A. Hobsoﬁ} John Ruskin-Social Reformer, p. 202.. -
44, J.A. Hobsonr‘The Evolution of Modern Capi%alism,
"p. 362. ‘ - : ,

3
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© organisation . an -not'an organlsm" . Hobson, however,

believed that De 'cracy demanded "a Self—government . , ;

i

... . .- in wh;ch the whole of the self whlch constltutes -

- - N 4 .
N . ' nation, shall flnd .direct consc1ous expre531on" 6, s

-

T - This conylctlon remalned his’ prlmary~polltlcal credo . . v 7

throughout the later Victorian and Edwardian years.

‘r
¢ - . 4 N
R . f . _ - - \

i

" S0 far, wé have Studied the impact of Ruskin-

f . i

. . " and Spencer on J. A Hobson s awakenlng to socio- ,

polltlcal thlnklng. Before examlnlng his contrlbutlon

to new.leerallsm, it is 1nte;est1ng here to understand

. . .'flrstly his reasons for never becomlng 3 Fabian. After

% f
! .

‘leaving Oxford in, 1880, Hobson began to teach Classics

- , 14 o . .~ .
) s

succe551vely in Faversham and Exeter, and became .

~ ' ra lecturer,ln/Engllsh literature:for the Oxford Extension .
¢ ! . - , , - 3

DeIegacy. In 1886, he mernied the Aﬁerican—born Florence 'U. i
'Edgar, and moved a year later .to London to try journalism.

‘anough his friendship with‘Gnaham‘Wallas he then met
Sidney Webb and other pnoninent members oé,the Fanidn -
\ ; en;ohiage. Consider;ng his inteiiectnai Heckground, *
Hobson was apparently the perfece Fabian candidate, -~ -
. . Lo . v

N
-
- 0 N ~

45. J.A. Hobson, "Ruskin and Democracy" The Contemporary
' Review, LXXXI (January,--1902), p. 112. -

(- " 46. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 112. o ,
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especially since, according to Ian Britain, "the group
managed to accommodate sueh a diverse range of views

and personalities that, even the label 'socialist' does

not convincingly fit them 311"42:1 L.ike most Fabians,

1

-

he was of middle-class origin, and was ready to devote

S

relentlessly his life to the cause of social reform.
He shared with them a growing wrath toward what Henry

George had characterized as "the unequal distributidn

of wealth which is the curse and menace of modern :

civilizétion"48. And like them, he certainly agreed

with the novelist Olive Schreiner's contention that

"Life, personal iife, is a great battlefield"49. Whét,

then, repelled him in Fabianism?
!

Apparently, Hobson's criticism of Fabianism

14

originated in reasons similar to those that made him

accuse the Ruskinian Democracy of resting essentially

Al

on a "self-chosen benevolent oligarchy of able men"s?.

47. Ian Britain, Fabianism and Culture-A Study in
British- so¢ialism and the arts 1884-1919
(Cambridge, Engl., 1982), p. 272.

48, Henry George, PrOgreés and Péﬁerty (1879),
" (New York, 1940), p. 328. .

49. Olive Schreiner quoted in Sheila Rowbotham and
Jeffrey Weeks, Socialism and the New Life
(London, 1977), p. 43.

50.,J.A. Hobson, "John Ruskin and Democracy”, The Contemporary
Review, p.l1lll.
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As he wrote in 1902 |' he considered that the Fabian

Society was preaching a disquised form of elitist

.government, and that its typical member "easily

(Y y ’

finds reasons for repudiating all measures for
enabling the voice of the people to prevail, and
relies more and more upon the wire-pulling and

5l yet

intriguing capacity of an enlightened few"
as we shall see, Hobson's thought during the Edwardian
era, was not always immune from notions of meritocracy,
and along with many Fabians he approved of Eugenics.

In fact, although his "feelings wére beginning éo move

in the direction of Socialism">? during the 1880's,

i
he refused to become a servant of either Marxism or

v

Christianity. He definitely shared with the Fabians

a faith in T.H. Green's theology where "citizenship

becomes a religious vocation"53, but he already intended

during this early stage to contribute primarily to the

development of sociéty as a whole; not of a‘particdlar

creed. ,

51. J.A. Hobson,"John'Ruskin and Demoéracy", p. 105.

52. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Héretic,
po 29- ! 4

wa,

53. Melvin Richter, "T.H. Green and his Audience:ﬁ
Liberalism as & Surrogate Faith", The Review
of Politics, 18 (October, 1956), p. 454.

’ ‘

]
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Moreover, Hobson felt that, as he later gxpléined

t

in his Confessions,

the Fabians did not, in my
judgment, assail capitalism in’ .
its weakest point, and though ot

: contribution to the economic
X education of the open-minded. few,
-, they had not the spirit-of a .
popular appea154 . .
O - . . Nﬁ“‘ .

-~

Notwithstanding what he considered as their essential
\ K " . .

N N

. impressed by,mény.sections'of the Essays: As Paul

Thompson emphasizes,\the new doctrine was unique for

: ‘ # its graduallst ¥ision and its eCOnomlcs based on

Jevons 1nstead of Mafx"ss, both orlentatlons to which

‘- Hobson fully subscribed. He observed in 1898 that-

the Fabian Essays were a’ notable , “

P

shortcomings, -he had numerous';easons for being favourably .

"Heroic remedies are little to the taste of~Engiishmen:'.

a more discriminative logic rules their policy?56, and

\

]

“ this "reasonablé" attitude suited him. With the Fabians,

v »
¢

. 54. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Heretic, p.

A

- ‘55.'Paul Thompson, Socialists, Liberals and Labour—The

v ¢ - Struggle for London 1885~1914, p. 138.

’ e

©©" 56. J.A. Hobson "The Influence af Henry George in
.England", The Fortnightly Rev1ew, LXII (December,
1897), p. 843 . . v

,29I
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' such as Webb, "also found somewhat dreary and

o

,he'alﬁéysvpreferred etep by step, carefully planned
~ administrative measures of reform to sweeping

\polltlcal upheavals. Moreover he was dlstrustful

of the Marxist Weltanschauung,_whlch many:Fablans,'

T.mlsleading. Accordlng to ”N.‘Braiisford, Hobson, "a

’

) ratlona%lst and a‘humanfs to the core, was'repelled

:not mereiy by the lack of scientific object1v1ty in

o

- the prbletarian economics of the Marx1sts, but even ;

57 ; :

"more by their reliance on force" - -

i
}

Although he could not neve\fullyuesgaped the

pervasive influence of Karl,Marx's thouéht,~Hobsou'é

global understandlng of economits sprang from 'the.

insular tradition established by Jevons.. The\BrLtiéh

,economlst Wllliam’Stanley Jevorns,- author of The

Theory of Political Economy' (1871) and The State in-

Relation ‘to Labaur (1882), was among the first to
queétioh the supremacy of J.5. Mill-in economice.’As
he explained in 1874 'in a letter,

-

o

"I fear it is impossible to .

' , '
¢ 4

57. Henry Noel Brallsford "The Llfe-Work of J. A Hobson"
L.T. Hobhouse Memorial Lectures 1941- 1950 " (Lecture ’

. To. 17) ‘TLondon, 1952), PA7T -
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. -, ‘therefore not surprising to realize that his ideas could be -

criticise Mr. Mlll S wrltings . L T .

A . without incuring the danger of . . . e
s -+ rousing animosity.../But7. - . . _ T,
* -however valuable they are in - - "

exciting thought.and leading.to = . o T

they must el - i

i

>

’ ' ., the "study of subjects,. )
. . <7, "¢ ' not be imposed upon us as a new ST RS
e T ¢reeds8, ' \ . ///;///}
4 ' , . . v =
‘He was, in short, the economist of the renouveau, and it is '

A - . -

\

- attracthe to both Fablan and Liberal thinkers, Desplte :
' !
the fact thatthe aIWays con51dered political economy - -+ . * ‘

- - . -

to be malnly,a science of wealth, and hlS lukewarm ) '

feelings towards the cbntemporéry qfowth of the central

.government's powers,levons's influence on the rising. ,

generation was important. As Reba Soffer explains,'hié

légaq&\was a major pontribution‘tb the development of
Qﬁitish/economic thinking "for its use of probability
N ' ) ~

. theory, its definitions of ‘marginal utility and value; .

and its rejectlon of the labor and cost of productlon

theories"sgu MoreoVer,-he ‘was the direct ancestor of Hobson s

theory of under-consumption, since according to the latter} A

58. W.S. Jevons quoted in John Maynard Keynes, The Collected
Writings of John Maynard: Keynes—Essays 1n Biography

Vols X, (London, 197—7 pp.136-137 .

266, .

Reba Soffer, Ethlcs and 5001ety in England, p.

v

~t
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"ﬁrofessqr Jevons went so far as to say that 'the whole

theory of economics must begin with a correct theory

. of conéumpt;on'"so.
)

L

>

“ ~

As we have seen, ﬁobson felt that thé‘Fabiahshhad
been unsuccessful in ﬁheirlaipemp£ to expose all the-
defects éf the economic status quo of the 1880's. His
léarly percebtion of the roots of the diseases then
péralyzing th¢ economic system led him to produce with
a‘collabo}ator, the business man A.F. Mummery, his first

EN

statement as af economic heretic, The Physiology of -

Industry. Like the Fapian Essays, it was published in 1889,

and as in the case of Sidﬁey Webb was the occasion of his
first publication. Both volumes refLecﬁed the new generation's
rejec£ion qf Victorian creeds: it was thus highlf
predictable‘that Hobson's stuay should generally be

perceived by the established caste of economists as a
threétening desecration of faith in laissez-faire and ig

9.8. Mill's enduring motto: "saving enriches and spending

impoverishes ,the community along with the individual"sl.

"o

60. J.A. Hobson and A.F. Mummery, The Physiology of Industry:

Being an Exposure of Certain Fallaciles 1n Existilng
Theories of Economics (1889), (New York, I965),
p. 6. .

61. J.S. Mill guoted in J.2A. Hobson and A.F. Mummery,
Ibid., p. iii.
N
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In fact, the prominent economist Francis Y. Edgeworth*s -

review" of the book even seeﬂed to accuse 1ts authors

- of lack of seriousness. Acéordlng to hlm, they were

e

[y

champions of paradox /who had7 @' LT
chosen a very difficult battleground ’

on which to encounter a very formidable
adversary... The attempt to . ‘.
unsettle consecrated tenets is not
very hopeful, unless the public,
whose attention is solicited, have

some security against waste of their : o

_ time and troubleb2, .

For J.A. Hobson, such depreciatory reﬁarks were
the origins of his lasting exclusign from academic
circles. As he explained in a 1ec£ure in 1935, "I hardly
realised that in appearing to question the virtue of
unlimited thrift I had committed the unpardonable sin" ©3. :f
Yet John Maynard Keynes possessed a better, more neutral,
understanding of the matter. According to him, Hobson
belonged to the category of thinker; "who have preferred

to see: the truth obscurely and imperfectly rather than

[N

' It
62. Francis Y. Edgeworth quoted in T.W.Hutchison, A Review
of Economic Doctrines (1953), (Oxford, 1966), p. 118.

.63. J.A. Hobson quoted in J.M. Keynes, The General Theory

of mrmployment Interest and Money (1936), (London, 1957),
p- 366. )
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to- malnta;n error, reached lndeed with clearness and

~

cons¢stenqyand by easy 10g1c, but on hypotheses

1nappropr1ate to the facts"64. And he was probably

't:-rlght.,The thslology of Industry, like most of his later

*‘books on economic problems, was fundamentally the result

-
LI

of an intuition: “in this case, that "undue saving of
individuais impoverishes the Community, simultaneously
lowerlng Rent, Proflt, or Interest and Wages"65

While Hpbson and. Mummery achieved a convincing presentatlon

wa$ the cause of the uﬂemployment of Capital and Labour,

Y

~

the.general tone of arguﬁent they used appeared at

times somewhat unscientific., And some of the book's rather
vague contentions, such as "Most definitions 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

7

in his denunciations of economic "fallacies", and the

64. J.M. Keynes, The General Theory of Employment Interest

. . . . {
In‘reallty, Hobson was occasionally quite careless

and Money, p. 37L.
65. J.A. Hobson and A.F. Mummery, The Physiology of

Industry, p. viii.
66; J.A. Hobson and A.F. Mummery, Ibid., p. 31.

L9

of their main Ehesis, based on the belief that under—consumption
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7ﬁruly£in§ova¢ive:charactervof his ideas was clearly ,

“filfsui;ed to fit the narrow limits of economics.' At

é'tgme when most economists were still lauding. the rights

I - .

of the individual, Hobson felt "the need of closing

‘the hiatus bet&éen reform and economic'theor§ and

~at£empted the task"67. His inner conviction that the
o }social organism as a whole neéded transforﬁation in all N

‘ spﬂeres, whether economic, political and social,.prompted

‘“z:%: him ip_1890 to join the London Ethical Society. Like
‘~his father, who had launched a local branch of the Liberal- :
Uﬁionist Associat;on, Hobson had evolved‘to become a mild
lehibergiJUnionist, and he believed that the Ethical Society:
ﬁight;constitute a suitable outlet for his-desire for , |
«peréonal involvement in society. Lin?ed with the 7 -

"~ Oxford Idealist Movement, its leaders' aims apparently
: /

matched his own, since they "prsached for an applied

ey o . . .5 -
..social and personal ethics based on a ratiomndl, not

theological, conception of ‘moral welfare"®®, 1n

..67. Paul T. Homan, Contemporary Economic Thought N
(New vork, 1928), p. 288. )

68. Michael Freeden, "J.A. gkbson as a New Liberal Theorist:
Some Aspects of his Social Thought Until 1914",

Journal of the History of Ideas, XXXIV (1973),

PP. 425-426.

©
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-theory, at least the movement hgd everyth1ng to

. -attnact someone llke Hobson, anxlous/to redeem himself’

¢ [N

- . :"%' * » . . \
N a ) Yet he«grew 1ncrea51ngly dlssatlsfled w1th the

-

3 e e e -

Ethlcal Soc1ety s global v1810n of the communlty and

'1eft it- after flve years. . As he soon found out, 1t o

shared strong affinities w1th the Charlty Organlsatlon

‘ Soc1ety and percelved an 1nsurmountable antlthe51s between
the moral and.economlc,dlmenSLOns of~:eﬁorm. Moreover,

Hobson considered that. the movement, through the influence

¥

of men like R.B. Haidane and the philosopher Bernard
. " Bosanguet, was permanently blindeéd by the standard of
moral regeneration it -applied solély to the poor's

L ’ characters .and earnings. It was mainly the dual morality
advocated by the C.0.S. that led him .in 1896 to attack
vigofouely its social philosophy:

\
- " .
B

Why do the Charlty Organlsatlon
. ' . " Society and their philosophers
' A" S ' constantly denounce small gifts to
. . "' the poor, and hold their peace
S about large gifts to the rich?...
S 2 ' Their fault is not that they.are
S ‘. too hard-hearted, but that they are .
- n . not sufficiently hard-headed: it
) ‘is' not- a' lack of. feeling, but a
_ lack of logic. They are simply not

/

An social work. ] L T o A ({v
3 %‘« : h o o . - ) Tt

1Y

S
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:
;
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\ | |
// " the, scientific people that they
- claim to be, for they have not
« learned to think straight against

the pressure of class interests and
class prejudices59.. -

In Hobson's. opinion, J.S. Mill, Jevons,,h and Marshall, in

his Principles of Political Economy (1890), had already

prepared the way towards the creation of a society where

the general will, or moral force of the community,
would be embodied in the equal possibility for all
individuals and classes to find "an opportunity of

rational self-realisation in forms of property which are

'the definite material representation' of their own
70

. energy" ' ~. In short, he aimed at establishing democracy

¢

as the corner stone of the industrial system.

/«Hobbon had previously examined potential remedies

/

to the acute.social malaise of_his day in Problems of Poverty-

An Enguiry Into the Industrial Condition of the Poor (1891).

Aftér a "Webbian" analysis of the historical "growth of
71 “

' State socialism" ', 'Hobson admitted his new faith in

69. J.A. Hobson, "The Social ﬁhilosophy of Charity
Organization", The Contemporary Review, LXX (November,
1896), pp. 713 and 727.

70. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 727. s -

71. J.A. Hobson, Problems of Poverty (1891), (New York),
p. 186.
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.Collectivism. Although saturated by the utilitari?n,{*t Tl e

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 .

S mne

duties might prevent the perpetuation of the past's
excesses. This collectivist tendency made him assess .

the rightful social role of the state as follows:

H
But the State-does not confine o AR
itself to these restrictive or oo T
" prohibitive measures, interfering . i
with the free individual application B ‘ :
of capital and labour, in the ; X R §
interests of other individuals, or ‘ o Cod
o of society at large. The State and v ‘ :
the municipality is constantly . : " s

engaged in undertaking new branches

of productive work, thus limiting -
the industrial area left open to

the application of private capitalist
enterprise’~, .

Like Sidney Webb, he was looking for a collectivist state
that would be able to secure more than mere ad hoc
palliatives for the numerous problems resulting from

the savage urbanisation and chaotie industrialisation ‘

of England. '

72. J.A. Hobson, Problems of Poverty, p. 189.

-
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During the 1890'5, Hébson was a col]ect1v1st

‘ leeral trying. to break free ﬁrom the phllanthroplcal
rhetorlc of the C.0.5. But in 1894 at 36 years of
f age and- Stlll relatlvely unknown he succeeded ln glVlng

; a new 1mpetus tO\hlS.llfet he wrote The‘Evolutron of

: Mddern'Capitalism and he contributed to the foundation

Qf- the Ralnbow Clrcle. Moreober, he joined‘in 1895

the South Place Ethlcal Soc1ety, where'he preached

democratic rdeals w1th constant zeal for the’ next fOrty

. years. Its dlscuss10ns were less arld than those of,

the London branch and Hobson thoroughly agreed w1th

the group s motto: " the promotlon of- human welfare,
73

in harmony with advancing knowledge"'~. Its weekly

~

paper, The Ethical World, attracted notorlous contrlbutors

as diverse as S.G. Hobson, Wllllam Clarke, G.B. Shaw,
and provided Hobson with the intellectual company and
support of progressive thinkers of various tendenctes.
Before being Fabians or Liberals, all these men were
earnestly dedicated to the idea of reform. One gets the

impression that to a large extent, their indiyidual banner

73. Report of the Committee of the South Place Ethical
Society,(1896) quoted in Bernard Porter, Critics
of Empire - British Radical attitudes to colonialism
1895—-1914  (New York, 1968), p. lel.

’
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' did not really matter. - It was in this stimulating
milieu that Hobson's wvocation as critic -of society
found confirmation: as an e?onomist, he would promote
the welfare state, and on the ﬁolitical scene, he

would become a "new Liberal".

As Peter Clarke rightly emphasizes, "The recurrent >

imagery of shipwreck was deeply appropriate to the state

of the Liberal party in the 1890'5"74. As we have

seen above, these years witnessed the persistent

inability of the party to re-adjust its politics in

L]

¢ the post~Gladstonian world. Yet many enlightened dissenters,

such as Hobson, attempted at the time to reform the party

4

from within. These thinkers already éook for granted

a pe& versipn‘of-the Liberal greed which contended, as .
expressed later by L.T. quhouse, that "the difference'’

between a true con;istentv public~spirited Liberalism

and a rational Collectivism qught, Qigh a genuine effort

at mutual understanding, to disappear"751 Hobson;s

conviction that individual freedém was from now on

.

- 74, Peter Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberalism, p. 4.

75, L¢T.~Hobhouse, Democracy and Reaction (1904),
(New York, 1905), p. 237. ' ’
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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%, like The Ethical World, was

fundamentally a laboratory of ideas, Qhere progressive
plans for reform were'tésted énd passionately discussed.
Although it lasted thirty &ears, it was ‘essentijally

a mic;ocosm of the ideologica; tensions dividiﬂg '

the 1890's. 1Its attentién was focused on collectivism

(whgther Socialistfor Radical), ané it was often

considﬁred as a rival of the Fabign Society. The earij
membership was highly-diveréifiéd,'and.ﬁumberéd,‘besideé
Hobson, Ramsay MacDonald, Wiliiam Clque;.Herbert Samﬁel,‘
J.M. Robertson and' Sydney Olivier; Degpitgvthé;r vastly .
divergent intellectual backgrounds, they could nevertheless

' r '
all agree in 1895 on the following credo,;,” stating that

~ ¥

. the conception of the individual

as independent of society is’ false;
that economics of the ‘quantitative
kind must be supplemented by economics
of the gualitative kind; that formal
political democracy is not sufficient
in itself to secure good government; . '
that.Trade Unionism cannot- be made

the basis of a great political
movement; that cooperation is equally -

1
.

M}
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| narrow; & fundamentally that the W
politics of the past correspond .
to the economic problem.of productlon -
& in the .future that ;hev must correspand
to the problem of use

Y

K -
N R ) ~

lee hlS peers, Hobson was by thls time clearly convinced

-

of the nece551ty of transformlng economics 1nto a qualltatlve
science, andxpf the need to establrsh a balance between -
the'industrﬂal'structure and its en?ironment. His‘organic\,
vision of society:was*then inducdng him to stand the’ S

N '

Gladstonian Liberalism on its head, and to affirm in
L
"The Evolution of Modern Capltallsm that "in a large measure.n

soc1al control is to be regarded not as a necessary

protectlon agalnst the monopollc power of 1nd1v1dual,

'
'

but as necessary for the securlty of 1nd1y1dual'property -

¢

within the‘limits prescribed hy_sbcial.welfare"37.l ’,)f‘

Along'With other members of the»Rainbow,Circle; ﬁobson

-

was trying to define a new global perspectlve ﬁor

leerallsm and the soc1al sc1ences. - ‘ . o,

'

If'the,group's rallying cry rested on pragmatic

3

\'fGL\kaiﬁhow’Circle Minutes {19 June 1895) quoted 1n Peter

Clarke, Liberals and Soc1al Democrats, p. 57.

77 “J.A. Hobson, The Evolutlon of Modern Capltallsm, p. 359,

\

.
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' collect1v1sm, its part1c1pants‘ individual 1ntellectual

\

rootswere often contradlctory, ranglng from -the evolutlonary

the51s to leerallsm and’ Fablanlsm. Indeed, they often

, folloWed a path parallel to the one exposed -by the

Fablans in 1896 in Tract #70, ‘where .the role of the state

was deflned in careful and reallstlc terns:

' The: Fabian Society does not
- suggest that the State should . ;
-monopolize industry as agalnst ’ g
" private' enterprise or .individual .
initiative further than may be
necessary to make the livelihood
. of the people and their access -to.
“the sources of production- completely i
1ndependent of both78. .

!

And llke the Fablans, they wére concerned essentially With".

~r‘“the defectlve organlzatlon of 1ndustry and hy a radlcally

“bad dlstrlbutlon of wealth"79 But, as. we w1ll rnow see,

tenSLOns Were Such in the midst of the Ralnbow Clrcle )
"th t~1t‘became_qu1te 1mposs;hle for them to bulld up a -, -
unified political alternativegv

4

In- 1896, the RainboW'Citcle'launehed its official -

79..G:B. Shaw, Ibid., p. 290."

‘ 78;~Geofge Bernard Shaﬁ, “Report on, Fabian Policy and

Resolutions" (July 1896), Fabian Tracts (Nendeln,
Liechtenstein, 1969), p. 288 . ’

' .
Al ¢
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. due .emphasis to the new.ideas and sentiments of social

" party . As might'have.been,preaicted, the Review

_papef's difficulties were the reflection of the

organ, The Progressive Review, and Hobson acted as one

'

’

of its editors. The paper's ambitious-aim was to\“qive ’

jhsticejand of a clear, rational apélication‘of those .,

principles in‘'a progressive, policy and progressive .
»80.

survived only for tw6 yeé;s;*the task of defining one

progressive policy pfobed_impossible given the\often,

conflicting orientations of its contributors. For -example,

" Herbert Samuel had already started in 1895 to defend;

;ibgral.lmperialism} thus, entering into direct Oppositipni

.\to Hobson's Cobdgnite-internatibnaliéh. In fact, the .

progressivVes' momentary. inability to” providé an effective

basis té thei;\rapport de force against the defenders of

f

_the status quo. The Rainbow Circle's self-imposed mission

had been to oppose the legacy of a thirty years period

during which "a wave of. .reaction has spread over the

civilised world and invaded one department after another of

thought and'action"SL;-Not surprisingly, its immediate

achievements were quite modest.

80. The ProgressiQe‘Review (August 1896) quoted in' Peter
" "Clarke, Liberals and Social Democrats, p. 57.

8l. L.T. Hobhouse,  -Democracy ‘and Reaction, p. 2.
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The joint impact of. the South Place Ethical °

Society and the Rainbow Cirble on Hobsoﬁ helbed to confirm

his vocation as progre551ve mlSSlonary Both The Problem

of the Unemployed (1896) and John Ruskin-Social ﬁeformer

(1898) illustrate his stand against the "individualist

fallacy":

through these studies, he was warning his

contemporaries of the "danger of resting upon palliatives"

to cure social evils in need of thorough administrative

MR

and moral re-evaluations. He felt a strong sympathy with

what he described as Ruskin's conviction that

C
Modern industrial life demands
reform, because it suffers from
two mortal diseases,which war against
the right ideal of human society;
first, it- deprives men of this
sound physical basis of life; secondly,-
it poisons the springs of spiritual
life- and of intellectual honesty
by permitting the dominion of
selfish lust directed to the
attainment of low material ends83.

.Yet Hobson was-not merely announcing the advent of a new._ .

man and society from an. abstract ethical pulpit. He knew

that the art of human welfare he was then advocating had

82.

83.

J.A. Hobson, The Problem of the Unemployed, p. 160,

J.A., Hobson, John Ruskin-Social Reformer, p. 311.
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.output the instrument of the coming wave of social reform

166

to be sustained with constant contacts with living

L}

‘history in order to reflect and magnify the contemporary

voice of progress. Since he desired to make his literary

in England, he officially became in 1897 a journalist.

Sidney Webb had plunged into the real world via his '
involvement in the Qo:k of the L.C.C.: Hobson, to 4
achieve similar ends, associpted himself first with . .

the family paper in Derby, and then with The Speaker

(later The Nation). In his biographical study of

L.T. Hobhouse, Hobson defined his friend's achievements

as follows: "He sought to obtain a body of truth on

the conduct of life in order that those who assented to

it might apply it toyhuman betterment"84. There exists

no more apt way to characterize Hobson's persdﬁal
métivations.l Throuéhout the 1890's, he attempted to revive
fai£h in progress. Unfortunately,while the new century
was fast approaching, harmony seemedﬂto have deserted

»

England...

\ . .
84. J.A. Hobson and Mérris Ginsberg, L.T. Hobhouse - His
Life and Work, p. 27. '

»

»

.
St v Lo AR et T

gttt s, o—

i N
s



B aa e

’

. CHAPTER FIVE

-* J.A. HOBSON AND THE STATE: THE EDWARDIAN YEARS

3

3

The real revolution is in the mind of men...the reai
‘difficulties must be met; the right limits of State’-
and municipal collectivism must be laid downl. =

- J.A. Hobson, 1907.

Lucy Masterman, while assessing her husband's _
. PR .
output, concluded: "His writing was part of action...he

used his pén admittedly as a weapon to-achi?ve something,
or to fight for or against something“z. bSimilarly, : .

J.A. Hobson's life-~-work consisted of a personal search

for an ideal and at the turn of the century his new R

political cause becamggFree Trade. As he explained
in 1898 in a sensational article entitled "Free Trade

and Foreign Policy", Hobson felt that tée contemporary

1
!

economic ideology of the so-called “opeﬁqdoor“ vas in

‘fact employed as a shameful disguise to hide "the policy °*.

%

1. J.A. Hobson, "Socialism in Liberalism", The Nation,. //
October, 12, 1907. - .

2. Lucy Masterman, C.F.G. Masterman-A Biography T(London,
1939), p. 48. o \

.
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of forcing doors open and forcibiy keeping them open“3. y

e
©

At this point he firmly defended the Cobdenite .-

.tradition which had contendgd that the economic interests

t

of the nation would be better served through peaceful '
policies rather than coercion. Indeed, he felt that

the enduring notions behind the government's actions, S

namely that

-
’

(1) England requires continual -
expansion of foreign trade; (2) R
this* expansion can only be adequately

secured by increased armaments and

an extension of the area of empire;

(3) it is sound "economy" to undexrgo

these risks and these éexpenses in

order to promote foreign trade4,

4
all had to\ge'refuted: With his theory of under-consumption
always in mind, he argued. that home trade was ) :u

o« !
/ . N

a more solid and substantial
; © basis of industrial p¥bsperity
q than foreign trade for two reasons.
First, it is less amenable to
*  fluctuations arising from commercial
and political policies over which
we can exercise no control, and )
which sometimes are designed
expressly for our injury. Secondly,
Do _the gain arising from home trade .
is double instead of single, the « N

W

3. J.A. Hobson., "Free Trade and Foreign Policy", The Contemporary
Review, LXXIV (August,  1898), p. 167. )

4. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 169.° ' - '

© .
%
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. . - full advantage which both parties
: obtain from exchange being kept
[ o . within the nation

)

In short, Hobsonvthought at this stage that the’empire
merely-was a tremendous/waste‘af energies and the source
A of hatred and misunderstanding beLWeen nations. Moreover,
his article attempted to demonstrate that inveetments.”
in imperiél markets were,‘at least in the short term,
unprofitable. The case of China had in his opinion
clearly confirmed the validity of his theory, since

it had revealed that

3
» »
even if the whole of China were
< ’ ' T thus parcelled out to other industrial
’ nations, and these nations imposed
such conditions as prohibited
all direct import 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 tradeb.

Drawing upon international events, Hobson launched

a personal crusade which lasted throughout the Edwardian

Vo

i

5. J.A. Hobson, "Free Trade and Foreign Policy", p. 177.

6. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p.. 169.

.
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years against England's social status quo. It was

then that he became a member of the small &lite of

thinkers described by H.G. Wells in 1901 as "now rather

oo, 2 ,
aimless~men who have disconsolately watched the

collapse of the old- liberalism- /and who/ will be clearly

13

!

telling themselves and one another of their adhesion
to /a/ new ideal of reconstruction” . Hobson always
admired Richard Cobden's ideal of international co~operation.
Yet his desire to re-build British society soon led

him carefully to emphasize the gulf separating his own

social thought and that of his model. As he explained

much later in his Richard Cobden (1919), "To modern

mén and women it may seem strange that this policy
/[Cobden's internationalism/ should be conceived so
exclusively or primarily in terms of governmental non-
intervention"s.d ‘At the turn of the century Hobson
felt that such laissez-faire, although acceptable in

Cobden's day, had now become totally obsolete. In his

opinion, both dimensions of national life, external

and intermnal, were inseparable, and he was convinced that

- the internal difficulties of England ought to be resolved

7. H.G. Wells, Anticipations-of the Reaction of Mechanical
and Scientific Progress upon human Life and Thought
(1901) , (New York, 1902), p. 299. /

8. J.A. Hobson, Richard Cobden<The International Man
(1919) , (London, 1968), p. 2L,

/
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as first priorities before initia¥ing any imperial venture.

\ 3
"

<

As ‘his article on Free Trade clearly shows, the

-

events In China, where the British Empire used garrisons
and gqunboats to fight against Russia and Germany for

of the Yang~tse valley, had persuaded Hobson
that "to org\anise the forces of political nationalism

in c.)rder to secure by an appeal to military power the

ximum quantity of commerce for the members of a

nation is, in terms of the case, to revert from a high'er
to a lower stage of social life"9. This earl‘y denunciation
of the Imperialists' lust for wealth basically proceeded
from his personal understanding of what BritJ:.sh 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 territory on the one hand, and internal
social and industrial reforms upon the other"lo. In short,
Hobson was warning his contemporaries: instead of seeking \
the gain of e;cotic 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. Hobson, "Free Trade and Foreign Policy", p. 168.

10.J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 179.

\,
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contended, the need for imperial assets would become
less iﬁperative. Yet his article's conclusion still
retained an hopeful tone: "Even now it is surely not
too late to abandon the notion that we must fight fo;
markets"ll. He could not foresee that Britain would
shortly tumble down in South Africa to an ever lower
stage of social life.
“

&

In 1895, L.T. Hobhouse, who had never met Hobson,

nevertheless cogvinced The Manchégter Guardian to hire’

him as Special, Commissioner in Soﬁéh'Africa, on the : .
basis of his‘%revious denunciations of imperialism.

The offer turned out to be one of the greatest

opporthﬂities of his career. Hobson's timely stay

in South Afrlica during the summer and autumn of 1899 .
provided him with a kind of revelation: with the

outbreak of the conflict he realized that "The Britisﬁ

people were being led into a crime by capitalism for the

sake of capitalist interests"lz. The Boer War (1899-1902)

.

left him even more convinced of the unbearable nature of

the status quo, and established his reputation as a leading

11. J.A. Hobson, "Free-Trade and Foreign Policy", P» 1B80.

—

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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opponent both of the war and the national sclerosis.

He returned to Englaﬂd when the military conflict broke
out, and contributed to a sensational lecturing tour

of the country against imperialism: quite often, ;he

meetings were broken up.

In "Capitalism and Imperialism in South Africa"

(1900) and The War in South Africa-Its Causes and Effects
o\ ‘
(1900), Hobson led a frontal and passionate attack

against what he characterised‘as the "pseudo-patriotic
cioak"l3, 6r respectable veneer of patriotism, hiding
the true nature of the conflict. These writings weré
highly chrallenging 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 mortifying to our self-esteem
that everybody will try not to :
accept it as long as he can. But &
it is dismally well backed with

evidence; it cannot be pooh-

poohedl4,

13.” J.A. Hobson, "Capitalism and Imperialism in South
Africa", The Contemporary Review, LXXVII (January,

1900) , p. I5. ”

14. The Manchester Guardian, January, 4, 1900.
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Hobson already was an intellectual heretit when he became

in.1902 the author of a kind of British socio-economical
b

J'accuse on the Boer War experience defiantly entitled

Imperialism.

Imperialism: A Study was more than an enthusiastic
charge against Jingoism or the shameful British behavidur
in South Africa. It was“?séentially an effective and
equally passionate denunciation of various capitalist

"sins". As emphasized in 1903 by a Fabian News review '

of the book, "Mr. Hobson is bringing an indictment
against, not governments or parties, or even nations,

15, Indeed, it aimed

but practically humanity itself"
not merely at imperialism, but instead at the core of
the existing world order, namely capitalism itself.

D.K. Fieldhouse is right when he describes Imperialism

as "a pamphlet for the times.../which7 can only 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), p. 7.

16. D.K. Fieldhouse, "'Imperialism': An Historiographical
Revision”, The Economic Review, XIV (1961), p. 188.
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Yet despite its undeniable qualities, Imperialism

fails to provide one with a clear exposition of Hobson's
social ideas at the turn of the century. It's dual
thesis, "Imperialism is the fruit of this false economy:
'social reform' is its remedy"l7, was far too ambitious
to allow for a coherent development. Ne&efthéless,

it is still considered as one of Hobson's finest -
achievgments, and posterity has retained Henry Noel
Brailsford's convict}on that it was "oﬂg‘of the most
notable contributiongﬂéf our time to the scientific
study of contemporary politics"lB. This somewhat &
excessive view endured for two main reasons., Firstly,’

£

Imperialism is said to have fascinated the mind of its

most famous reader of all, Lenin. And also, the fervent
radical tone it used made Hobson sound,_fof a while,
revolutionary. That Lenin, who aimed at destroyiné the ~
existing system, could agree with Hobson, who always
wished to cure it, could 6nly be the result of a serious
misunderst;nding. To comprehend this, one has to look for

one factor: the book's own defects. Moreover, not

only did Hobson soon modify his views on imperial economic

17. J.A. Hobéon, Imperialism: A Study (London, 1902), p. 93.

18. Henry Noel Brailsford, The War of Steel and Gold, p. 74.

f
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problems in International Trade (1904), but The Social

Problem, The Crisis of Liberalism or even Work and Wealth

are far clearer presentations of his social thought.

Imperialism basically was a)| pamphlet against

. the "bad" and "irrational" capitalism operating in South
Africa and in the rest of the Empire. According to
Hobson, the adoption of imperialism served

/ Al

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 employmentl9.

*
Hr

Since imperialism was the logiéél ally of conservatism,
Hol;son was convinced that "political and social reforms
Y would purge capitalism and imperialism"zo. In other words,
. he felt that capitalism could be redeemed, rescued from

its present dismal condition through the use of liberal &.

social reforms. The Empire, Hobson argued, did not benefit

o~y
19. J.A. 'Hobson, Imperialism: A Study, p. 383.

|

‘ 20. Alan Hodgart The Economics of European Imperialism
) (New Yor 1977y, p. 25.

| fj“
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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

Géld (1914) agreed with Hobson's thesis:"

Regarded as a national undertaking
Imperialism does not pay.

Regarded as a means of assuring
unearned incomes to the governing
class, it emphatically does

pay. It is not true that trade
follows the flag. It is true

that the flag follows invéestments2l,

Like most of his contemporaries, Hobson firmly believed

that the Empire was a profitable wenture for .a minority
i '

9

of magnates: if they could only be led to invest in
the home market, then Britain's problems would be solved.
'AS Peter Clarke explains, "Hobson needed a conspiracy

/ -
because he believed in liberal democracy"zz.

Since he was convincedithat domestic trade could

\

make up entirely for the loss of the Eméire, Hobson

postulated a new economic system based on an innovative

21. H.N. Brailsford, The War of Steel and Gold, p. 78.

22. Peter Clarke, Liberals and Social Democrats, p. 92.

P
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»
mechanism o% exchange and an emphasis on nﬁtional
self-reliance. The economist J.B. Say haa persuaded -
the financial é&lite thgt over-supply was impossible: o
Hobson tried to demonstrate that .it was not only

pbssible, but all too real. It follows that Imperialism

was also an attempt to initiate a serious discussion
of the British workers'| conctete capacity to consume
. [
the goods they produced, and an application of the author's

under-consumption ftheory.

Carried away by his pamphleteer'syzeal, Hobson
unfortunately had misunderstood crucial elements of N
reality. Because of his faith in man, "he %pught ’ :
a rational explanation for the behaviour of others“23,
while forgetting that reality was often far from
being always conQIEtent with reason and intellect.. This
is why he was led to attribute an undue importance to
the role played by economic motives in imperialism.
But cpuld the diversion of British capital to foreign

markets alone explain the creation of the Empire? 1In

A s . i
reality, Hobson's enthusiasm blinded him to the fact that

o

v

23. A.J.P. Taylor, Essays in English History (London, 1976),
p. 173.
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imperial trade was ‘far from being always a source

of profits. As D.K. Fieldhouse notes,

to maintain that Britain had

found it necessary to acquire

these territories /before 19117
because’ 0of an urgent need for new
fields for investment is simply
unrealistic; and, with the rejection
of this hypothesis, so ingeniously
conjured up by Hobson, the whole
basis of his theory that 'imperialism' .
was the product of economic
necessity collapses<®.

’ »

' In other words, Hobson's perspective had been too narrQwly

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 excessivé and too simple advocacy of the

economic determination of history"zsa

5

°

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 Economic Heretic, p. 63.
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a little Englander nor a partisan of the establishment

of an empire rooted in violence and mercantile interests.
Not surprisingly, this rather vague stand was bound to
provoke questions concernind the true nature of his

faith in Free Trade. 'Interestingiy enough, many thought
that Hobson momentarily rejected Free Tr;de during

the Boer War crisis, as he had reacted very strongly
against the obvious bankr%ptcy of the prevailing

economic system. To some of his contemporaries, his

pleas for the development of the home market jinspired l

by his theory of under-consumption sounded like an
exaggerated form 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 desecration

of a long tradition of open frontiers:

It is the fondest of delusions
to suppose that a nation /England/
which has arrived at the situation
thus described can hope to escape
from it by imposing obstacles to l
importations from other countries.
Its position has been reached
through freedom of commerce, and
restrictions on this freedomn, .so -

o far from helping.to preserve its -

b
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g

‘ ) superiorityé conﬁ.d only accelerate
its decline<6, :

3 )

.. Was the Hobsonian notion of Free Trade disguised

protectionism? In fadt, despite the deiprea{ss:‘.'ng impact
of the South African conflict on English society as

a

well as on hié own thought, Hobson was to- remain from.
1901 until the 1930's an active member of the Free Trade
Union, a liberal organization fighting against tariff -

reform. As he explained in International Trade (1904):

It is no better for a nation

than for a man to live alone... .

Protection, like Imperialism, is

a class policy, instinctively

devised in order to break and

o divide, and so to render impotent,

. the blind, ill-directed forces T

T of social reform which are groping '
after the establishme%—, of a
juster economic order<’.

. At the turn of the century, Sidney Webb had
-
been much impressed by the Liberal-Imperialist credo,

and considered the empire as a potential means to transform

k>
#

3

26. Leonard Courtney, "What is the Advantage of Foreign
Trade?, The Nineteenth Century and After, LIII
(May, 1903), p. 812.

27. J.A.Hobson, International Trade—An Application of
Economic Theory (1904), (New York, 1906) ,pp. 179 and
Wl.
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Ehgland into an efficient.society. Imperialism, he
believed, was an ineluctable development of the Zeitgeist,
the natural extension of a progressive civilisation.

]

Indeed, the Limps even had plans for the establi'shment

of a World-state, a kind of perfect social organism

devoid of waste and injustice which would reflect

perfectly their bureaucratic ideal. In sharp contrast,
Hobson's views were vehemently against any form of

domination, in the case of nations as well as in

the relations between the state and the individual. Yet

1

this is not E9,sug?est that he neyer felt concerned

" by internatfgnal pjéblems. In fact, as he demonstrated

in Towards International Government (1915), he always

was a keen advocate of the creaﬁioﬁ\gf a workable

‘international organism to prevent wars. On the issue

+

of imperialism, Hobson and Webb were clearly standing

o

worlds apart.

Y s
A\ [

The Boer War crisis confirmed Hobson in his.

)

‘-

»impression that the existing world order was utterly

uncongenial to him: in 1901, he considered it as a

"twe;vemontﬁ's debauch in these ancient and abandoped

stews of savage 1ust* 28, one should therefore not be

¢

<

28. J.A. Hobson, The Psychology of Jingoism (London, 19019,
p. 40. . oL

.
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surpr%fed to discover a utopian dimension in the bitter
“denunciations of -industrialism which he wrote during

those years. The war, which blatantly disclosed all

i

the British nation's shortcomings, left him acutely

aware of the brutality involved in modern industry. The .
contrast between past and present even led him to: evoke
the pam:in»nostalgic terms such as: "We must get back

29

the "sturdy yeomen' stock'of yore" " ~. As he explained

much later in 1932,

Whereas, under simple and more /
primitive conditions each man
warked mainly for himself, producing
his own necessaries of life or trading
personally with his neighbours, Capitalism
* has made him work for sodiety without
at the same time giving him a
corresponding claim upon society
", for his livelihood30.

1N

\{; S

But not only was man alienated at work: his mind, too, was
progressively losing its independence. In short, democracy

was in danger. . . ' 'f

29. J.A. Hobson, "The Approaching Abandonment of Free Trade",
The Fortnightly Review, (1902), p. 443.

30. J.A. Hobson, Preface to the 2nd ed. of H.M. Hyndman,
Commercial Crises of the Nineteenth Century (1932),
"(New York, 1967), p. vill.
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Although Hobson now appears as é»somewhat over-
confident and nalve rationalist, it is essential to
remember. that he always shared thebpsychologist William
McDougall's belief that "mankind is only a little
reasonable and td a great extent very unintelligently

31. It was the Boer

moved in qpite unreasonable ways"
War, rendered possible by the joint impacts of the

. alliance of capital and mob on the one hand, and the
pervaéing Jingoism in all clasgfs of so?iety on the
othe;, which prompted Hobson to reflect seriously on

the problem of social psychology. With the shameful

war experience in mind, he gloomily argued in The Psychology

of Jingoismjkhat ﬁhe prevailing social organisation was
. destroying the last remnants of the individual citizen's

dignity and common sense:

The rapid and numerous changes

‘ in the external structure of

- modern civilization have been
accompanied by grave unsettlement

of the inner-life; breaking up of
time-honoured dogmas, a collapse of
principles in politics, religion, and
morality have sensibly reduced. the
power of resﬁFtance to strong

1

31. William McDougall, An Introduction to Social Psychology
(London, 1908), p. 1ll.-
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/passionaté suggestions in ' 2
the individuals of all classes™ ",

B This dismal state of affairs was partiéﬁfg;1¥ intolerable
for him since he beiieved, like Sidney Webb,in the power
of men to influence the course of their collective destiny
and rejected any idea of historicalsdeterminism. Hobson
felt that "the mistake consists in regarding the 'laws'
%ﬁd 'forces' as powers external to the mind of man. The
anly 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
individual's mind was much too easily captured by the
Press, Hobson could only propose one solution: éhe
combination of moral and structural changes. Lowes
Dickinson wrote during those years that "If an ideal is to

34

result, an ideal must be willed"™ " . Following a similar

logic, Hobson's will was then busy providing England

32. J.A. Hobson, The Psychology of Jingoism, p. /13.

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 principles for social action:

indeed, with The Social Problem-Life and Work, he became

one of his generation's holder of what his friend

4

Graham Wallas somewhat ponpously described as "the torch

of conscious life"35.

/
. //"
A book review in Fabian News observed that Hobson

found in The Social Problem (1901) "a theme much more to
||36

his taste /than theoretical economic discussions/
It can even be said that if Hobson's stand against
imperialism was an illustration of his social views,

then The Social Problem was a direct and clear exposition

of the«same ideal. The book's argument sprang frqm
I
Hobsgn's desire to comprehend the quespion: "Why

{
Political Economy throw/s/7 no light upén our darkhess?"37.
f

According to him, the roots of the pr¢blem were obvious:

<

buoyant confidence and mfgnificent
conceptions of social progress

no longer sway men's minds; it is
a day of small 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 amplitude of grasp
X after some dearly-loved, but dimly-
, < seen ideal3s.

Hobson's description of England in The Social
Problem was highly distressing: eve?ywhere he witnessed
.the evil consequences of poverty, waste and inefficiency.
The majority of English citizens led lives in 1901,
he argded, "notyworth living, so far as measurements
—0f life are possible; they are living a life definitely
worse in almost all respects than of "savages" in any

39. For Hobson, a new collective

fairly fertile land"
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. Much

impressed at the time by Maeterlinck's notion of "the

Spirit of the Hive", and by the belief that society

a

l

38. J.A. Hobson, The Social Problem, p. 2.

39, J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 13.
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was an organism, with the citizens playing the role of

cells, he felt that \ ;

It is quite evident that the ' -
A conception of Society as a moral

organism negates the old idea of

political e?ualit? based on the

notion that’'every member of a

political society had an inherent

right to the same power as every a4

other in determining the action

of Society40.

Indeed, ﬁé argued that the state, not the idea of natural
individual rights, should serve &s the basis gf democracy.
As he explained in 1902, "so the idea of SocZety as a
political organism insists that the general will and
wisdom of the Society, as embodied in the State, shall
determine the best social use of all the social property

taken by taxation4l.

Accordingly, Hobson did not devise in The Social
Problem a utopian science of Political Economy. Instead,
he outlined a social project involving what he called

"Humanitarian Socialism". Its aim was ambitious, since

40. J.A. Hobson, "The Re~Statement of Democracy",
The Contemporary Review, LXXXI (February, 1902),
p. 266,

41. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 266.



it attempted to

PO
N '

resolve the opposition 6f individual
and society, with particular,
reference to the economic basis
of life, in order to effect, not
a balance or a compromise, but a

A genuine harmony or reconcilement
of the opposegzclaims of Individualism
and Socialism’™“.

1

/

i

This Hobsonian "Humanitarian Socialism" of 1901 had a

lot in common with Fabian Socialism, since it also thought
in terms of Poor Laws, Factory Acts, Educational

policies, the p&blic supply of gas, water, and

tramways in municipal government, and the prevention

of industrial abuses. Indeed, it attributed a

43

"Social Utility" to the state: a mission as protector

of the interests of all the classes of the community.

2

The emerging joint-stock companies, in particular, seriously
}\
worried him:

Those who imagine t%at it remains to
the public interest/ to permit
private monopolies /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.

¥
aiar- - 9



190

plunderers to disgorge by means

of taxation, have not mastered
either the intricacies of

taxation, or the cunning which
monopolies, such as the Standard
0il Trust, employ to dodge taxation

Yet at this point Hobson hesitated to advocate the control
of thé state over industry, and with the exception of

the nationalization of railways, his proposals to stop

this threatening-evolution remained rather vague.

Since he desired the establishment of state Socialism,

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 limits /to7 this humanitarian Socialism"45, and“this
liﬁit basically consisted of the individual's inalienable

’

liberty.

Hobson always took pride of calling himself a

"humanist"; G.D.H. Cble even referred to the latterr's
4 ~
"quintessential humahism"?ﬁ. As he explained much later

!

44, J.A. Hobson, The Social Problem, p. 177.

45. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 202.

46. G.D.H. Cole, "J.A. Hobson", New Statefnan, July 5, 1958.
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in 1919, using an almost Ruskinian tone,

If the term JAumanism/ sounds a little
'precious' or 'pedantic' that
can't be helped. It can and ought
to be rescued from these contemptuous
implications. For it is wanted
to express the need and demand

>~ that society shall be so transformed
as to furnish for all its members
a fully human life47.

Characteristically, howevglr, he nowhere defined precise
means to ggarantee the achievement of his democratic
ideal, and he never drafted "Webbian" devices which

*

might have brought his thought to the level of real
politics. It is in fact impossible to picture Hobson
working for the London County Council as Webb did.

His faith in the powers of ideas was such that it often

led him to believe that general principles were powerful
enough to transform mentalities. Prompted by his conviction

that' man had to be reconciled with his collectivity,

all he did was to argue in The Social Problem that no state

legislation or orders ought to ever destroy a citizen's

legitimate interest in his job or his personal inclinations.

\

47. J.A.AHobson, Introduction to J. Bruce Glasier, The
Meaning of Socialism (London, '1919), p. xii.

“ o

o



192

And this, Hobson felt,was particularly true in
the case of the artist since "the soul of art is essentially

and eternally opposed to officialism and routine, however
carefully and humanely ordered it mqrbe"4g Indeed, he could have

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

LY

considered the artist ag a kind of glorification of an
ideal relationship between man and society. Yet he had

come to realise, in a break with the liberal tradition,
3

that the notion contending "That every man's life is
b

of equal value to Society, in the sense that it can yield
equal social service, is not only false but absurd"so.
An ideal community, one perfectly equalitarian, was thus
unattainable. Since the workers as well as the/grtists

needed a certain amount of self-initiative to 7uarantee

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-Statement of Democracy", p. 267.
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could propose only the distribution of wealth to each

according to his needs. as a reforming principle.

Hobson was aware, of coursé, that his Humanitarian
Socialism sounded like a series of palliatives, as "the
provision of a social ambulance which sﬂall take care of
those wodnded in'thé fray"Sl. Long=term solutions
were in his opinion, as well as for Webb, to be provided
at least in part by the: science of Eudenics. Throughout
all the Edwardian years, he stood alone amidst the
Liberal thinkers to persist in believing that Eugenics
might be able to stop the progression of the main enemy
of democracy, mob rule52. Yet while reviewing in 1911
Havelock Ellis's The Problem of Race-Regeneration, Hobson

i <

carefully insisted on the necessity to maintain a moderate

position on the subject:

Though there may be much exaggeration
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 implicated 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.

/
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of our grave social maladies

compel us to revise our art 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
general body of agreement is reached
regarding certain undesirable
inheritance33.

Eugenics, as defined by him,‘constituted a useful
‘

method to prevent the reign of anarchy and'laissez—faire
in social thought. Moreover, instead of primarily
dealing with the quantitative aspect of the social
problem, it emphasized its qualitative diménsion. As he’

explained in 1914,

it may well be urged that the
crowning testimony to the validity
of the human law of distribution
will consist in the higher gquality
of human 1ife it will evoke by
liberating and nourishing the

natural art of eugenics in societysa.

The use of Eugenics, it followed, was for him a right step

53. J.A. Hobson, "Race-Regeneration", The Manchester
Guardian, October, 10, 1911.

54. J.A. Hobson, Work and Wealth—-A Human Valuatioﬁ,
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 harmony; its purpose-was to serve,

not to annihilate, a new ideal of deéocraéy and public

justice. \ﬁgé‘views on the education ladder devised <

by the Fabians, for example, were for this reason in sharp
contrast with Webb's. As he characteristically explained
in 1909, the Fabians' 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 sociology under which

property is sacred... Instead

of organig remedies for social 5
disease, you would have charitable

palliatives recommended>3. )

¢

o

Whereas for Webb, Hobson felt, education could be used as

a—means to produce potential leadefg; he himself emphasized

55. J.A. Hobson quoted in Paul Thompson, Socialists, Liberals
and Labour-The Struggle for London 1885-1914, p. 209.

(VI
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!
as instigator of a sound, democrétig, public
dpinion. In short, he considered that "What is needed
is not an educational ladder narrowing as it rises, to
be climbed with difficulty by a chosen energetic few...
It is a broad, easy stair,land'not a narrowing l;dder,
56

that is wanted, one whic¢h will entice every one to rise" -
Yet as we will see, Hobson's thought was not entirely
devoid of elii:ist tendencies. His disagreement with

Webb on education was essentially the result of a
misunderstanding, bu@ remains interesting because it

was symptomatic of d!aeper contrasts between the two.
Indeed, where Webb ng pleadggﬂin’févour of a national
minimum of civilised life, Hobson promoted an all-embracing
notion of commion welfare. As Michael Freeden rightly
observes, Hobson's social ideal surpassed Webb's because
"in conjunction with his concept of organism, /it/
Encbmpasses all human needs, "lower' and 'higher', physical

and spiritual, provided, of course, they comply with R

7

¢the demands of social utility"5 . To Webb's plansqfor the

56. J.A. Hobson, "The Extension of Liberalism", The
English Review,III (November, 1909) ) P- 683.

57. Michael Freeden,"J.A. Hobson as a New Liberal Theorist:
Some Aspects of his Social Thought Until 1914",
p. 429.. "
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attéinment of an ideal community Hobson added the
fulfiﬂﬁe?t of man's potential and liberty as ultimate
‘criteria for the‘evaluation of a democratic civilisation.
High ideals such as these often had for a logical
onsequence the public denunciation of Hobson as a mere
an-dreamer énd disguised elitist. 1In 1910, for example,

/The Times Literary Supplement described his output as

follows:

Mr. Hobson writes for a world
in which things are otherwise- o
a world in which pretty nearly
everyone is capable, if only he
has the chance, and in which there

-~ is a general desire to do a good -

: day's work without the spur of
necessity. It is Mr. Hobson's

i own world>8. '

To a certain extent, this charge appears justified. When

Hobson defined in 1902 a world in which -

governing .class, determine| the
organic policy, but the determination s
of this policy is based upon a

The cerebral centres, the txpert

@

58. "Two Conceptions of Citizenship", The Times Literary
Supplement,: (May 12, 1910), p. 171.
el S S LA
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e mass [of information conveyed from
members, while the detailed execution
of the policy is agaln directed by .
the members and their cells, which
distribute the work in accordance
with adjustments of cellular self-
interest that are not referred to
the central power?9,

he indeed seemed to have lost track of " reality and
to dream of a staée rﬁled by the "experts". Ygt as a whole,'
his Humanitarian Socialism is remarkable for its pragmatism.
While busy finding immediate cures for the social problems
of his day, it was only natural that he should have
entertained from time 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 Problenm,

explaining his position,

the present cannot be wholly
sacrificed to the chances of

an ideal future. Some of these
palliatives may even prepare the
gsocial body for more effective
remedies by redressing in particular
the evil effects of social

injustice

59. J.A. Hobson, "The Re-Statement of Democracy",
p. 270. ’

"60. J.A. Hobson, The Social Problem, p. 204. o

H




In short, before being a utopian thinker, Hobson was

an optimist. Democracy, he hoped, would in time evolve

a specialised 'head’, an expert
official class, which shall
draft laws upon information that
comes to them from innumerable

e '~ sources through class and local

representation, and shall administer
the government subgect to protests
similarly conveyed®l, .

.

.

Hobson's self-portrait immediately after the Boer

4

War crisis is revealing: in his own words, he then was

a "lecturer for ethical soéieties, controversial anti-
Iéperialist and s@ﬁi—socialist in the Press"62. In sharp
cpntrast with éhe Webbs' blindness towards the forthcoming
political developments in England, he already was keenly
advocating the creation}of a new national political

party based on an alliance between a labour party‘and

the Liberals. In 1901, he considered Trade Unionism

as more than ready to step onto the political stage:

-

If ever the time was ripe for an

6l. 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 to
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 tHé assertion of certain
} ideals, which, even if sound and
7 ultimately desirable, 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 Australasiab3.

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. During those years, however, the
Conservatives' rule left few opportunities of success
fgr such "advanced" views, and Hobson spent most of the
next five years touring in the United States and Canada.

The 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 Representation and the I.L.P.",
The Labour Leader, (October 19, 1901). .
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It brought him into closer contact with international
problems, and more importantly, it led him to witness
the development of the kind of community he dreamed

of for his own country. The emerging collective spirit
that he perceived in Canada, in particular, let him
entertain high hopes for the future:

/
iow the really remarkable
vent in Canada is the recent
quickening of this self-same
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
compelling impetus to take things ,
in hand ourselves, and force
them to take shape according to
our will®4,

His Canadian tour, in short, appears to have confirmed

his belief in men's collective ability to influence their

. ' /
own destiny. . N

Wwhile in the United States, Hobson was a perceptive

observer of the racial problem, writing in 1903 "It is no

exaggeration to say that the democra5§ of America is on

64, J.A. Hobson, Canada To-day (London, 1906,
p. 7.
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its trial in finding a solution of this negro problem“65.

And here once again, pe emphasized "the inability of

a surgical operation to effect a permanent and complete
cure of diseases in the body politics"66. Moreover,
his observations on the Americans' understanding 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 Evolution 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 businesées"67. These developments left

him optimistic about the future course of international

relations:

In what important ways this economic
internationalism is moulding world-politics

65. J.A. Hobson, "The Negro Problem in the United States",
The Nineteenth Century and After, LIV (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.

e
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is obvious, the cross~ownership
among nations is by far the
most substantial guarantee of
the development of a general policy /
of peace. Economic internationalism /
is the precursor and the moulder f
of political internationalism68. o

Yet as Hobson explained in his Confessions,

"these vivid experiences tended to over-stress my sense
of the dangers of a dominant capitalism“sg. Not until
1907, when he edited the posthumous work of his American

friend Henry D. Lloyd, A Sovereign People-A Study of .

Swiss Democracy, did Hobson appear to have found a truly

satisfactory model of govermment. Lloyd's description

of the use of referendum as a means to secure democracy.
"{The people must be sovereigns because, in the long run
and on the average, their decisions will be the most
hnselfish and the wisestﬁ70, reflected to a large

extent Hobson's own con&ictions. As a whole, these

travels gave him the impression of &i;nessing the;evolution

from theoretical to practical acceptance of social equality

in politics; in Hobsonswords, they brought him

68. J.A. Hobson, The Evolution of Modern Capitalism (1906),

pp.237-238.
69. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Heretic,
p. 70. ‘

70. Henry Demarest Lloyd quoted in J.A. Hobson, preface to
A Sovereign People-A Study of Swiss Democracy (New
York , 1907), p. X.
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into close contact with practical
affairs of various countries,
strengthened my distinctive attitude_
in social thinking, viz. the testing-
of all political and economic

onduct by the criteria of human
welfare, however difficult and
imperfect that process may be
regarded from any standpoint of
scientific exactitude’-.

In 1905, while 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 directly
contributed to another watershed in his career, this time
his involvement in the influential circle of the new
Liberals. Hobhouse, who according to Hobson possessed

"a clearer, fuller conception of the humanist interpretation
/than the one/ to which I had been moving"72, consistently
played for him the role of mentor concerning socio-political
issues. Not only did they share a similar outlook in politics
(both argued in favour of an alliance between the Liberal
party and Labour): their’views on society often coincided.
As Peter Weiler explains, Hobhouse longed for an "ideal of

Humanity /which/ would allow both cooperation and

71. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Heretic, p. 70.

72. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 79.
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individualism"73, and that was also the "dream" shared

by all prominent new Liberal thinkers, including 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 all-star staff of H.W.
Massingham's Nation. With the paper's other regular
contributors Hobhouse, H.W. Nevinson, J.L. Hammond and
C.F.G. Masterman, Hobson actively participated in the

Nation lunches, the braintrust of the Liberal party and

"a famous institution /where Hobson/ could delight everyone

74, With campbell-

with his illuminating shafts of wit"
Bannerman securely in power since 1906 these Liberals

of various creeds were then enthusiastically re-stating
Liberalism. 1In 1903, G.K. Chesterton had proclaimed‘
in dismay that "There are no longer party principles"75:

from 1906 until 1910, the new Liberals trieé to demonstrate

that his analysis of the situation was utterly wrong, that

73. Peter Weiler, "The New Liberalism of L.T. Hobhouse",
Victorian Studies, XVI (1972), p. 149,

74. Peter Clarke, Liberals and Social Democrats, p. 108.

75. G.K. Chesterton quoted in Fabian News, Vol. XIII, no. 2,
(February, 1903), p. 5.
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2

principles could indeed be made the corner stone of

politics. And for a very short-while, they believed in

« their triumph.

>~

\ . ' RN
As observed by C.F.G. Masterman in 1906, "The |

General Election of la#t January was hailed as the beginning

of a new era in English politics"76. Although the

election undeniably reflected a major shift of the English

public opinion, the f07tunes of the Liberal party

remained, however, far from certain. As the perceptive

observer¢Frank Holmes rightly diagnosed in 1907, it was

confronted by major internal dissensions:

The Liberals of to-day are at the
very crisis of their fate; they:
dare not go forward, they cannot
go back; 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 nothing77.

76.

77.

C.F.G. Masterman, "Liberalism and Labour", The Nineteenth
Century and After, (November, 1906), p. 706.

Frank Holmes, "Socialism and Liberalism", The New Age,

I

(August 1, 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, /Professing/ a cold distrust

of idealism and sentiment, [hnq] a dislike of anticipating

the future"78. This was scarcoely the kind of man one

* would expect to comply with H.W. Massingham's vision -

1

of a state which

can set up a minimum standard

of health and wage, below which

it will not allow its citizens

to sink; it can step in and
dispense employment and restorative
force under strictly specified
conditions. This is not a problem
of relie it is a method of
humanity ~- 7
f .

N\
~

Considering all the ideological clashes at the
2
time within the Liberal rank and file, it is small wonder
that one of Hobson's two significant books of 1909 was

entitled The Crisis of Liberalism-New Issues of Democracy.

Imperialism: 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 to Winston Churchill,
Liberalism and the Social Problem (London, 1909),
PP. X1X-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 common purpose, this time to provide

. the Liberals in power with stimulating guidefines for
R

actlon. If Hobson was evér ‘close to belng a "permeator"
‘.

in the Webbian sense of the term, it was durlng the

crucial year of 1909 when he outlined many elements of

the measures advocated by Lloyd George's controver51alq

budget.

L4

Although The Industrial System Qas eot the
occasion for majbr transformations of his edonoﬁic«beliefé
(indeed, G.D.H. Cole rightly dharacteriged the book ae |
"the most systematic exposition of Hobs?ﬁ's‘doctrinedof‘

80

under-consumption" "), it was nevertheless a brilliant

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 galnlng the full’share
of its revenue. According to him, 1t serlously 1njured the

industrial system by depriving

80. G.D.H. Cole, "Obituary: J.A. Hobson 1858-1940", The
Economic Journal (1940), p. 356.
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some factor of production, usually
. labour, of a payment necessary
as a physical and moral stimulus
Lo of increasing efficiency; secondly,
by relieving the recipients of 'surplus'
of the necessity of productive
0 ‘exertion and thus atrophying the
productive powers; thirdly by weakening
the life and growth of the state in
denying it the public income it
requires©-+L.

Hobson felt at the time that the only way out of the
national muddle consisted‘in a direct taxation of thesé
hidden incomes. As he had explained in 1907, the state
had a éuty 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
expended"82. He was convinced that the state had a kind
of moral obligation to prevent the,K chronic unemployment
resulting from a savage industrialism. In his opinion, g
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

of routine toil at a minimum"83. In short, Webb's plan

for the betterment of the Grants in Aid system and Hobson's

&

8l. J.A. Hobson, The Industrial System~An Inquiry into
Earned and Unearned Income (1909), (New York, 1969), p. 313.

82. 'J.A. Hobson, "'Earned' and 'Unearned', The Nation, (April
27, 1907). \

83. J.A. Hobson, The Industrial System, p. 333.

M



. Hobson should welcome the Budget in the following words:

demand for increased taxation proceeded from a common
- o
origin: the desire to find means to sponsor social

reform.

e Lloyd George's Budget of 1909 appeared at first

. e, @ L .
as an illustratidh of Hobson's proposals, and was indeed
in many ways the answer to his prayers. In order to lay

the foundations for social reforms such as old age

- pensions, or expensive projects such as the development

of the British Navy, it raised taxation on various
luxuries and imposed a relatively small but revolutionary

duty on land value. It was therefore only logical that

o

"the real force behind the Budget in the country is

' &
derived far less from any interest in finance, as such,

than from an enthusiastic support of the social reforms
which depend upon this finance"84. Coming after three |
rather disappointingyears of Liberal rule, it sounded

like a guafantee that all the new Liberals' projects would

2

soon materialize.

Unfortunately for these aspirations, however, the

84. J.A. Hobson, "The éignificance of the Budget", The
English Review, II (July, 1909), p. 795.
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Bﬁdgét 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 February,
was left even more divided b§ the Liberal victory and
suffered from a fundamental social dichotomy. There were
those who worked with 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"ss. Yet far from depressing Hobson, this

tense social climate still permitted him to entertain
high hopes about the future of democracy. He even
foresaw that the "pressure of the Srganised workers forﬁ
economic security-and opportunity"SG; the emergence

of labour forces og the political scene, was soon to

/
give a coup de grdce to the already deliquescent British

//s{cﬁaty.

In reality, social legislation advocated by the
Liberals, covering especially unemployment, minimum wages
and health insurance, -were somewhat forgotten amidst

intricate debates over the Irish Home Rule and the Welkh

85. J.A. Hobson, "The General Election: A Sociological
Interpretation", The Sociological Review, III (1910) ,
po 114- - - a

'86. J.A. Hobson, Ibid., p. 116.

On
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Disestab{ishment, not to mention the House of Lords crisié.
Hobson had joined the Webbs' crusade to promote the
break-up of the Poor lLaw in the hope that the government
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 reform.

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 fafter 1910Q7

on a rangeof issues where its competence qught to have

been quaranteed by its own historic tradition"87. Their

minds filled with noble ideals, 'the reformers failed

at first to perceive the obvious: that

the Liberals' attitude to class,
politics and industrial unrest,
whenever they descended from
abstract principle to a concrete
instance, was a'! product not of

, N their claimed position as a non-

\ class party, but of the class

position which /the most of them

occupied and represented88.

87. Peter Clarke, Liberals and Social Democrats, p. 195.

88. Alun Howkins, "Edwardian Liberalism and Industrial.
Unrest", History Workshop, 4 (Autumn, 1977),
p. 158.
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In the same way that Sidney and Beatrice Webb

were induced at the time to reconsider tggir 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
Demd;racx, Hobson had tried to persuade the Liberals
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 orthodéxy. Hobson had
earnestly believed that the Socialists' influence
had forced politicians "to fight with some champion more
substantial than the ghosts of Whiggism and Toryism"gg. /
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'"gO. But >

his fellow Liberals 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,
(October, 1909), p. 550.

90. J.A. Hobson, "Is Socialism Tyranny?", The Nation,
October 26, 1907.



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 may tend to disappear

' in the light of progressive
experience”+,

Inspired by his formidable enthusiasm, Hobson was
convinced that "A larger and larger number of modern

men and women are possessed by the duty and the desire

to put the very questions which their parents thbught

shocking"gz. Reality, as it turned out, was quite

otherwise, and the Victorian politicaf mores survived
longer than he had foreseen. The Liberals, Hobson

argued, "tended to laylan excessive emphasis upon t
aspect of liberty which consists in an absence of
restraint, as compared with the other aspect which|consists

in presence of opportunity"93. As mgjght have been

predicted, they reacted negatively to his "evolutionary idea

91. J.A. Hobson, The Crisis of Liberalism, p. 93.

92. J.A. Hobson, "The Task Qf)Realism", p. 551.

93. J.A. Hobson,.The Crisis 6f Liberalgm, p. 92.
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of liberty"94. The cause of progressivism was gaining

adherents, but much too slowly for his taste.

During the war years, Hobson, then known as
the heretic of Limpsfield, Surrey, finally succumbed
to his lifelong temptation, Labour¥Socialism, while
brooding over his past political alliances. However,
he chargcteristically never openly admitted it and
maintained until the end. his firm belief that "Socialism
as preached in this country seems to suffer from three
incompatible and undesirable appeals, sentimentalism,
over-regimentation and revolutionary force"gs. In his
own estimation, he had been "loosely but sincerely

96: when the Liberals’ in

attached- to Liberalism"
government abandoned Free Trade during the War, he

could only resign his membership. Free Trade, he felt,
"was a War casualty"97. After a hopeless campaign in 1918
as an Independent, he gradually transfekred his political
allegiance to Labour. Hobson had been walking all his life

on the road towards Socialism, and had now reached his destination.

94. J.A. Hobson, The Crisis of Liberalism, p. 923.

95. J.A. Hobson, "a British Socialism—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 Socialism, collaborating with industry

and not too bureaucratic, then became his political
credo. He could never forget his Edwardian ideal of
Democratic Control, but doubts raised by a sombre social
climate had seriously injured his former buoyant

confidence in man.




CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSION

There are signs of a great intellectual and
spiritual revival~—.

- J.A. Hobson, 1909.

The England of this generation is changing
because Englishmen have had revealed to them
another new world of relationships, of which
they were before unconscious?Z2.

- Sidney Webb, 1901.

I dreamt that all creation
Re~moulded was completely:
With youthful animation 3
The earth was smiling sweetly™:

These words belong to Edward Moore's poem "Utopia" published
shortly before the outbreak of the First World War. 1In
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 Realism", p. 550.

2, Sidney Webb, "Lord Rosebery's Escape from Houndsd;tch",
p. 369. ;

‘-‘
3. Edward Moore, "Utopia", The New Age, XIV (April 16, 1914),
p. 742, {
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"dreams", plans for the transformation of the existing
" world, and confidenEe in the destiny of man. In short,
it spoke about a civilisation that was soon to die,
indeed, that was already dying. At the »time ﬁhen Moore
wrote;this poem, Hobson and Webb were disenchaﬂted men.
During a vefy brief but eﬁinently fruitful era/that
coincided with the reign of Edward VII, politicians
had listened to their proposals and social remedies
and had often applied them to the living world. As
intellectuals in politics, they had exercised a
real impact on the development of their society by
successfully demonstrating that an increase/of the state's
powers would be beneficial for everyone. In the words
of A.J.P. Taylor, they were "heavy-weights of political
combat"? like most intellectuais of the period. But
these blessed days were err. 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
e&entually guaranteed the triumph of their social and

)
!
i

politic7ﬂ ideas. But unfortunately, this recognition came

)

4, A.J.é. Taylor, Essays in English History, p. 171.

[
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too late. Neither Webb nor Hobson were ever able
fully to regain the prodigious optimism which had
&haracterized all their struggles during the Edwardian
years. The Webbs had to go as far as Stalin's Russia
to feel that they had discovered at last a political
heaven, and Hobson was to remain thereafter a reluctant
Socialist. It was really only after they died in the
forties that people hegan to appreciate the full
extent of the roles they had played in the making of
modern Britain. Of course, they did not at any point
of their careers really make history; rather, they had

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"s. Yet fo; the generation of thinkers
who like Webb and Hobson had reached intellectual
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

progressively discovered that the much revered books of

5. Lawrence Stone, The Past and the Present (London, 1981),
p. 10.
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Ruskin and Mill did not correspond anymore with the
reality of their day. Theoretically the greatest nation
on earth, England was then plagued with severe economic
difficulties, terrible poverty and a savage industrial
system. Born in days of prosperity and confidence,
nu?tured in Victorian principles, Webb and Hobson were
confronted twenty years later by the disappointing
results of democracy and an abid;ng social status quo.
The new economic forces had failed to destroy the
hierarchical nature of British society, and the Liberals'
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.
S

Yet it would be much too simplistic to describe
the Edwardians as a generation "in revolt". 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 Michael,
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<Rose explains, "the problem for late Victorian and
Edwardian intellectuals was not to abandon this strong
heritage but to adapt it to the clrcumstances of a
rapidly changing society"s. In order to secure the
realization of their social ideas, these modern crusaders
needed a highly efficient political instrument, and they

"soon discovered it in the form of a new slogan: reform

of the state's powers. 1

Obsessed by the conviction that their generation
was to witness the birth of a new civilisation, the
Edwardian intellectuals felt compelled to wr;te a
stupenddﬁgﬁ;eries of works on ethical and political
topics. In any list of publications of the period, one

could be certain to encounter titles such as The Cry of the

Poor, The Making of Citizens and To-Day's Work - Municipal

Government the Hope of Democracy. There was nothing
new, of course, in preoccupations of this kind. What
was specific to .the Edwardian era, however, was the
sheer explosion of these works and the tone of urgency
they manifestéd. The Edwardians were people in a hurry,
trying desperately to rescue at the last minute a
"sinking"ﬂcivilisation. The joint impacts of Darwinism,

the Great Depression (1873-1896), and the ascent of

6. Michael Rose, "Later Victorians and Edwardians", Victorian

Studies,XVII (March, 1974), p. 326.
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" Socialism in the 1880's, to name bﬁt é few of a series

of disruptive forces, had blatantiy révealed to
progress%ve thinkers of all.creeds that the'contemporary
so—-called sciences did not explain the world around

them. Since, in the ysrds of L,.T. HobhOuse,'their

ultimate aim consistédfin "the extension of the rational

control of life“7, every social\science, every old
economic tenet and certitude, all thege were 1in need

of ?xtensive repair. The édwardian reformers'oself;
imposed role, as true social disseﬁters, was to denionstrate
to others that what was currently considered as iiberty
apd democracy were simply lures..The task-was immensé:

it called for earnest and energetic crusaders prompted

by ideals of collective re-construction. Along with -
other intellectuals of their generation, ghe Fabian
Socialist thinker Sidney Webb and the‘new Liberal J.A.
Hobson had responded‘to this appeal to end the status gquo.

And in their particular cases, the enthusiasm seemed

indestructible.

The foundations of Sidney Webb's basic philosophy

of the state may be summarized in the following simplé

7. L.T. Hobhouse, Social Evolution and Political Theory
(1911) , (New Yo#k, 1913), p. 156. -
f o
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words; democratic collectivisﬁ is the only means to
guarantee the grow%h of individual liberty. In sharp
contrast with Gertrude Himmelfarb's insinuation that

"/the Webbs'7 Machiavellianism was only a new férm of -
utopianism, like any other, that required a rigid control
of human beings"s, Webb's lifeléng efforts had in reality

only one aim: the maximum development of each individual's

i L4

life. As Ian Britain rightly emphasizes:

Webb pitted his view of the world

as an organism in which all the

constituent parts had duties

towards one another that must be ?
fulfilled for the general well-being,

even if their own particular

development was thereby limited.

He referred expressly to the element

of beauty, as well of duty,

inherent in the idea of the social N
organism-”, ’

&
v

In the light of these words, the enduring stereotyping of
, v
Sidney Webb as a heartless schemer appears totally
unfounded. The main responsibility of the government,
he felt, was the establishment of a National Minimum of .

life, not the subjugation of man. As he wrote in 1908,

8. Gertrude Himmelfarb, "Process, Purpose and Ego”,
Theé 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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L * . The lesson of economic and - ~
. political science to the twentieth \ T~
: - " century is that only by such highly - '
. L _differentiated governmental action
for all the several minorities that
make up the community-only by the
enforcement of some such policy of
" a National Minimum' in Subsistence,
. Leisure, Sanitation and Education-
- ’ will modern industrial communities
escape degeneration and decayl0.

Moreover, Webb contended that this lesson had to be

i

learned by Individualists and Socialists alike. England,
° -in his opinion, would soon evolve from being a éﬂaotié .
society to become a well-ordered community of classes.
3‘Thé‘strengthening of the e£isting system, not its
destruction, was thus the corner stone of his vision
" of the world.

. Like most Edwardian thinkers, Webb had discovered )

- during his formative years that the roots of the crisis

of the civilised world could be summed up using a single

_phrase: "What may be called an 'atomic' view of human

sbcieﬁy has been replaced by a more 'organic'_conception"l;.

]
i

e lO.VSiHney Webb, "The Necessary Basis of Society", p. 667.

?Il.~Sid@ey Webb, Towards Social Democracy?, p. 39.
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Yet the emerging social organism waé still in its infancy:
to rehder it truly gfficient 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 to find éhe roles where they could be the
most useful. As a Socialist, Webb belié%ed, as we have
seen, that the notion of "the fourfold path of

12

collective administration"”” was the precise means to

All that was needed for the creation

of an efficient community, he aréued, was the state's

achieve this end.

control of industry, taxation and public services. And

somewhat paradoxically, J.A. Hobson enthusiastically
shared this faith in the welfare state's ability to
transform British society. Y

. r

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 domestic reform upon the present

13

generation of Liberals"™™ . Whether consciously or not,

'

T

12. Sidney Webb, Towards Social Democracy?, p. 39.

13. H.N. Brailsford, The War of Steel and Gold,
p. 172. L ;
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most of the new Liberals of the period felt much
attracted by the slogans propounded by the reasonable
"Webbian" Socialism. As Hobson emphasized in 1907,

the four-fold path 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

of the area of public employment"l4. Yet convinced

as he was that the true welfare of society was rooted
in the survival of individual liberties and the abolition
of the notion of personal rights, Hobson felt compelled
to raise a vibrant warning against the Socialists'

plans:

Let them require that each new
enlargement of State functions,
each fresh interference with
private property or enterprise shall
justify itself by showing that: 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 livesl>.

Sidney Webb was convinced that the extension of the control

l4. J.A. Hobson, "The Four-Fold Path of Socialism",
The Nation, November 30, 1907.

15. J.A. Hobson, Ibid.
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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. 3

\

Indeed, Hobson always remained frightened by the
no;ion 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"lG. As in the case of Webb, efficiency
never became for him an end in itself, and he firmly
believed ﬁhat "social reform, whether applied through
pelitics or not, consists in a thoughtful endeayour
to discover and apply the minimum incentive for maximum
personal efficiency"l7- Hobson needed the help of the
state to guarantee the establishment of his plaﬁs of
"Humanitarian Socialism", but he feared that it might
turn out in the end to be even more oppressive than
the existing system. 1In short, he felt that the state

was an instrument of reform to manipulate with infinite

care., ' -

16. J.A. Hobson, God and Mammon-The Relations of Religion
and Economics (New York, 1931}, p. 58.

17. J.A. Hobson, "Are Riches the Wages of Efficiency?",
The Nation, November 9, 1%07.
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Hobson, like many of his contemporaries, was
strongly prejudiced by Webb's reputation for beind

an elitist schemer. As he wrote in 1906,

Are we really convinced that the

bright galaxy of humanised Mr.
Haldanes, glorified Mr. Webbs and
redeemed Lord Roseberys can really
work the secular miracle of harmonising
order with progress for the

pacified World-State?l8,

Yet it should not be forgotten here that he, too, received
for similar reasons his full share of severe criticisms.

In 1902, for example, The Westminster Review arqued

that "Mr. Hobson seizes hold of the fact that recent
discoveries show thét the cells of an organism have

some degree of mobilityand consciousnesé to rehabilitate
the argument in favour of énslaving the units to the
whole"lg. Given the rather ambivalent nature of
Hobson's stand towards collectivism, this charge now

sounds highly surprising. 1In fact, it is obvious that

the fundamental divergence between Webb's and Hobson's

18. J.A. Hobson, "The New Aristocracy of Mr. Wells",
The Contemporary Review, LXXXIX (April, 1909), p. 493.

19. Henry Wilson, "Society as an Organism", The Westminster

Review, CLVIII (September, 1902), p. 294.

e




;until the end. His major aim, generous as it seemed, was

LA s

views of the state consisted in their respective emphasis
on the importance of individual liberty. 1In contrast
with Webb's pragmatism, Hobson seemed to expect almost N

too much of human nature and he remained an individualist

doomed by its very nature to remain what it was: an ideal.

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 willZ20,

it is actually hard to believe that he could really have

been so certain that he was right, so convinced that reason -~
would triumph in the end. For predictably, events

turned out differently, and the progressives' projects

were confronted everywhere in Eugope by the resilience

of traditional ideas. Aftg£ all, as Arno J. Mayer

rightly argues, "until 1914 the forc#s of inertia and

resistance contained and curbed this dynamic and expansive

20. J.A. Hobson, Work and Wealth: A Human Valuation, p. 358.
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new society"zl.

Both Webb and Hobson believed that a simple
re-organization of the government's global social
policies, and not a brutal attack on the existing
economic system, could guarantee the triumph of their
ideals. 1In a sense, they both suffered during the
Edwardian years from a type of capitalistic myopia that
prevented them from becoming partisans of the public
ownership of industry. Somewhat paradoxically, they
were friends of the state, and would never go as far as
to advocate the complete destruction of the prevailing economic
order. State intervention, they felt, primarily ocught to play a
tremendous role in' the struggle to ameliorate the
living conditions of the English people; indeed, they
believed that its main purpose should be to provide
England with mature and enlightened citizens (through
measures such as the reform of education, or the
abolition of Poor Laws). They dreamed of collectivism
on the municipal level, but thought that the central

»

government should mérely control the most obvious abuses

'of industry and thus ultimately sponsor a healthy

21. Arno J. Mayer, The Persistence of the 0ld Regime—Europe
to the Great War (New York, 1981), p. 6.

it S ST AR et e S 4 s b




e 231

capitalism. Like most Edwardian progressive -
//
intellectuals, Webb and Hobson felt that the state ought
to collaborate with industry, largely via the development
of an efficient working force. 1In 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 on crucial issues (the modern
state, Eugenics, and education) clearly shows, what
most differentiated their thoughts was their personal
attitudes towards politics. Both men were undeniably
intellectuals in politics and played prominent roles
in the shaping of social policies by Edwardian govefnments,
but Sidney Webb certainly was the more political of the
two. Becauée of the very nature of his involvement
in the London County Council, Webb was in close contact
with some realities that Hobson perceived only in an
“abstract fashion. Whereaf;Wepb 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
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water supply, was also shared by Hobson. Moreover,
both thinkers were strongly convinced that Eugenics
and education ought to become means to promote 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 gquite evident that bq?h
Webb's and Hobson's ideas belonged to ‘the same>progressive
movement which had aimed to create a "Great State"
rooted on justice énd democracy during the pre-war
years. Despite its cataclysmic ending, the Edwardian
era had successfully initiated the development of a
new British collectivi;y. The dissenters' struggles
had not been without enduring results. As Peter Clarke
sees so clearly, the period's most dramatic achievement
was that "already by 1910 the collectivities upon which
politics were based had changed from communities £o
classes"22, As partisans of the modern state, Webb and

Hobson had in fact enthusiastically contributed to

the birth of modern Britain. Politacal democracy,

22. Peter Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberalism,
p. 6.
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they were proud to observe, was at last making

progress. As Hobson wrote in 1938, analyzing the
evolution of mentalities in recent years: S

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 among 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 welfare23,

This notion of individual liberty as closely linked
with common welfare had been the Edwardians' creative
mo;to. First artisans of the welfare state (although
the term had not been invented yet), they nevertheless
seriously feared the establishment of the servile
state as defined in 1912 by Hilaire Belloc, where "a
number of the families and individuals are constrained
by positive law to labour for the advantage of other

families and ind1viduals"24.

23. J.A. Hobson, Confessions of an Economic Heretic,
p. 214.

24. Hilaire Belloc, The Servile State, (1912), {(London,
1927), p. 16,
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Because of ideological reversals so frequent,
in the history of ideas, the welfare state is now
often perceived as an expression of conservatismn.
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
the supreme justification of what has happened"zs,
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 to the spirit of their day, but at the
same time they still unmistakably sound our contemporaries.
To those who, like Samuel Hynes, unjustly contend
that the Edwardian era merely was "that curiocus decade
between the death of Victoria and the First World wWar,
a time as remote 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 ideal shared
by men like Hobson and Webb, they would soon find out,

is still largely our own.

25. Hannah Arendt quoted in Elizabeth Young~Bruehl, Hannah
Arendt— For Love of the World (New Haven, 1982), p. 201.

26. Samuel Hynes, Edwardian Occasions-Essays on English

Writings in the Early Twentieth Century (London, 1972), p.105.
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Sidney Webb's output during his long w?iting life was.
prodigious, and the following list merely offers a
selection of some of his major works. (The left-hand
column refers to the original datescof puLlication).

&

1889 Webb, Sidney. "Historic". Webb, Sidney et al.

Fabian Essays, Jubilee ed. London, 1950.
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London, 1893.
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Webb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). Problems
of Modern Industry. °‘London, 1898.

Webb, Sidney. The Basis & Policy of Socialism.

London,

1909.

Webb, Sidney. Towards Social Democfacxg A Study
of Social Evolution during the Past Three-Quarters
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government vol. 10. English Poor Law Policy.

London,

1913.
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a Proposal. London, 1911.
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" Webb, Sidney. The restoration of trade union

conditions. New York, 1917.

Webb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). A Constitution
for the Socialist Commonwealth of Great Britailn.

London,

1920.

Webb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). The Decay
of Capitalist Civilisation, New York, 1923.

Webb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). Methods of
Social Study. London, 1932,

Webb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). Soviet
Communisn: A New Civilisation? 2 vols.

London,

1935.
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1942°- Webb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). with a
_* preface by G.B. Shaw. The Truth about Soviet
‘ . -~ Russia. London, 1942.
Miscellanea
- 1909 Webb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). ed. Royal
. Commission of the Poor Laws and Relief of
. ‘ Distress. The break-up of the Poor law
Ccommission. 2 vols. London, 1909.
Diaries and Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb
. Webb, Beatrice. -Beatrice Webb's Diaries. Margaret Cole
- ed. 2 vols..London, 1952 and 1956.
Webb, Beatrice. My Apprenticeship. (1926).
T v London, 1950. ’
- 07 WebB,.Beatrice. Our Partnership. London, 1948.
fiWebb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). The Letters of
" . Sidney and Beatrice Webb. 3 vols. Norman
_ MacKenzlie. ed. Cambridge, Engl., 1978.
- -."Webb, Sidney (with Beatrice Webb). The Webbs'
- T Australian Diary. A.G. Austin ed. Melbourne,
) Australia, 1965.
v X - ) 7
. WORKS BY J.A. HOBSON (BoOkS)
< ] :
/
~ % *
As in the case of Sidney Webb, the following list is by
) 3
. ik
) no means comprehensive. (The left-hand column refers
to the original dates of publication).
- 1899 Hobson, J.A. (with A.F. Mummery) The Physiology

of Industry: Being an Exposure of Certain
Fallacles 1n Existing Theories of Economlcs.
New York, 1965.
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5th ed. London, 1905,
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Hobson, J.A. The Social Problem - Life and
Work. New York, 1902.

Hobson, J.A. The Psychology of Jingoism.
London, 1901.

Hobson, J.A. Imperialism-A Study. London, 1902.

Hobson, J.A. Imperialism-A Study. Introduction
by Philip Siegelman. Ann Arbor, Michigan,
1965,

Hobson, J.A. The Economics of Distribution.
New York, 1903.

Hobson, J.A. International Trade - An Application
of Economic Theory. New York, 1966.
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Inquiry into earned and unearned income.
London, 1927.

Hobson, J.A. The Industrial System - An
Inquiry into earned and unearned lncome. :
New York, 1969.

Hobson, J.A. Gold, Prices & Wages — With an
Examination of the Quantity Theory.
London, 1913,

Hobson, J.A. Work and Wealth - A Human
Valuation. New York, 1914.

Hobson, J.A. Richard Cobden - The International

Man. London, 1968.

Hobson, J.A. Free-~Thought in the Social

Sciences. New York, 1926.

Hobson, J.A. The Condition of Industrial Peace.
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Hobson, J.A. Confessions of an Economic
Heretic. London, 1938.

Hobson, J.A. Confessions of an Economic

Heretic. Introduction by Michael
Freeden. Brighton, Engl., 1976.
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1907 Lloyd, Henry Demarest. A Sovereign People-A
Study of Swiss Democracy. J.A. Hobson
ed. New York, 1907.

1919 Glasier, Bruce. The Meaning of Socialism.”
Introduction by J.A. Hobson. Manchester,
1919.

1932 Hyndman, H.M. Commercial Crises of the

Nineteenth Century. (1892). Preface by
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