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Introduction

At the end of their lives the Webbs established a body to be known as the
Passfield Trustees. Its task was to benefit the institutions which they had a
hand in creating: the Fabian Society, the London School of Economics, the
Labour Party, the New Statesman, the Political Quarterly, Tribune and so
forth. In distributing the proceeds of the Webbs’ estate the trustees rightly
felt that it was the LSE with which Sidney and Beatrice had the longest
and most continuous identification. The chairman of the trust was
Sir Alexander Carr-Saunders, the noted demographic sociologist, who was
also the director of the school. William Robson, Professor of Public
Administration in the LSE, was also an active trustee. It was to the school
and those who worked in it that most of the resources went. The school
presence was not equally apparent in all the trustees. For example,
Margaret Cole was there as being along with her husband, G.D.H. Cole, a
life-long adversary and friend of the Webbs. John Parker MP evidently
stood primarily, but not exclusively, for the Labour Party connection. These
trustees were required by the last instruction to appoint a biographer.
Beatrice in her journal — a better title for her diary — states that she spent
much time in contemplating the character of the ‘unemployed intellectual’
who would be given that task. When in the mid-sixties I was invited to
come and meet the trustees in the House of Commons I had some doubts
about whether the noun applied to me. I was certain the adjective did not.
Bertrand Russell declared that nobody had ever dared to call him an
‘intellectual’. He understood by that term someone who pretended to
have more intellect than he really had. ‘Unemployed’ I was not. I had just
returned from a very busy semester in Madison, Wisconsin, where I had
been teaching modern British and European history and was trying to
readjust to my duties as a teacher of Industrial Studies in Sheffield. I was
now academic adviser for the day-release programmes for coal miners
and steelworkers. The Director of the Extramural Department was among
those pressing me to put myself forward for a new ‘chair’ in politics in the
university. I was greatly relieved when this appointment went to Bernard
Crick. I was greatly flattered when Crick asked me to join his department.
No sooner had I accepted than I was confronted with a challenge from my
old friend and comrade Edward Thompson to come and partner him in
the direction of the Centre for the Study of Social History at the University
of Warwick. I declined, but a few weeks later the university was
convulsed by a crisis: Edward resigned as director of the centre; the

ix



X Introduction

vice-chancellor invited me to come to Warwick to consider the succession.
I agreed to do so provided I was to be made a professor or accorded
equivalent powers within the Warwick University constitution. I also
insisted that before I met the Warwick appointments board I should dis-
cuss with the librarian the creation of an archive of primary sources in
British labour and social history. This was the beginning of what is now
the Modern Records Centre, which houses the records of the Trades
Union Congress, the Confederation of British Industry and numerous
trade unions and companies. However, my first task at Warwick was to
supervise the existing student population, which was largely employed in
writing theses on crime and criminals in the eighteenth century, a subject
area which was certainly not mine. Thompson told me that he considered
my appointment would be good for Warwick, but probably not for me. I
doubt whether he was right on either count.

All these developments put back progress on the Webbs, as did my
inability to resist temptations to visit Japan and Australasia. Every night
the shades of Sidney and Beatrice visited me with curious and reproachful
stares and interrogated me as to why I was taking so long. ‘Can you write
a biography?’ enquired Margaret Cole. I did not know the answer. I was
trying to find out, encouraged by the evident assurance of the other
Passfield Trustees. They were not only helpful collectively but, like
Margaret Cole, Sir Alexander, Professor Robson and especially John
Parker MP gave me their recollections of the Webbs. They also encour-
aged me to interview others who had known them: Lord Attlee, Lady
Simon of Wythenshawe, Leonard Woolf, Kingsley Martin and the most
helpful of all, Bertrand Russell. (It was on my own initiative that I went to
Moscow to talk to Ivan Maisky, the sometime Soviet Ambassador to the
United Kingdom.) In particular I am indebted to Margaret Cole for
reminding me that while it may be desirable to wait until one has read all
the existing literature concerning the relationship between the Webbs and
the person to be interviewed, such persons will not be around for ever. So
it was when I was just beginning that I set off for Wales to see Russell and
to Moscow to see Maisky.

I was made hesitant in my response to Margaret Cole’s key question
because I already sensed the social historian’s problem: how can you see
the tree for the wood? I was determined to manage a life and times: one
that had, almost as much, to be a times as a life. The trustees were inclined
to press me down to one volume and a couple of years. To the best of my
recollection we fully agreed that the Webbs were not to be separated. We
left undisturbed other potentially controversial matters.

I had not been at work for more than a few weeks before they rose to
the surface. I was at work in the library of the LSE when I discovered
that I was not alone in writing a Webb biography. Mrs Kitty Muggeridge
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was already benefiting from the infinite helpfulness and learning of
the librarian and his staff. Neither then nor upon subsequent occasions
did I want to deny access to the Webb material. Yet I had worries about
the Muggeridge connection. What, I wondered, was one to make of
Malcolm Muggeridge's letters to his ‘Aunt Bo’, in which he tried to dis-
cuss with her the incidence of masturbation in Welwyn Garden City or his
contention that the Soviet Union was a terrible place? Perhaps there was a
reasonable contention here, but what of the remark that it was only fit for
‘hunchbacks, perverts and Jews'? Mr Muggeridge was the only eminent
person who declined to grant me an interview. He explained, what by
chance I already knew, that his wife was writing a life. I found this “a bit
rich” and said so to the trustees. Why had they not told me about
the Muggeridge activities? Professor Robson replied that I had never
asked about them. Did I think they could deny access to a niece? (I had
hoped that I would be spared the connection of a second cousin once
removed.) ‘

Robson went on to ask me to record any references to himself which I
came across in the papers. This was a request that could not be met. Was
I to tell him that Sidney regarded him as the most boring person on earth?
He did not bore Beatrice, since she enjoyed asking herself why he was
such a bore!

Then I discovered that I had very nearly had a most distinguished pre-
decessor. In 1947 the Passfield Trustees had asked R.H. Tawney to write a
biography of Sidney. By 1949 the work was under way and Tawney had
found a research assistant in the shape of Henry Pelling. It was only then
that he discovered that one of the Trustees, Margaret Cole, had embarked
upon her own biographical endeavour without troubling to inform him
about it. Incredibly she had chosen for her title one which Tawney had
used himself in his memorial lecture of 1945: The Webbs and Their Work.
Tawney felt that this episode made his work impossible. I found it made
my own difficult.

Next I found what I took to be a still more damaging challenge. Professor
Norman MacKenzie asked to stay in my house in Sheffield to discuss his
editorial work on the diary of Beatrice Webb and the letters between Sidney
and Beatrice. His wife Jeanne was assisting him. She went beyond the edito-
rial role when she wrote A Victorian Courtship: The Story of Beatrice Potter and
Sidney Webb, 1979. This offering was unhelpful. When the second invader
on the field of the ‘authorised biographer’ appeared, Professor Robson was
no longer with us. My previous question could not be put again!

Amidst these numerous challenges I felt the Webbs to be less pressing
than others might have done. I think Sidney would have had some sym-
pathy with my attitude. I doubt whether Beatrice would have been quite
so emancipated.
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Yet despite all the difficulties I still feel a deep sense of gratitude to the
Passfield Trustees for commissioning me. Since Margaret Cole was the
only one I knew, albeit slightly, I suspected that she was my main sup-
porter. (As an ‘advanced student’” at Oxford I had worked under the
supervision of her late husband, G.D.H. Cole.) I felt - and still feel —
deeply indebted to the Universities of Sheffield and Warwick, which both
granted me leave of absence with generous financial support. In addition
I owe a debt to the Social Science Research Council and to the Leverhulme
Foundation for enabling me to employ two research assistants. Jean
McCrindle helped me — under very difficult circumstances — with the start
of the project. Dr David Martin provided me with invaluable material for
Webb at the Colonial Office and has been helpful in other ways. Most
of my other debts must be acknowledged at a later date and elsewhere.
However my old friend and colleague John Halstead must be recognised
for mobilising a secretarial pool consisting of Maria Baldam, Audrey
Elcock, Julie Goode, Aileen Jones, Justine Perkins and Barbara Zeun. He
also provided a demanding editorial eye by which I was occasionally cor-
rected and sometimes encouraged. I am grateful to him too for dealing
with matters during my period of hospitalisation.

ROYDEN ]J. HARRISON



Part 1
The Man with
No Inside:
Sidney Webb 1859-90



And still they gazed, and still the wonder grew,
That one small head could carry all he knew.
Oliver Goldsmith

Let me say at once that I have no intention of writing an autobiography.
I am, I believe, ‘not that sort’. Indeed, I have very little knowledge of what
has happened to me internally. I am, I suppose, what is nowadays called
an extrovert. Things impinge on me and I react to the impact, occasionally,
with ideas and suggestions that prove interesting...I can supply nothing
but a series of disconnected accounts of impacts and reactions.
‘Reminiscences’, St Martin’s Review, October 1926

Sidney Webb is a door that will never be unlocked.
A.].P. Taylor
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The Shaping of a
Professional Man 1859-85

1859—Webb’s birth and family, early education and schools in
Switzerland and Germany—Enters the civil service—Further education
and examination successes—First-division clerk at the Colonial Office—
Meets Sydney Olivier—Cambridge and the Whewell Scholarship—
Antipathy to the classical, literary, aristocratic tradition—Life in the
Zetetical Society—Sidney’s first paper (1881) and pessimism—Disposition
towards positivism—Webb’s personality and attraction—Sidney and
George Bernard Shaw—Influence of Olivier and Wallas—Activity in the
‘Lambeth Parliament’—The engagement with Henry George and Karl
Marx—Webb, Marshall and the ‘rent of ability” leading to the doctrine of
Renunciation.

Sidney was born in the heart of London on 13 July 1859. 1859 was a
momentous year. In publishing it saw the first appearances of Darwin’s
The Origin of the Species and of Marx’s A Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy. (Marx wrote in German and published in Germany, but
he lived in London, within easy walking distance of the Webb household.
It was at the Highgate Cemetery that Engels announced that Marx had
done for human history what Darwin had done for nature.) Webb and
Engels were to establish a respectful hostility at the Democratic Club.
More important and interesting for the life of Sidney was the appearance
in 1859 of J.S. Mill’s Essay on Liberty, probably the most influential of all
Mill’s books and yet the one least congenial to the Webb spirit. Certainly
it compared unfavourably with the contempt for mere money-making
contained in the latter editions of the Political Econony, never mind the
posthumously published essays on Socialism (1879). Sidney’s father is sup-
posed to have been actively identified with Mill’s candidature when he
stood for Parliament, but no hard evidence for this has been found. Of
more immediate and obvious importance was the fact that 1859 saw the
coincidence of Mill’s On Liberty and Samuel Smiles’ Self-Help. Both books
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4 The Man with No Inside: Sidney Webb 1859-90

have been seen as unqualified celebrations of individual liberty, meaning
the absence of restraint or doing what one desired. This is possible, but
only upon a careless reading. 1859 saw significant advances in collective
self-help: the theory and practice of positive freedom among workmen. A
fresh ambition and fresh self-confidence among the ‘pompous trades and
proud mechanics’. It was during the prolonged strike and lockout in the
London building trades that began in 1859 that the London Trades
Council was established and the principles of the ‘New Model” unionism
that first conquered in engineering, extended to carpenters and joiners,
bricklayers, and less successfully, among painters and plasterers.

These proletarian developments roughly coincided with the rise of pro-
fessionalism among the middle classes. Even lawyers and doctors, par-
sons and army officers, the archetypal professional gentlemen, began to
come under challenge from professional associations that devised stan-
dards and enforced them. In the crucial instance of the civil service, the
Northcote-Trevelyan Report of 1853 took many years to implement
the system of employment by open competitive examination as against
the privilege of nomination. It was in 1859 that it was enacted, with lim-
ited exceptions, that no one should for the purposes of superannuation be
deemed to have served in the civil service unless he had a certificate from
the Civil Service Commissioners who were first established in 1855.

As to party politics, 1859 belonged in the small minority of years that
the Tories were in office between 1844 and 1874. When Reform was a ques-
tion out of doors it was too alarming to be a matter for the House. When it
was a parliamentary preoccupation it was too minimal or trivial or boring
to engage the attention of ‘the masses’. It was not until Sidney was about
eight or nine years old that an extension of the franchise concerned men
both outside and inside parliament so that democracy became what
Bentham would have termed agenda. As for the government of London, it
remained in many respects in the Dark Ages. In 1859 it was a long way
behind other great urban centres in the matter of democratic reform.

Sidney Webb’s mother was born, Elizabeth Mary Stacey, in East Anglia
in 1825. Her father was a sea captain from Wivenhoe, near Colchester,
employed in the coastal trade. The other members of her family were
- farmers or small property-owners living in Essex and Suffolk. Her father
Benjamin and her mother died while she was still a child, and one or
other of her aunts brought her up. In 1848 a brother-in-law lent her a few
hundred pounds, and by 1851 she had established herself as a hairdresser
and a keeper of a shop selling ladies’ toilet requisites at 45 Cranbourn(e)
Street, Leicester Square.!

Across the way at number 46 Cranbourn Street there lived the family of
a finisher named William Webb.? One may conjecture that it was through
these neighbours that Elizabeth came to meet Charles Webb of Catherine
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Street, Pimlico, whom she married at St George’s Parish Church, Hanover
Square, on 14 May 1854.> He was four years younger than she was, but he
came from much the same milieu. It was the world of small property-
owners in sleepy towns and villages of southern England, affected by the
industrial revolution through its impact upon the market, rather than by
its presence as a way of life. Charles Webb's father, James, kept the Duke’s
Head public house in Peckham, and accumulated a fortune of several
thousand pounds. However, his family was large, and most of the other
members of it were in decidedly modest circumstances. His brother
Thomas was a general servant or agricultural labourer. His eldest son
William became a master tailor in the village. There were many relatives
and dependants.* When Charles Webb married Elizabeth he described
himself as a “hairdresser” and he was so described on Sidney Webb’s birth
certificate. On Sidney’s own copy of the certificate, the word ‘hairdresser’
was erased, and replaced by ‘accountant’. One assumes that this reflected a
concern with accuracy rather than gentility. Charles Webb was no doubt an
accountant, but he appears to have pursued that occupation intermittently
and on a freelance basis. The hairdresser’s shop provided the largest and
steadiest part of the family income, and as head of the household Charles
assumed the formal control of it, at least for a time. However, his real inter-
ests were in public service rather than business. He was a sergeant in the
Queen’s Westminster Rifle Volunteers, and a crack shot. He was also a
vestryman — which explains why he was sometimes described as a rate-
collector — and a Poor Law Guardian.’> He was reported to be a keen
Radical and to have been a member of John Stuart Mill’'s committee when
the ‘Saint of Rationalism’ contested the Westminster election of 1865.6
However, his name did not appear on the published list.”

Such evidence as there is concerning Elizabeth and Charles Webb sug-
gests that she was a resourceful and industrious woman, and that he was
an intelligent and public-spirited man. On the face of it, their marriage
was a success. In 1946 Bernard Shaw remarked to Sidney: “You had won-
derful parents: I have never met a more gentle, conscientious, thoroughly
likeable pair in my life. It was largely due to them that I can also say that
I never met a man who combined your extraordinary ability with your
unique simplicity and integrity of character.”®

Sidney, who was born at Cranbourn Street on 13 July 1859, confirmed
that his was a ‘happy family’.” His eldest brother Charles and his younger
sister Ada came to live, in their own very different ways, lives as con-
tented and fulfilled as his own. Yet happy though they were, Sidney came
to feel that one great influence was missing. He envied Ruskin who could
recall as the chief blessing of his boyhood that it had taught him peace.
Peace was not to be had in Cranbourn Street. The Webbs were always
‘in the thick of the fight'.!” They were not poor. In 1861 they appear to
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have employed three shop assistants as well as one resident servant in the
house." The rateable value of the shop and the house together came to
£188.12 Allowing for Charles Webb’s contribution to the household, the
family income must have been fully £500 a year. Yet they were not beyond
the reach of poverty. An illness or a commercial depression might make
serious inroads on their slender resources. Elizabeth and Charles both
came from families of the ‘middling sort/, in which ‘rising” and ‘falling’ in
the social scale was a familiar experience. Their neighbours in Cranbourn
Street — small merchants, dressmakers, drapers, window-blind makers,
and importers of French stays — lived precariously in the unsettled regions
of the lower middle class. And close by, in the teeming streets, in the maze
of courts and alleyways, dwelt a small part of that great and as yet
unmeasured mass, the London poor. As a young man in his twenties,
Sidney declared that there was something worse than poverty, and that
was the fear of it.”®

Like most of us, Sidney received his earliest education at his mother’s
knee, and like most of us, he could remember nothing at all about it. He
fancied that he taught himself to read ‘very largely from the books and
notices in the shop windows’.!* His mother took him to a succession of
churches and chapels ‘in search of an eloquent preacher free from sacer-
dotalism’, but he never went to Sunday school.'® She also took him, as a
very little boy, to see the Lord Mayor’s Show from the steps of St Martin’s
Church, telling him that if he was a good boy he might himself be Lord
Mayor of London. His father, as a strong Radical, doubtless had a more
exact knowledge of the qualifications required for that particular office.
Besides, Sidney was not always a good boy. If he managed to wander
endlessly through miles of streets without ever being robbed or molested,
he sometimes fell foul of authority. Once when he and his brother,
elegantly and respectably attired in kilts, were playing round the Duke of
York’s Column, they were chased by a policeman. To the end of his days
Charles Webb recalled how Sidney ‘tore off his Scotch cap and flew down
to steps to the Park’. Charles might enjoy recalling such escapades, but for
Sidney they were no less disagreeable in recollection than they had been
at the time. At the age of twenty-two he found:

I can recall most easily instances of trivial blunders or sins committed,
which caused me intense mental discomfort at the time, such as shame,
remorse, etc., though occurring at least fourteen years ago: and this
with a vividness and consequent repetition of the pain, which makes it
a very unpleasant psychological experiment.'®

London seemed to Sidney to have been his first and greatest school. In
the streets he became ‘precociously familiar” with many aspects of life.
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He recalled that

It used to take me a full hour to get the whole length of Fleet Street, so
absorbing were the pages of periodicals there exposed to view. I found
more instruction in the reputedly arid pages of Kelly’s London
Directory, then already a ponderous tome, than in any other single vol-
ume to which my childhood had access.!”

This great, free and informal process of self-education was supplemented
by attendance at a reputable private school just round the corner from
Sidney’s home, in St Martin’s Lane.!® The headmaster bore the ominous
name of Mr Pincher, but although Sidney came to consider that fear of pun-
ishment had been one great factor in his moral development,® it is doubt-
ful whether he was often the subject of Mr Pincher’s severities. He was far
too intelligent, industrious and sensitive a child to have allowed it. Sidney
detested punishment considered as retribution and doubted whether it had
ever had much use in improving the character of those upon whom it was
inflicted, but he did hold that ‘a good whipping of the first culprit has
deterred many a whole school from following his example.”?

When Sidney went to school he went to learn. In 1871 his parents, act-
ing on the advice of a friendly customer, sent their sons to a school at
Herveville on the Lake of Rienne, near Neuchatel in Switzerland. This
was a delightful place, with its own vineyard sweeping down to the lake-
side. At vintage time the boys picked the grapes and were allowed to eat
all that they wished. Sidney fared as well as the rest, but he also worked
so diligently that within three months he could hold his own in French
dictation against the French-speaking Swiss boys. About 1873 the boys left
Switzerland to complete their education in Germany, where they were
placed in the care of a Lutheran pastor in Mecklenburg-Schwerin. The
story that Sidney was shipwrecked on the voyage from England to
Germany has no foundation in fact. If he got wet, it was through playing
about in the boats in Wismar harbour.?!

It is possible that in the early seventies certain differences arose
between Sidney’s parents, and this partly explained their decision to send
the boys abroad. In his old age Sidney received a letter from Canada by
someone who claimed to be his sister. He responded that he could not
remember her. He does not appear to have told Beatrice about this. No
invitation was sent to this person to come to the great family party, which
was arranged about this time. The sister — or half-sister — was barely liter-
ate, but she employed a lawyer to follow up her claim. Sidney did inform
his brother, who congratulated him upon his management of the matter
despite the fact that he was, as he wrote, not in the habit of ‘handing out
bouquets’. This suggests a strong possibility that Charles Webb senior
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fathered a child — possibly by the living-in servant. This unwelcome birth
would have been more likely to occasion the foreign schooling of Sidney
and his brother than the advice of a friendly customer. However that may
be, their hope that a mastery of French and German would help them to
find secure employment proved to be fully justified. If as a twelve-year-
old Sidney objected to being dispatched to the Continent and held
that London was the only place on earth to live,?> he and his brother
immediately on their return found useful and progressive employment.
While Charles went into Marshall & Snelgrove, the department store, the
sixteen-year-old Sidney, ten days after his arrival back in England in 1875,
was a clerk in a colonial broker’s. He did so well there that his fortune
seemed assured. The broker was so impressed with his recruit that he
offered him a partnership when he was twenty-one if only he would stay
with him.2*> With her sons safely established in business, Elizabeth Webb
sold her shop and moved to 27 Keppel Street, where she and her husband
spent the rest of their lives in modest comfort together with their daughter
Ada (who was as brilliant an examinee as Sidney himself)** and their dog
Prince. Charles Webb junior married in 1883, and neither he nor Sidney
were ‘home birds’, but Sidney introduced his parents to Bernard Shaw,
Graham Wallas and the other friends he made during the next ten years.
Despite the tempting offers of his new employer, Sidney Webb had -
unlike his brother — no ambition for a successful business career. If he had
his mother’s industry, resourcefulness and unusually powerful memory,
he seems to have resembled his father in culture and outlook. He even fol-
lowed him so far as to become, for a time, a volunteer. More to the point,
he subscribed to paternal influence so far as the merits of John Stuart Mill
were concerned. Mill was not only the great teacher to be respected, but
also the model to be followed. As he had chosen a career in the East India
Company, as a means to security and leisure for continued learning, so
Webb elected to enter the Civil Service, eventually reaching the Colonial
Office.”® The end of his formal schooling marked the beginning of a ten-
year period of intensive further education, associated with entry into the
public service and continuous promotion within it. Sidney was a vora-
cious reader, whose reading was distinguished by its phenomenal range
and speed. He became a member of the London Library and a reader at
the British Museum and devoured books at a rate that left his friends -
and his examiners — humbled and aghast. The introduction of an exami-
nation system, rigorous and systematic, was one of the most characteristic
features of English life in the third quarter of the nineteenth century. It
was essential to that rise of the professional man, as distinct from the pro-
fessional gentleman, which was one of the important characteristics of
English social development at this time.?® The older professions, such as
medicine, developed in the 1850s associations with an established ‘ethic’,
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and acquired, with the help of legislation, control over entry. But the
newer ones, such as engineering, architecture, dentistry and schoolteach-
ing, sought to create and perfect examination systems, providing objective
criteria of a man’s fitness to practise. High connections, or experience of
the public schools, or of Oxford and Cambridge still counted for much
but — to the alarm of the old landed oligarchy — they were ceasing to be
necessary or sufficient conditions of entry into the new and growing cate-
gories of professional employment. To succeed, one needed to be a good
examinee, and in the history of mankind there can have been few exami-
nees that could compare in point of excellence with Sidney Webb. The
challenge of an examination brought him to exactly the right pitch of com-
petitive excitement. His memory furnished him with everything he
needed. His sure sense of relevance and his lucid style allowed him to
express himself with clarity and economy. He swept all before him.

At the end of 1876 Sidney took a first-class certificate in German from
the City of London College. This institution was one of several established
around 1848, with the object of providing some useful employment for
the intelligent artisan and as a counter-attraction to Chartist meetings on
the Kennington Common. In point of fact few working men went to such
establishments, and those that did sometimes caused the clerical direc-
torate so much trouble that the police had to be called in to evict them.
Most of the students were men of much the same social level as Sidney
himself.” They were clerks who wore collars and ties and had smooth
hands. Once he had left the colonial broker’s Sidney could settle down to
real work. Between November 1878 and December 1880 he received
twenty educational awards from the City of London College. He took
first-class certificates in arithmetic, book-keeping, English grammar,
French and geology. In 1878 he won the Cotton Prize for modern lan-
guage, as well as the Phenean Essay Prize. Next year he took the
Thompson Prize in arithmetic and the Cobden Club Prize in political
economy. He also made off with the Medhurst Prize for proficiency, punc-
tuality and regularity. In 1880 he contented himself with the Cutler Law
Prize, prizes in commerce and in geology, and the Lubbock Testimonial
Scholarship for the highest aggregate number of marks in three of the sub-
jects of examination. Lest this should be taken to mark a falling-off in
ambition, it should be explained that he simultaneously enrolled at four
institutions of continuing education in London. These were the Society for
the Extension of Further Education, the Society for the Extension of
University Teaching (where he took a first in geology) and the Society for
the Encouragement of the Arts, Manufacturers and Commerce (where he
took three certificates and several prizes). Also the Birkbeck Literary and
Scientific Institution, where he secured eleven certificates between the end
of 1879 and the close of the following year. If he did chance to be placed in
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the second division, he generally took the subject again and was placed in
the first. 1879 at Birkbeck was particularly good. He was awarded the
English Essay Prize and the Mednyansky Essay Prize, the Henken Prize
in correspondence and the Ravenscroft Prize for English grammar. In
addition to the Birkbeck Prize for mental science, he took prizes for logic
and geology, along with the Chester Prize in political economy.?

While at Birkbeck, Sidney led his first public movement for institutional
reform. He served as secretary to a committee formed to secure the better
representation of the students in the institution. He led ‘a large minority’
of his fellow students in ‘earnest protest” against an alteration of the consti-
tution that made a two-thirds majority necessary before there could be any
change of rule. Holding that “‘unanimity of opinion can only be outlined by
the sacrifice of either invaluable individuality, or of that healthy general
interest in the affairs of the institution, which is the best guarantee for its
stability’, the protesters denounced the new rule. It would stereotype the
institution and diminish its capacity for change. Under the pretence of pro-
tecting the minority, it established the dominion of a minority. The rule,
approved by a simple majority, required a two-thirds majority to rescind it.
Anticipating the discoveries of Michels, the protesters argued that

No measure opposed by the Committee will have a chance of being
passed: the Committee alone will practically be able to reject any alter-
ation brought forward by the body of members. A committee — through
its official position - its organisation — the numerous acquaintances of
its members and their esprit de corps ~ necessarily commands great
power in a meeting. This power is now rendered irresistible. The issue
had been treated as a question of confidence, and this had prejudiced
the decision in a most unwarrantable manner. The change had its origin
in a determination to prevent lady subscribers from acquiring the full
privilege of members. We contend that such a serious matter as an alter-
ation of rules likely to last for generations should not be brought for-
ward in order to defeat any particular resolution; still less, a resolution
supported by so large a minority of student-members, and against
which arguments may not be adduced.

The governing committee at Birkbeck was much displeased with Sidney
Webb and firmly resolved that his protest should not be entered in their
minutes.”

While Webb was troubling and triumphing at Birkbeck, he was simulta-
neously advancing up the civil service by examination. He had entered
the War Office in 1878 as a lower-division clerk. In the following year he
went into the Inland Revenue as a Surveyor of Taxes. Finally, in 1881, after
an examination in which he offered neither of the favoured subjects of
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classics and mathematics and yet secured ‘an almost incredible number of
marks’,** he went into the Colonial Office as a first division clerk.

Such a clerkship in the Colonial Office was worth a starting salary of
£250 a year. The duties were not onerous. The doors did not open for
public business before 11 o’clock even if one had to stay on until 7.30 in
the evening. The blight of the Office, which came to weary Sidney more
and more as the years passed, was procrastination and ‘bottling’. The old
staff, who formed the first-class upper division clerks, were a product of
the patronage system. Some were sleepy and easy-going, others were men
with shattered nerves who suffered from a suppressed phobia which
made them paper-shy. All suffered from a ‘potterers’ rot’. The second class
of the upper division was made up of university men recruited by compe-
tition — like Sydney Olivier — along with a ‘younger, more intelligent class
of men’ - like Sidney Webb. (The near namesakes, who were both for a
time in the West Indian department as well as being resident clerks
together, soon became firm friends.) Beneath were the subordinate clerks
of the lower division: men who entered the service at about seventeen,
having had a lower-middle-class education. Finally there were the writ-
ers, who spent their time copying out the dispatches.

‘In the afternoons, exercise was provided in the large First-class Clerks’
room of the Eastern Department in the form of cricket, played with a
paper ball tightly lashed with string, and a long tin map case for bat.”*!
One could well understand how Sidney, who probably neglected the
cricket, found ample time to prepare himself for the Bar. This process nor-
mally cost about £130, but Webb made it more than pay for itself by win-
ning £450 in academic prizes.’ After being placed in the first division of
classes in the intermediate examinations for the Bachelor of Laws, he
‘came a mucker’, as he put it, and finished in the third class. The reasons
for this comparative failure will be made apparent in the next chapter, but
there was an earlier disappointment which must be noticed first, for it
must have made Sidney ponder the strange association between social
divisions and administrative hierarchy in the Colonial Office.

In 1883 Sidney competed for the Whewell Scholarships in international
law awarded by Trinity College, Cambridge. He secured the second schol-
arship, but was unable to take it up because his Colonial Office duties
would not allow him to meet the condition that he must reside in the col-
lege. Sidney sought to demonstrate — and he did it very persuasively -
that the Master and the Fellows of Trinity had a discretionary power
under the Statutes, which would allow them to waive this condition if
they chose to do so. The Permanent Under-Secretary, Sir Robert Hundert,
commended him on the skill with which he made out his case. The Earl of
Derby wrote to the Master of Trinity on Webb'’s behalf. Sidney drafted a
letter to Sedgwick in the hope of mustering Millite understanding in his
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interests. It was of no avail. Trinity could not be induced to make a con-
cession. Sidney certainly felt that he had been cheated, and that the
episode was of larger than personal significance. He filed all the corre-
spondence together under the jocular heading, ‘Memories pour servir a
I'histoire de notre siécle.”®® When he gave his first series of public lectures
at the Working Men’s College, he proudly and defiantly described himself
as ‘Second Whewell Scholar in International Law’. When Mark Pattison’s
Memoirs were published in 1885, Sidney became engrossed in them. He
found in Pattison a kindred spirit.* Here was a remarkably hard-working
and conscientious man, having (so he said) no history but a mental his-
tory, who directed all his energy to self-improvement and the forming of
his own mind free ‘from the bondage of unreason’. At Oxford, Pattison
felt ill at ease among contemporaries whose social background and graces
he did not share. In his Memoirs he recorded how his new ideas on teach-
ing and university administration had brought him up against the archaic
college establishment that had sought to deprive him of his fellowship.®®
‘It would be interesting’, said Sidney,

to know how much has been lost to England by the unfortunate chance
which placed both its ancient Universities in malarial marshes, instead
of on high ground, swept by bracing sea-breezes and watered by
rapidly flowing streams, which at any rate, know their own minds.*

A “full, true and particular account of the great Whewell Scholarship case’
has its place in any explanation of Sidney’s complex, but basically antipa-
thetic, attitude towards the classical, literary and aristocratic cultural tra-
dition of Oxford and Cambridge. It was an interesting episode that
brought into relief social and cultural divisions which were to be fully
confirmed by later experiences. The new race of professional men who
struggled to make their way as gentlemen (since everybody thought it
was their duty to try to become gentlemen) could only make their way
forward through evening institutes and other establishments which had
been created for ‘practical’ purposes. And they were largely imbued with
the traditions of scientific, provincial, bourgeois culture. Those who rose
through this process were likely to sense that they were at once more pro-
fessional than their counterparts from the ancient universities, while
being less assured in their manners and their tastes.

The belief that the great benefit of an education at Oxford or Cambridge
lies in the opportunities it affords for young men to thrash out infor-
mally the ultimate problems of meaning and purpose, human and divine
is one of those exemplary half-truths. “The Apostles’ or the ‘Society of
Mumbo-Jumbo” have always been affairs of minorities. If those reared in
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the tradition of provincial bourgeois culture had to spend longer in the
lecture room and on ‘cram’, they also managed to create their own soci-
eties, in which some at least of the same issues were debated. Sidney
delivered his first lecture when he was exactly seventeen years old. His
audience probably consisted of fellow students at Birkbeck, and his sub-
ject was ‘The Existence of Evil’.* It was evidently well received, for it was
followed by another on ‘The Service of God’.* In these lectures Sidney
swiftly dispatched the Almighty - although in a very tolerant, reasonable
and sympathetic manner that was wholly becoming to an admirer of the
late John Stuart Mill. He noticed that

the infliction of punishment is now regarded as a defect even by our
poor human educators. Their business is to govern by developing the
sympathies, by moral persuasion, by the influence of high example, and
in proportion as they fail in this, and have to resort to harsher proceed-
ings, they give the measure of their incapacity. How much more then
must severity be discreditable in an all-powerful Deity? Besides, not
one of God’s punishments is educational; all have the character of wan-
ton ferocity. Adam, having sinned once, is punished forever.

He concluded that

the pain and sin here below is not God’s punishment on our sins, not
yet a trial of our virtue. If we believe in God, I think it follows that his
attributes are infinite power and love. Predestination and original sin
are not consistent with justice, and therefore not with love. These cannot
be the causes of sin and evil.

As for the service of God: the problem was that if He was infinitely ratio-
nal, powerful and loving, “‘What good can the so-called service be to such
a One?’ If service meant prayer and prayer mean petition then ‘God is not
a weak-minded fool to be changed by every petition addressed to Him.’
Yet Sidney, at seventeen, was of the opinion that religious belief, if sincere,
was the most valuable for the conduct of life. He affirmed that ‘any reli-
gion is better than no religion’. Prayer might have beneficial effects even if
it was of no practical use, and even if a large proportion of those worth
respecting had been claimed by secularism. ‘Is there’, he asked, ‘a religion
of the heart, even if not of the head?” If so it must be something more than
a merely allegorical statement of Utilitarian principles, with the service of
God made all one with the services of man.

Sidney’s unbelief began with a growing sense of the logical and moral
inadequacy of Christianity. He stopped accompanying his mother to
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church and when on some rare occasion he did so, it made him cross. As
‘best man’ at his brother’s wedding, he found the service

a most lugubrious and disgraceful remnant of superstition. The mild
officiating curate gave us the entire animal, concluding with ‘two short
rules for happiness in the new state’, evidently attributed by some
Church organ. These were gracious heavens, the whole duty of married
man - first to join together in morning prayer, second to attend church.
And this is the institution which is in touch with the national life!*”’

He had already been vexed by considerations of this sort before he began
to encounter the problems of reconciling theology with the teachings of the
geologists and biologists, or came to regard the clergy as hirelings of peace
and order battening on the ‘surplus value’ produced by the proletariat.’
Yet like most of the emancipated members of his generation he felt the
cravings of religious need, and was haunted by the difficulty of finding
new sanctions for morality bereft of its traditional theological support.

From a student debating club Sidney moved on in 1879 to the Zetetical
Society: the oddly named meeting place of religious-minded agnostics,
faddists, and the more intellectual and progressive sort of lower-middle-
class enthusiast. The term ‘“zetetic’ was apparently coined in the seven-
teenth century. In the 1820s there had been zetetical societies which had
organised working-class infidels.*! But this one, established at 9 Conduit
Street, Regent Street, was emphatically neither infidel nor working-class.
It was concerned with social, political and philosophical subjects, and it
had a special philosophical section which met monthly to hear the more
technical papers on political economy, as well as metaphysics, logic, ethics
and psychology. The Zetetical Society declared that

its primary object is to search for truth in all matters affecting the inter-
ests of the human race; hence no topic, theological or otherwise, dis-
cussed with decorum, is excluded from its programme: and that the
Society may not become identified with any particular opinion or
school of thought, no vote is taken except on its business affairs, and its
doors are thereby thrown open to all who, whatever their opinion may
be, desire to arrive at truth.

The subscription was five shillings per session. The society’s committee
consisted of young men and women, who tended to get married to each
other, had not been to university and who wrote books about managerial
problems such as the keeping of factory accounts — or so it would seem
from the sparse information that is available. At least 5 of the 13 members
of the committee subsequently became Fabians: among these were George
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Bernard Shaw and Sidney Webb, who met each other for the first time at a
Zetetical meeting in 1879.%

Despite its avowal of an impartial and Socratic spirit, the Zetetical had a
radically progressive and avant-garde character. Between 1880 and 1882 it
was addressed by a number of distinguished and worthy, if now mostly
forgotten, radicals. Dr C. R. Drysdale spoke on the Malthusian state rem-
edy for poverty and dear food. He was the president of the Malthusian
League, which had been established in 1878. The Bradlaugh-Besant trial,
and the outrageous sentence of four months’ imprisonment on the
devoted and courageous publisher Edward Truelove in 1878-9, ‘went far
to make legal the general, free discussion of contraceptive knowledge’ by
provoking a violent popular reaction.®® Dr Charles Drysdale, unlike his
brother George, was more concerned with the economic and social impli-
cations of contraception than with its medical technique. It may be
assumed that he had no difficulty in abiding by the rule respecting ‘deco-
rum’. For many years the young Webb was a very decided Malthusian,
and he took a particularly deep interest in the mortality of rich and poor, a
subject on which Charles Drysdale had just spoken to the Medical Society
of London.

Sidney probably already knew James Beal, who spoke on the great
reforms and reformers. Beal, auctioneer and land agent, had his offices at
20 Regent Street, close to the rooms of the Zetetical Society. Along with
Sidney’s father he had allegedly been a member of John Stuart Mill’s elec-
tion committee in 1865. Beal had a splendid reformist record. He had been
associated with Place and Hetherington in the campaign against the taxes
on knowledge. He had addressed a series of trenchant letters to the Bishop
of London on ‘certain Popish practices’ observed in the churches of
St Paul, Wilton Place, and of St Barnabas, Pimlico. With some success he
had challenged the legality of ritualism before the Privy Council. Of still
greater interest, he was a pioneer in the struggle to reform London. In 1857
he began a long struggle against the London gas companies which culmi-
nated in the passing of the Metropolitan Gas Act in 1860. This measure
improved the quality of the gas supply, limited its prices, curtailed divi-
dends and effected a net saving to the consumers of £625000 per annum.
He was also an energetic and effective advocate of an improved water
supply for the metropolis. In 1876 he broke new and important ground:

Fearing lest an increased education rate should render the cause of
scholastic enlightenment unpopular, he set himself to investigate other
possible sources of revenue, and an altogether remarkable series of
papers on ‘The Corporation Guilds and Charities of the City of
London’, contributed to the Dispatch and signed ‘Nemesis’, was the
result.
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He exposed endless anomalies and gigantic abuses, and demonstrated
that what was wanted was a single municipality for the whole of London.
Here was a career perfectly suited to inspire and instruct Sidney. But there
was more to it than that

for Beal, with all his fiery zeal, has a wonderful knack of converting
foes into friends, if only an opportunity of exerting his personal influ-
ence is afforded him. His own mind is so thoroughly made up, that he
will speedily make up yours if you are not on your guard.

Here was a character from whom much could be learned.*!

The association with Mill was maintained in the person of Helen Taylor,
who talked to the society on the Irish Land League. Richard Congreve,
who had inaugurated organised positivism in England in the year of
Sidney’s birth, came before the Zetetical in his role as backroom Pope of
the new religion of humanity. Congreve had resigned his fellowship at
Wadham College, Oxford, in the hope of teaching larger and maturer
audiences to find salvation through following the more up-to-date cur-
riculum devised by Comte out of the inheritance of Saint-Simon and the
tradition of L'Ecole polytechnique. When he talked to the Zetetical Society in
October 1881, Congreve had already broken up his own following, partly
through insistence on the quaint, sacerdotal side of positivism. But there
was much else in Comte that appealed to him immensely, and that contin-
ued to influence him with varying degrees of intensity until the end of his
life. He followed Comte in rejecting metaphysics, and making philosophy
only a science of the sciences, and depository for the most general and
important scientific truths. If he shared Mill’s contempt for the details of
Comte’s new religion, he had a broad sympathy with his attempt to bring
religious feeling into harmony with the conclusions of scientific enquiry.
In particular, he applauded the attempt to establish a positivist polity
founded upon the final science — the new historical discipline of sociology.
The reconciliation of order and progress; the alliance of the philosopher
and the proletariat; the moralisation of the capitalist; the ordered planning
of the economy through the concentration of capital, and the direction of
the banks - these were among the items in the Comtian repertoire which
for a time captivated Webb and left some permanent impression upon
him.*

The Zetetical Society was by no means solely an affair of distinguished
speakers. Many of the members themselves prepared and discussed
papers. They ranged far and wide: from the origin of civilisation to
Cobbett and vaccination; from vegetarianism to the political emancipation
of women; from spelling reform to the future of the working classes; not
to mention Shelley, Ireland, utopia, Athens, India, parliamentary oaths
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and national insurance as a remedy for pauperism. Sidney read his first
paper to the society in 1881 when he was twenty-two years of age. He
gave it the impressive but obscure title of the ‘Ethics of Existence’.* It was
prompted by Mallock’s Is Life Worth Living?, a work which the young
lecturer found to be a ‘dull, incomplete and shallow criticism on
Utilitarianism and Materialism’. It was also — although Webb hardly con-
fessed it — prompted by J.S. Mill’s Autobiography.
It may be recalled that when Mill was twenty he was

in a dull state of nerves, such as everybody is occasionally liable to;
unsusceptible to enjoyment or pleasurable excitement; one of those
moods when what is pleasure at other times becomes insipid or indif-
ferent; the state, I should think, in which converts to Methodism usually
are when smitten by their first ‘conviction of sin’. In this frame of mind
it occurred to me to put the question directly to myself: ‘Suppose that
all your objects in life were realised: that all the changes in institutions
and opinions which you are looking forward to could be completely
effected at this very instant: would this be a great joy and happiness to
you?” And an irrepressible self-consciousness distinctly answered: ‘No!’
At this my heart sank within me: the whole foundation on which my
life was constructed fell down. All my happiness was to have been
found in the continual pursuit of this end. The end had ceased to
charm, and how could there ever again be any interest in the means?
I seemed to have nothing left to live for.

Mill claimed that Coleridge had exactly described his case:

A grief without a pang, void, dark and drear,
A drowsy, stifled, unimpassioned grief,
Which finds no natural outlet or relief

In word, or sigh, or tear.*’

This was Webb’s mood in 1881; it was, he allowed, as Mill himself did, a
state of mind passed through by most reflective men, even if they are not
usually confirmed for ever in melancholy. But while Mill could find none
but Coleridge to express his feelings, Webb marshalled his supporters
from the entire history of world literature, in proof of

How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable
Seem all the uses of this world.

He began with Johnson:

Ye who listen with credulity to the whispers of fancy, and pursue with
eagerness the phantoms of hope, who expect that age will perform the
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promises of youth, and that the deficiency of the present will be sup-
plied by the morrow - attend to the history of Rasselas, Prince of
Abyssinia.

He continued with Tennyson:

I stretch the lame hands of faith, and grope,
And gather dust and chaff, and call

To what I feel is Lord of all,

And faintly trust the larger hope.

Most of my hearers [said Sidney] will, I think, know something of this
state, so prevalent at the present day. Its leading feature is a deep sense
of unsatisfactoryness, of unrest, of discord. This is no new thing. We
trace the influence of fits of pessimism in the Psalms and especially in
Ecclesiastes, in ancient Greek and Roman literature, and in the middle
ages. But as we come down to our day the names become thicker, until
there is hardly a poet of the present century whose views are not more
or less tinged with melancholy. Take as instances Shelley, Byron, Heine,
Lamartine, Leopardi, Tennyson and Browning.

Sidney had no wish to follow Schopenhauer and attempt to build up to a
logical conclusion of pessimism by arguing from the facts of the universe
and of the nature of man. ‘These German metaphysicians seem like so
many cobwebs to the average Englishman.” He wanted to describe this
state of mind and to account for it in commonsense terms. This he did by
making reference to the prevalence of indigestion, ‘a potent cause of
melancholia: mental overwork; and there is I think one other special phys-
ical cause that cannot be dwelt upon.’

It may occur to the reader that this explanation, although admirable in
its way, would hardly suffice to explain a growing tendency to pessimism.
However, Sidney had anticipated this objection: indigestion arose from
want of exercise, light and air. In short, “from the necessary conditions of
the life of great cities’. It was the paradox of progress that, while its march
made cities grow, so the oxidation per head decreased. He maintained
that there was little that could be done to alter the material conditions
of life:

If increasing knowledge makes accidents less frequent, increasing the
use of machinery will keep the average equal. If increasing justice
shares the earth’s return to labour more justly among the labourers,
Malthusians know it is quite visionary to suppose a time when severe
labour will cease to be necessary for the maintenance of the race.
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There was however, one other source of pessimism — acuteness of sen-
sibility, for which some treatment might be prescribed. As sensibility
increased, excruciating pains came far to exceed in intensity correspond-
ing pleasures. Since inducing a state of placid sluggishness or dull stupid-
ity was unlikely to be a course which would commend itself to a Zetetical
Society, and least of all to Sidney Webb himself, he recommended pre-
cisely the plan followed by John Stuart Mill: avoid introspection; discover
‘the efficacy of an absorbing interest in removing grief’. Without mention-
ing Mill at all, he too subscribed to the view that

happiness is the test of all rules of conduct, and the end of life. But ...
those only are happy ... who have their minds fixed on some object
other than their own happiness: on the happiness of others, on the
improvement of mankind, even on some art or pursuit followed not as
a means, but itself as an ideal end. Aiming thus at something else, they
find happiness by the way. The enjoyments of life (such was now my
theory) are sufficient to make it a pleasant thing when they are taken en
passant without being a principal object. Once make them so, and they
are immediately felt to be insufficient. They will not bear a scrutinis-
ing examination. Ask yourself whether you are happy, and you cease
to be 0.8

The pessimism of 1881 was no mere youthful affectation. Webb was a set-
tled pessimist for at least ten years. Nor was his paper out of keeping with
the rest of the Zetetical Society’s programme: a programme that was strik-
ingly representative of the preoccupation of the time, and so evidently
formative of the minds of its most distinguished members. Pessimism,
positivism and socialism were a progression common to many of the
ablest young professional men of the 1880s Great Depression.*
Schopenauer appeared in an English translation early in the decade, and
this no doubt encouraged the belief that pessimism was the mode of
thought and the essential feeling of all great writers. He also insisted, as
Sidney has been shown to do, on a great line of distinction between the
man of feeling and thought, and the ordinary unthinking and unfeeling
man. But pessimism bore no necessary relation to misanthropy. On the
contrary, considered as a thesis to be defended, it may have helped to
direct attention to the extent of poverty and social evil. If it was a warning
against a utopian dream that took no account of reality, it could, through
its recommendation to negate the individual will, prepare men to dedicate
themselves to causes and submerge themselves in active association.
Positivism, with its maxim vivre pour autres and its repudiation of the
‘metaphysical” language of individual rights in favour of a positive science
of morals emphasising social duties, offered the individual submission to
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the interests of humanity. It announced itself to be the last and final out-
come of modern science, yet it issued in a religion in which the head was
to be subordinated to the heart, and knowledge was to be directed by sym-
pathy and compassion. Although positivism was optimistic about the ulti-
mate destiny of mankind, it held out no hope of immediate or painless
deliverance; it insisted upon the need to elaborate and develop social sci-
ence; it offered no run-and-read solutions. Finally, socialism came to sug-
gest that where the positivist was content to educate and to convert, one
might properly seek the enforcement of morals and wisely regulate what a
purified public opinion proved powerless to control.

The influence of his father and the whole quality of his education dis-
posed Sidney Webb towards positivism — considered, in the first place, not
as a specifically Comtist doctrine, but as a whole stream of tendency in
modern European thought. He contended that, outside mathematics, we
owed little to the ancients. Knowledge had grown more in the last four
hundred years than in all preceding periods put together. The end of the
eighteenth century had seen the inauguration of what he termed ‘the sec-
ond Renaissance’. James Mill and Bentham had given us most of the fun-
damental ideas of psychology, ethics and jurisprudence. Adam Smith and
Malthus had literally created political economy, while in philology the
same honour belonged to von Humboldt, Grimm and Schlegel. These
were the opening men of an epoch of which John Stuart Mill was the last
considerable representative. Sidney declared: ‘I yield to no one in my
admiration for the two Mills.” Yet he considered that J.S. Mill had
belonged to what was now recognisably a pre-scientific age. He had
known little of the natural sciences and less of biology:

In fact his education in this respect belonged to the old-fashioned type.
His work in logic and political economy is unshaken because there biol-
ogy has but little influence, but I contend that his Psychology, his Ethics
and above all else his Metaphysics, his theory of things, want correcting
by later ideas.

Mill was a destructive. “The great generalisations which I contend must
change the whole drift of our Philosophy, are especially the conservation
of Energy and Evolution.” It was not John Stuart Mill, but Herbert
Spencer, who must be acclaimed the Bacon of the Second Renaissance.®
On 22 March 1882 Sidney gave a paper to the Zetetical Society in which
he attempted to make good these contentions concerning the new learn-
ing of the nineteenth century. He called his talk ‘Heredity as a Factor
in Psychology and Ethics”.>! He began with an assertion that would have
had more warrant had it been made in 1892 than in 1882: namely, that
the theory of heredity had made great advances in the course of the
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nineteenth century. In conformity with a general rule illustrated by
Newton in physics and Darwin in biology, ‘the advance is not so much in
the facts which science inductively demonstrates, as in the theories in
which the facts are summed up, and in the new light thrown upon other
facts by the deductive application of the theories.” Darwin himself had
asserted: ‘we may look at the following law ... as fairly well established. ...
A tendency in every character new and old, to be transmitted by ... genera-
tion, though often counteracted by various known and unknown
causes.””? According to Sidney, this applied to structure: ‘from the species
dog, nothing can be produced but dogs’, and this with reference to indi-
vidual peculiarities a well as the general typical form. Racial and national
characteristics were inherited. It was ‘inevitable’ that peculiarities of func-
tion were equally transmissible. And here Sidney paused to elaborate the
point in a manner that was to become the hallmark of Webb for the next
fifty years:

it must suffice to remind you that peculiarities of taste and smell, of
hearing, sight and touch are all frequently recognised as inherited,
including near-sight, long sight, dull sight, squinting, cataract, amauro-
sis, day-blindness, daltonism, deafness, dumbness and left-handedness.
In fact diseases generally — which are nothing but morbid peculiarities
of structure — have nearly all been proved to be derivable from ances-
tors. Instances are especially well known in the cases of such various
disorders as Gout, Insanity, Consumption, Leprosy, Catalepsy, Epilepsy,
Apoplexy, Asthma, Elephantiasis, Stone, Cancer, Sebaceous Tumours,
Plica Polonica, Ichthyosis, Psoriasis, Dipsomania, Sonambulism, General
Nervousness and Suicidal Mania.

The point was that nothing was too trifling or too momentous to be trans-
mitted, including — according to the still conventional wisdom of Lamarck -
‘scars and wounds’. But the key contention was the inheritance of psychi-
cal as well as physical characteristics. Sidney held that ‘we imply this
clearly [sic] when we talk of the courage of the Plantagenets; the obstinacy
of the Bourbons; or the pertinacity of the Hohenzollerns.” It was neglect
of this circumstance that put John Stuart Mill behind the level of the
age. To grasp this great ‘fact’ was to place oneself in a position that
allowed certain long-standing problems to be solved, or more adequately
approached. For example, this applied to the celebrated debate between
Mill and the empiricists, on the one hand, and intuitionists like Hamilton
on the other, concerning innate ideas. The empiricists were, according to
Sidney, incomparably superior to their opponents, and entirely right in
contending that all our ideas are derived from experience. What they
missed — thanks to their ignorance of biology — was that ‘our experience
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must be understood to relate not merely to individual experience but also
to that of our ancestors. Consequently they were unable to rebut convinc-
ingly the contention of the intuitionists that such propositions as 2+2=4
could never have acquired such fixity and certainty merely through
upbringing and being particularly well-attested inductive generalisations.
We do feel an unusual degree of assurance about these propositions. But
this feeling, declared Sidney, was to be explained not by the different logi-
cal or epistemological status of these propositions, but because the experi-
ence of the race ‘had fixed and embodied them in the brain cells we
inherit’. Similarly, there were long-standing problems arising from
Berkeley’s theory of vision, which could be resolved thanks to the scien-
tific observation of new-born chicks by Sir Joseph Banks.

What interested Sidney most was the light that he imagined new
notions of heredity shed upon the problems that J.S. Mill discussed in his
essay On Liberty:

Following the lead of Humboldt and John Mill, advanced liberals have
generally gone to such an extreme of liberty as has unfortunately caused
them to be separated by a great gulf from the practical politicians who
have to work the government machine, and upon whom they might
have had an important influence for good ... The philosophical radical
had found a theory, that self-regarding actions should not be interfered
with by the government, and he thereupon called upon the government
to hold its hand in such cases as vaccination, education, sanitation and
what not, because he chose to assert that these were self-regarding
actions. The stupidity of officialdom and sagacity of statesmanship, not
understanding why he was wrong, but simply perceiving by that inher-
ited intuition of common-sense, that he was wrong, have held on their
course and the philosophical radical has blindly persisted in his vituper-
ation of moderate interference, with the effect of throwing away that
beneficial influence upon radical politicians which seems to have been
exercised by Bentham and James Mill, the Fathers of the Tribe.

For, if we believe in the universal potency of heredity, it must at once
become evident that, in this particular world at least, there is no such
thing as purely self-regarding action, and the fundamental axiom and
world-moving level of the philosophic radicals becomes a mere scholas-
tic fulmination of no immediate practical application.

However, the conclusion of Webb’s argument pointed to Positivism rather
than to Socialism: ‘Should Government then interfere with each and every
act? God forbid that any such conclusion should be drawn.” Bentham -
so much wiser than his declared disciples — ‘said that the proper sphere
of government was to be determined by a laborious and far-reaching
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examination of each particular case.” What heredity brought home was
the proof of the Positivist notion of inter-generational independence and
indebtedness:

We can, alas, no longer hold the comfortable doctrine that God made
this world and the sin and the shame and the misery which is in it. Our
ancestors made this world and its imperfections, and if we are
impressed by the pain of our fellow creatures: if we feel the shame of
the plundered toiling lives of the millions of England; if we hear of the
unspeakable atrocities which all over the world the strong man is com-
mitting on the weak; if we know that the dark places of the earth are full
of cruelty; let us at all times remember that if our ancestors have made
these horrors, it is we who have in our hands the making of the future
world ... Our petty lives are a trust for which we are fully responsible,
not to God, but at the bar of our conscience: a trust for the exercise of
which we have the clearest instructions written in the groans and blood
of murdered humanity where, for instance, the skeletons of those who
fell on the battlefield of South Africa, and of those who died of starva-
tion in England last year, alike cry out a solemn warning against aggres-
sion by the strong on the weak, by the rich on the poor.

Such was Sidney Webb in the days of the Zetetical Society: a youth of
astonishing learning: ingenious and bold — if still somewhat jejune - in
speculation; by temperament a sensitive, introspective pessimist; by educa-
tion, a Positivist inclining increasingly to Comtism, and passionately eager
to serve suffering mankind. Although it was already evident that he had
the makings of an outstanding teacher, he had no great presence and he
still needed to write out his speeches in full rather than deliver them from
his notes. He was small — no more than 5 feet 4 inches tall — and ill-propor-
tioned, the head being exceedingly large in relation to the body.>> He was
short-sighted, and his blue eyes were very bright and prominent below a
high and well-shaped forehead.>* His hair was dark and thick. He grew an
imperial and preferred to be photographed in profile. He spoke rapidly
and forcibly and with what — to aristocratic ears — was taken to be a cock-
ney accent.® However, a young woman who studied him closely, and who
was to be the first of many writers to report him in fiction, found the evi-
dences of culture in ‘voice, manner and diction.” If he was small, he had no
‘superfluous flesh’. If his head was large in relation to his body, it was ‘a
fine and rugged head’. If his background should have sunk him into ‘a
complete rut of commonplace’, he was highly attractive and immensely
impressive. And it was as a teacher that he was at his best. Not only had he

an unusual mastery over. words, a clearness and simplicity of thought
and a fearlessness of expression that drove the sentence out in well-directed
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blows, but in the matter of his lecture he himself had an indomitable
faith. Deft and ingenious in the logical application of argument he
might be, but the main quality was burning conviction and absolute
sincerity. To a girl accustomed to the superior didactic manner, the
scholarly hesitation, and the careful non-self-committal of a Cambridge
lecturer, this fire of sincerity was something astounding. Moreover
there was humour and racy originality in the turn of some the lecturer’s
phrases, pointing to a very deep streak of the quality which should be
common to all men, but which has been almost lost to the race in the
process of civilisation — and that is of humanness.>

Sidney could be attractive to women. Throughout his life they noticed his
small, finely shaped hands.””

To a tall, young, red-haired Irishman, Webb was not small: he was ‘rather
below middle height’; he was not merely unusually well read and able: he
was already the most knowledgeable and most able man in England. He
was not merely an admirer of John Stuart Mill, trying to work his way
through problems in the positivist tradition; but a ‘disciple ... [who] had
grasped the economic certainty that private property in the sources of pro-
duction plus freedom of contract must produce a plutocracy face to face
with a proletariat, and substitute class-war for genuine democracy.’>®
Probably something of this idealised picture entered into Bernard Shaw’s
impression of Sidney Webb when he first saw him; but, for the rest, Shaw’s
attractive account telescopes the developments of a decade or so in the
most misleading manner. Sidney came as no deus ex machina either to Shaw
or to the Fabian Society. In the days of the Zetetical, Sidney showed neither
the clearness nor the coolness that Shaw retrospectively attributed to him.

Yet that they met there is incontrovertible, as that their friendship was
of high importance for them both and for socialism in England. GBS
recalled that: ‘Quite the wisest thing I ever did was to force my friendship
on him and to keep it; for from that time I was not merely a futile Shaw,
but a committee of Webb and Shaw.” He told Sidney:

Fortunately ... I had a musical mother, and was stuffed with first-class
music, National Gallery pictures, and uncensored literature: in short,
very highly educated on one side before I was ten. When we met, you
knew everything that I didn’t know and I knew everything that you
didn’t know. We had everything to learn from one another and brains
enough to do it.%0

On another occasion he remarked: ‘The balancing instinct in Nature is
remarkable. Alarmed at her work in 1856, she produced you three years
later as my complement. It was one of her few successes.”®!
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Sidney was as persuaded as Shaw that they were complementary. It
was a union of outrageous paradox with invincible common sense; of
egotistical exuberance with selfless dedication: of wit and eloquence with
industry and learning; of the platform with the committee. Beginning
with the comic, sophisticated innocence of the newly wise, their partner-
ship proved to be effective and durable. The one whose whole life was in
display and self-advertisement could enter into an equal relationship with
the other: he who came to renounce personal power in favour of a perva-
sive, self-effacing influence. That they could use each other is clear. That
they came to a deeply affectionate mutual regard courses against the
probabilities and enlarges hope.

Yet Shaw was mistaken in implying that there was a fair exchange of
education between them. It was he, rather than Sidney, who benefited on
this account. Webb saw to it that Shaw was ‘documented’; Shaw failed, if
he ever seriously tried, to widen and deepen Sidney’s artistic sensibilities.
The young Webb never appears to have attended a concert or discussed
music. He never referred to painting beyond remarking that the Sansisto
Madonna was the only ancient picture that really touched him. He went
to the theatre; he was enthusiastically with William Morris in being Anti-
Scrape; but he trusted his own judgement of the arts only in relation to lit-
erature. He was fond of poetry and he frequently read novels, being as
well acquainted with Zola and Freytag as with Dickens and Thackeray.
However, his favourite novelist was George Eliot, and it was intense dis-
appointment with the inadequacies of George Eliot that persuaded Shaw
that he was capable of becoming a successful writer.®? What Sidney val-
ued in Silas Marner, Romola and Midddlemarch was the plausible descrip-
tion of bourgeois life, and persuasive insistence on positivist morals. As
Sidney reflected: ‘The aristocracy is after all a small class, and the world
consists chiefly [sic] of that vast and undefined middle class to which
nearly all George Eliot’s characters belong.” The standard complaint that
she was too gloomy and pessimistic, and too prone to indulge in explicit
scientific analysis of character, was rejected by Webb. For him, the world
was really like that, and it was natural to one of her culture and education
to take the reader into the dissecting room. Her books were unrivalled as
culture for the feelings and as carriers ‘of the great lessons of Work,
Renunciation and Submission’.%®

It was not from Shaw, another cultural outsider and autodidact, but
from Sydney Olivier and Graham Wallas that Webb felt that he had most
to contend against and most to learn. From about 1882 Olivier and Webb
were living together in the Colonial Office as resident clerks, the fate of
the British Empire being regularly left in their hands overnight. One
evening Wallas called to see Olivier with whom he had struck up a friend-
ship at Oxford. Olivier was out, and he passed the time until his return by
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playing chess with Sidney Webb and arguing about the world in gen-
eral.* Sidney’s friendship with these two men was, throughout the 1880s,
singularly warm and deep. For a time Olivier had served as a tutor to the
children of Henry Crompton, the leading Positivist, and Webb and he
were both attracted to Comte. Wallas was a schoolteacher ready to
be impressed by the limitations as well as the strengths of the classical
and literary tradition of Oxford. He shared Webb's large ambitions for
improvement and his generous social sympathies, but discovered that
Sidney’s education had given him clarity of purpose and efficiency in
method and resource that he lacked.®® Sidney recalled that

Wallas had enjoyed what was then declared in England, to be the best
education that the world could give. I had almost the diametrical oppo-
site ... constantly to be meeting him in intimate converse was, to me, a
liberal education beyond price ...%

Although Shaw was quickly brought in to complete the quartet, it was
Wallas and Olivier who widened his historical understanding, particu-
larly of classical antiquity, and they helped him to instruct himself and his
sister Ada in studying Virgil and Horace, Cicero and Lucian.?” Olivier and
Wallas helped to enlarge Webb’s knowledge rather than to modify his val-
ues or redirect his attitude. If Sidney was to acquire the elements of a clas-
sical education at second hand, his mind — as Wallas complained — was to
the end that of an Aristoteleian rather than a Platonist. His attitude to the
literary and architectural remains of classical antiquity was obstinately
‘philistine’. Thus, upon reading Lucian, he concluded that little of it
would be accepted by a publisher nowadays.®® A visit to Hadrian’s Wall
only served to lower his already low opinion of the Romans: as a feat of
engineering it did not begin to compare with the London Underground.
As Sidney remarked to Wallas:

However important the Greeks, like the Celts, have been to our devel-
opment, we are not bound to find either their drama or their stone axes
as good as ours:

John P

Robinson he

Said they didn’t know everything down in
Judee.

There!®®

In expressing his debt to Wallas for a liberal education, Webb was not con-
fusing it with a classical one. It was one thing to point up the difference
between an educated man and one who had merely been trained for his
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métier, and another to make the correct and elegant translation from Latin
and Greek the unique and distinctive attribute of cultural excellence.
If Olivier and Wallas helped Sidney to see the inadequacy and shallowness
of arguing for an education in useful knowledge, while leaving the train-
ing of the mind to look after itself, he saw with Sidgwick that the correct
teaching of useful knowledge might afford as valuable a training in
method as any other kind of teaching.”® Greek might be indispensable to
clergymen and lawyers might be better for being able to read Latin, but the
dead languages offered little to medical men or to those who were entering
the newer professions. It was impossible for a man of Sidney’s learning
and education to be intimidated into a sense of inferiority by the claims
made for classical education as training of the mind. It was certain that
such a man would detect behind this pretension attempts to retain an
exclusive character in higher education, just as political, scientific and
administrative progress was rendering it more and more futile. It was
equally certain that a man with his capacity for learning would not be
indifferent to the cultural tradition in which his friends and colleagues had
been reared. But as we shall see towards the end of this chapter he discov-
ered within that tradition conclusions which they had never suspected.

Yet in 1882-3 Sidney appears to have been far closer to the established
Liberalism or Radicalism than his friends. He was as prepared as they
were to seek a wider audience than that afforded by the Zetetical Society,
but he had scruples against any organisation that might be thought to
have designs on private property. In 1883 and 1884 he was active in the
‘Lambeth Parliament’. He served as ‘Foreign Secretary’ and then as
‘Colonial Secretary’ in successive Liberal ‘administrations’. The govern-
ment was an advanced Radical one, which abolished oaths, disestablished
the Church and amended the Education Act of 1870 so as to provide for
‘national, free, secular, compulsory education’. But when a Conservative
administration took over and introduced an Artisans’ and Labourers’
Dwelling Bill, Sidney opposed it:

the leading principle of the Bill was the power it gave to the local
authorities to acquire sites and erect artisans’ dwellings. If they
attempted to hand this over to the imperial department, or worse still to
the miserable vestries, the jobbery, incompetence, mismanagement and
gross extravagance would be something beyond comparison.”!

Towards Henry George, whose agitation provided one of the most impor-
tant gates for entry into the infant Socialist movement, Webb defined his
attitude in a lecture, which he delivered in a Congregational church at the
beginning of 1884. He found Progress and Poverty to be a ‘wonderful book’,
although it was the awareness of poverty, not poverty itself, which was
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growing. As for rent, George could not abolish that; ‘Difference in land
did exist, and rent existed; and that was the difference.’

It was not rent which caused poverty, but the rise in population that
increased rent by widening the gap between poor and good soils. The
socialists were more consistent than George, but even if you added the
nationalisation of capital to that of land, it would not remove poverty. ‘It
might do much if the increase of population went on exacting ever more
toil to equal grinding poverty. This was an iron law - it was vain to kick
against it. Without “prudential limits” to population, all other expedients
were as but draining water into a sieve.” He could ‘see no better system
than the un-Christian, competitive, devil-take-the-hindmost system of pri-
vate property’; but of this he was certain: ‘because we seized the produce
of the poor, they died.” The rich must cease to live in luxury. They should
invest their wealth, which would reach the poor and make them better — it
would be ‘twice blessed’.”? When Shaw invited him to join the Land
Reform Union, one of several organisations that flourished under the
impact of Henry George’s propaganda for land nationalisation, Sidney
declined except under certain conditions:

I am, I think, an enthusiastic land law reformer, and I brought in a mild
Bill last session to the Lambeth parliament ... and an integral part of
that scheme was a revision of the land tax, though this could not appear
in the Bill. But although I am entirely in favour of the restitution of the
land to the people ~ if it could be done — I am at present not a land
nationaliser. Even if I were, I should not see in this any wonderful
panacea. It would enable us to abolish all indirect taxation, which might
be a good thing, but I am not enthusiastic at the prospect of cheap gin.
It is certainly not worth a revolution, and even a revolution would not
abolish rent, that presumed destroyer of wages. I enclose 2s 6d and
should like to be a member of your society, if nationalisation is not an
article of faith ... but if the committee should not care about such a
cold-blooded member, please return the 2s 6d ...”>

Shaw was already falling under the spell of Marx. He encouraged his
friends to take part in a ‘Karl Marx Club” or seminar, which was held in
Hampstead under the auspices of Mrs Charlotte Wilson, a lady who
wished to entertain very advanced opinions. Sidney’s intended conver-
sion was indefinitely postponed as a result of the absence of Shaw and the
presence of the well-known economist, Edgeworth. Sidney described the
scene for the benefit of GBS:

We were eleven, and you were the faithless apostle. Mrs Wilson — who
appeared to my astonished gaze as a ‘Rosetti’ young woman with dense
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hair - read a most elaborate analysis of Chapter I of Marx, in English,
over which she must have spent weeks. EY. Edgeworth, who was in the
chair, then opened the proceedings by expressing his intense contempt
for Karl and all his works, and snorted generally on the subject, as
Ricardo might have done to an errant economist of the period. The
company, most of whom were apparently under the impression that we
were assembled for the purpose of reverently drinking in the wisdom
of the great seer, were speechless with amazement; and Edgeworth’s
voice was followed by a silence which was thick enough to have been
cut with a knife. In despair he appealed to me. I rushed in, and the rest
of the evening was a kind of Scotch reel a deux, Edgeworth and I gaily
dancing on the unfortunate K.M. trampling him remorselessly under-
foot, amid occasional feeble protests and enquiries from Mrs Wilson
(who had thrown away her young love upon him...)

Now this sort of thing is demoralising — I mean to me. Of course you
will have already noticed how demoralising it must have been to the
others. But unless some utterly unscrupulous socialistic dialectician like
yourself turns up there, we shall have discarded Le Capital within a
month, and be found studying the gospel of Ricardo! Please therefore
appear there next meeting, Wednesday 12th. in great force to defend
Chapters 2 and 3 on money. I am going to bring Olivier to assist you, if
possible; but he alone would not be sufficiently ‘brazen’ in argument on
the subject.”

Whether Shaw appeared at the next meeting or not, discarding Le Capital
took more than a month. Almost a year later Sidney bought Volume II in
German. I fear a very bad investment. Still it is something to be relieved
of the sense of privation. (Without having read the book) I am prepared to
assert that it is worth little. Everything is still put off — this time until the
third volume.””® While Shaw still hoped to convert Sidney to Marx, Sidney
hoped to convert Marx into a means of teaching Shaw some German.
They read two pages in two hours, Sidney accompanying each word with
a philosophical dissertation.”

Notwithstanding these appearances to the contrary, Sidney generally
adopted a respectful attitude towards the founder of scientific socialism.
For four years between 1883 and 1886 he led a prolonged discussion with
his three friends and others on Marx methodology, his theory of value and
his concept of socialism. It was not until 1886 when he wrote a paper on
‘Rent, Interest & Wages: Being a Criticism of Karl Marx and a Statement of
Economic Theory’ that he arrived at any settled opinion.” Throughout,
Webb recognised that Marx was a man of great learning and acute intelli-
gence. He had set the cat among the pigeons by pointing up the failure of
the orthodox economists to give an adequate account of profits or of the
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natural laws that regulated the distribution of income among the several
classes. Early in 1884 he found that

the chief value of the book of Karl Marx is the very plain account of the
exploitation of labour. There is, however, nothing new in the explana-
tion except the point of view, although this, perhaps, makes all the dif-
ference ... he utterly and repeatedly smashes, pulverises and destroys
the absurd idea that money breeds money, or that capital or machinery
produce anything: an idea however that is still widely current ... Marx
pursues this subject with great ability, and has some instructive chap-
ters on the rate and progress of exploitation.”®

In 1886 Sidney was still commending Marx’s summary of exploitation as ‘a
marvel of forcible exposition’, while denying that, as a piece of applied
economics, it had originality. Marx was inventive only with respect to ter-
minology. Webb maintained that such a term as ‘the degree of exploitation’
was only a new expression for the rate of wages. At the most Marx’s ser-
vice had been to expose the problems which the orthodox economists had
hushed up, but which were capable of being solved by orthodox methods.
It was with respect to Marx’s methodology that Sidney’s opinions went
through their sharpest vicissitudes before he finally shrugged it off. In 1885
he had either forgotten about the ‘instructive chapters on the rate and
progress of exploitation’, or else he had come to regard them as excursions
into economic and social history, and standing in no logical relationship to
the core of the analysis. In a paper on ‘Economic Method’,” Marx is
described as the father of the ‘abstract-intuitive’ school, which differed
from ].S. Mill and the advocates of the ‘concrete-deductive’ method in

ignoring all the present facts of society, starting from premises of
assumed primordial and necessary elements in human nature only ...
Karl Marx, as I understand him, would oust from the data of Political
Economy all references to the political and social conditions of men,
and would admit only human nature in the abstract, as it nowhere actu-
ally exists or has existed ... The followers of Marx appeal confidently in
their justification to the example of pure mathematics ... To them man is
man, and not capitalist employer, serf, slave or peasant proprietor ... As
economists they have produced nothing, corrected nothing, discovered
nothing, and the only useful method in Political Economy remains the
much abused, but still triumphant, Concrete Deductive Method of
Ricardo, Mill and Cairns.

By the following year Sidney had discarded this remarkable opinion and
come to the conclusion that Marx was also a follower of the concrete—
deductive method, although he concealed this from himself and from others.
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The first necessity for a due appreciation of Marx’s work is a proper
understanding of his point of view and method. To acquire such an
understanding it is perhaps not too much to say that we should ignore all
his professions and explanations on the subject, and pass resolutely over
all his definitions. The mental twist — dare we call it affectation? — which
constantly led him to enshrine his acute remarks in esoteric and philo-
sophic terminology, or obscure metaphysical arrangement, only darkens
counsel, and we quickly discover that he has no special means of discov-
ering truth, but only a Teutonic capacity for over-subtle analysis.*

Marx, just like Mill, had to proceed by abstracting certain relationships
from the influence of all modifying and counteracting factors, and to
assume universal selfishness and perfect competition.

In classifying economic methods Sidney did not always relate the
methodology to the distinctive aims and preoccupations of the various
schools of economists. So far as he considered aims at all, he thought of
them in their normative rather than in their analytic aspect. The ‘theologi-
cal school” in which he placed Ruskin and Henry George deduced certain
principles from assumed ontological data, and Marx’s labour theory of
value was similarly a prop for his ethical conclusions. He did not consider
the labour theory in relation to the avowed aim of discovering the laws of
capitalist development. He considered it in its relation to the determina-
tion of prices in the market. In 1884 he evidently was teaching that ‘free
competition by removal of legal restraints, causes commodities freely pro-
duced ... to exchange for each other in proportion to the labour expended
on them’.®! But he was already recommending his students and friends to
read Marshall’s Economics of Industry,®*> and by 1886 he had thoroughly
convinced himself of the correctness of the Jevons type of marginal analy-
sis. “The peculiarity of the Marx theory is the determined exclusion of
every fragment of scarcity value from the normal case, whereas it may
plausibly be argued that the factor of possible scarcity does enter into
every conceivable exchange.”® This left the problem of furnishing some
alternative to the Marxist account of the distribution of income and of
cyclical crises. By extending the Ricardian theory of rent, and through a
special application of the Jevonian marginalist analysis, Sidney began to
try and offer a new socialist account of exploitation. This task was by no
means completed in 1886. As for the problem of explaining crises of over-
production, Sidney and his friends did not seriously attempt this in the
eighties, and it was destined to remain as their most fundamental and
long-standing omission.

It might plausibly be maintained that in relation to the theory of value,
Webb and the Marxists were at cross-purposes, and that the general muddle
resulted from a failure on both sides to see the actual role and function
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performed by the labour theory of value in Karl Marx’s thought. However
the young Webb objected not only that it was a mere prop to an ethical
conclusion, but also that it was disposed to qualify that conclusion and to
reject what were commonly taken to be its political and administrative
implications.

The trouble with Marx was that he did not recognise the economic func-
tion of the middle classes in general and of the professional middle class in
particular. Thus, in 1884, while conceding that the middle class was on
trial, and it was open to the reproach that it had neither the skill to produce
the wealth it controlled, nor the taste with which to enjoy it, Sidney held
that it nevertheless performed indispensable functions. One stratum of it
worked by hand and brain in distribution. Another performed the man-
agerial functions of engineering modern business: superintending inferiors
and promoting enterprise, invention and efficiency. Another performed the
function of saving, so as to increase future capital. Last but not least there
were the professional men who supplied us with law and letters, engineer-
ing and education, the arts of war and administration. All these strata com-
bined to supply by their example elevating standards of life and comfort.
They maintained and developed the sense of beauty and general culture,
and helped to diffuse them through society. In 1884 Sidney found that
Marx and the socialists totally excluded these indispensable people from
the designation of ‘workers’, and lumped them together with landlords
and mere rentiers. Two years later he was still making the same complaint.
Marx classes rent, interest and profits in one mass as the fruit of ‘exploita-
tion”. Consequently, ‘no light is thrown by Marx on the amount of the
remuneration of superintendents, managers, foremen and indeed, skilled
labourers of any sort.” Marx habitually ignored ‘the great difficulty of man-
aging this great force (capital) which is at present performed by a part of
the class he would abolish.”®* Moreover, since Lassalle, so much has been
made of the ‘reward of abstinence’, that economic socialists are afraid
to use this serious, expressive phrase. But it may be suggested that the
turning of income into capital, by abstinence and saving, is a necessary
social function. That it is one costing to the saver considerable effort and
often self-denial and pain; and that its due fulfilment is absolutely essential
to the increased production of the future. Even in Marxian economics this
painful social duty, the fulfilment of which increases the product, would
seem to merit a share of such increased production. Thanks to the law of
diminishing marginal utility, Webb could now (1886) assert that there was
a ‘surplus value of utility strictly analogous to the Marxian surplus value
of commodities’. This surplus value merely placed at the disposal of soci-
ety ‘at a price determined, not by cost of production but by relative
scarcity, the use of social product indispensable to the world, but under
individual control’.®
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The crucial concept in Webb’s economic thought was the notion of the
rent of special ability, as the reward of a distinct, scarce and monopolised
factor of production. As recipients of one of the three rents, the manager
or professional man appeared to be in an analogous position to the land-
lords with their rents, and the capitalists with their interest. (In conse-
quence the notion of profit acquired an unsettled or equivocal status.) The
unravelling of the relations between this class of rent receivers and the
other two was a complicated problem to which Sidney gave prolonged
attention. Plainly it presented, morally and administratively, special diffi-
culties for the socialist bent on expropriating surplus value. In 1884 he
deprecated the proletarian contempt for ‘useless’ study, which was made
possible only by easy circumstances. ‘State endowment of research might
effect the same end, but one shudders to think of the fate of Comte and
Herbert Spencer, Blake and Rosetti, Browning and Matthew Arnold, at the
hands of never so enlightened a Home Secretary.®

Webb had shown that the middle class performed indispensable func-
tions. However, along with the other two classes of rent receivers, they
secured the lion’s share of the national income. They supplied their ser-
vices at exorbitant cost that bore no proportion to their real value, and
could have no warrant by the elementary principles of distributive justice.
The middle class enveloped itself in idleness. Political economy was ‘the
child of the bourgeoisie”:

The current political economy of the bourgeoisie is still compounded
of shreds of empirical maxims bound up with perverted pieces of
M’Culloch and Bastiat: in possession of this powerful horum organum he
[the bourgeois] still appeals loudly to the Science of Political Economy
and he has, alas, been able to use this pasteboard armour with only too
successful results.®’

Apart from restoring and extending the science of political economy, what
was to be done? In 1884-5 Webb declared:

I am, I am sorry to say, no believer in State Socialism, the impossibility
of which I need not here attempt to demonstrate. I am a strictly ortho-
dox believer in Political Economy as expounded, say, by Marshall. I am
not even a believer in land nationalisation in the ordinary sense.®

At this time Sidney explicitly rejected the view that socialism could be
equated with the further extension of state regulation of industry, and
increasing state control of health and housing. If socialism meant any-
thing it meant not the regulation of the monopolist, but his suppression
by the state. The practical extension of laissez-faire had gone far. Instead of
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shedding bitter tears, as the philosophic radicals foretold, we ‘clanged our
chains in exulting triumph’. But socialism, even land nationalisation,
could be accomplished only by revolution.® Besides he considered that it
meant immoral confiscation. ‘This, however is perhaps due to my bour-
geois training, and results doubtless from a warping prejudice in favour
of bourgeois dishonesty.*

In the mid-eighties and even perhaps in 1886 only two remedies
appeared to offer any hope. The first was that labour should organise
itself into a monopoly capable of bargaining effectively with other mono-
polies. A labour monopoly would lead to an ‘armed quadrilateral’ of
countervailing power;’! no idyllic vision, but something to be preferred to
the present subjection of the labourer. The difficulty was that anyone who
knew his Malthus, or who was aware of the unpromising and stationary
character of the trade union movement, could entertain little hope of
much progress being made in this direction. The second was the moralisa-
tion of the capitalist:

This may seem a perfectly visionary ideal, and certainly when we think
of the absolute unconsciousness of the British bourgeoisie of the real
nature of interest, and still more of the ability wages; when we remem-
ber his insatiable appetite for middle class luxuries which he calls ‘com-
fort’, we may well despair. Yet much has already been done...looking
at the power of English capital, and the still greater power of English
ability; looking again to the stolid stupidity and unreceptivity of the
English bourgeois. I would warn them [the Marxists] seriously that they
have undertaken a very difficult task: they will find it easier to moralise
the monopolist than to expropriate him.”

This thesis which had been advanced before the London Dialectical
Society in February 1884 was developed in a paper entitled “The Way Out’
which Sidney read almost exactly a year later.”® He argued that the lot of
more than half the people of England was deplorable, and ‘it is simply
absurd for the more fortunate classes to lay the flattering unction to their
souls that the discomfort of the poor is due chiefly, or largely, to vice and
improvidence.” The misery of the poor was due to their poverty: their
poverty was due to the inequality with which the produce of labour was
shared. His solution to this Condition of England question through taxa-
tion and collectivism was more Roman than Greek, as he demonstrated in
1888.% Just as the positivist, Professor Beesly, was able to make Roman
history a vehicle for commentary on the contemporary human condi-
tion,” so Sidney found in Rome material for what he called a ‘sociological
sermon’. According to Sidney the classicists were apt to exaggerate the
influence of Rome. ‘We inherited from the World-Empire scarcely a single
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institution of social organisation or administration, and not one public
office.” As for the torch of learning, about which so much as written, Rome
failed to hand on even what it had received from Greece. In consequence,

Teutonic literature was able to rise in its pure originality uncontami-
nated by the corruption and feeble prettiness of the later Roman
writers. We could probably not otherwise have had a Nibelungenlied
or even the Canterbury Tales, these leading straight, as they do, to
Shakespeare and Goethe.

Sidney’s command of German allowed him to be familiar with the work
of Mommsen and the German school. It was on this that he relied in pre-
senting the Rome ‘manufactured” in his own generation: the Rome which
was, ‘to a great extent merely the Broken Spectre of its own personality
reflected on the mists of antiquity’. What the personality of Sidney found
in the typical Roman was a subordination ‘to the preservation of Rome,
and this not the Rome composed of himself and his fellows, but a pure
abstraction, the State apart from the citizens.” While ‘the happiness of
Romans was of course the ultimate unconscious aim ... the public spirit of
the Roman led him ... over and over again [to declare] for the ultimate
interests of the abstract entity’. In Rome, unlike Athens, where ‘the
supremacy of the individual became more and more recognised’, the
Romans were remarkable in recognising, as a universal conviction, that
their duty ‘lay in somehow promoting the permanent national welfare at
any cost of individual sacrifice’. While the Athenians believed in them-
selves, ‘the Romans rightly believed in their State’. The stern utilitarian-
ism of the early Roman character, which was unfortunately suborned as
‘the poison of the higher individualism’ stole ‘insidiously in” with an
“Attic philosophy and elegance’, recovered itself for a time under an
acceptance of the Stoic philosophy. This subject, said Sidney, leads us to
the point: ‘the necessity in life of fixed rules’. On the question of freedom,
‘the perfectly free man is he whose impulses issue into action untram-
melled by rules, even rules of thought.” While “perfect individual develop-
ment’ is ‘only rendered possible by the following up of all natural
instincts” and the full play of all suggestions of thought, ‘the perfectly
Socialised” put constraint upon themselves in every direction. ‘'The Ego
stands ever ready as a watchful guardian, remorselessly checking and
strangling those monstrous births and strange abortions which all minds
bear, but only foolish or bad minds bring to light.” Yet this ‘autonomic
internal rule of the perfect man’ is insufficient for ‘imperfect mortals’. The
Romans recognised from the beginning the necessity of law by which rule
would apply to those who had not yet ‘let the ape and tiger die” within
them. Roman law, Sidney adjudged to be ‘the noblest native product of
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the Empire’. The “scientific completeness’ with which it covered the whole
field of ancient life was in marked contrast to the scanty jurisprudence of
the barbarians, and, indeed, of early Rome itself. While in Athens every
case was argued on first principles and decided according to the momen-
tary impulses and temporary ethical views of the popular judges for the
time being, the Romans recognised that it is infinitely better to have any
fixed rule. This even if its strict observance produced hard cases in excep-
tional instances. To the Roman, liberty meant the ‘freedom to choose your
laws and your law-givers’ and this was not inconsistent with the most
rigid subjection to them when once chosen. Liberty in the sense of free-
dom from law or restraint was to the Roman immoral licentiousness. The
benefit that accrued from the Roman acceptance of this view and was
embodied in Roman Collectivism as against Greek Individualism was
enjoyment for the first time of the benefits of world commerce and the
international division of labour. As a general rule, at least down to the
Empire, Sidney argues on the authority of Mommsen that ‘the income
drawn from the provinces was not properly a taxation of the subjects for
the benefit of the mother state.” It was, rather, revenue by which the latter
defrayed the expenses of the administration. In contrast to the Egyptian
and the Carthaginian cases, the Roman Treasury was but the joint military
chest of the allied peoples. What Rome teaches in sociology is that ‘if the
progress of humanity be the ultimate end, and not merely our own per-
sonal happiness, we must have regard not only to the development of the
individual, but also to that of the Social Organism.” The special lesson of
Rome with respect to ‘the type” of social organism is

the necessity ... of the universal reign of law in society. Man'’s perfect
state is constant subjection. Freedom is the choice of, not absence, of
rule, and at every turn the good citizen finds as the rule of life Goethe’s
emphatic motto.

“Thou shalt renounce, renounce, renounce’.

It is the master of the house who is bound: the brutish slave is free.
The momentary impulse to the permanent will, the present to the
future, the individual to the mass, the generation to the race — all is sub-
jection: in the perfect commonwealth man ‘never is, but always to be
blest’; and, oddly enough, finds his highest joy therein. Our wrong-
headed refusal willingly to bow the neck to this yoke is the one unpar-
donable social sin; the obstinate ‘will to live” an individual life which is
the survival of the brute in man.

If it was the social question and Karl Marx, not Horace or Ovid, that he
and Wallas, Olivier and Shaw were most concerned with when their
friendship was formed in 1882-3, by 1888 Roman history, at least, had
become a vehicle whereby Sidney could express some basis for a solution.
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The Prevailing Fabian
1885-90

Sidney joins the Fabian Society—The personal preoccupations of 1885—
Fabian Society activity and the critique of anarchism—The Fabian
Parliamentary League—Webb and ‘The Mistakes of the Socialists” —Facts
for Socialists and the distancing from Positivism—The Basis—The Charing
Cross Parliament—Distances Socialism from ethical speculation and
Marxism—The Fabian Essays, the ‘Historic Basis of Socialism” and the
emergence of the distinctive features of Fabianism—Fabianism as heir to
Positivism and Utilitarianism—Fabianism and economics—Webb's grow-
ing reputation as a lecturer and writer and recognition as a political
organiser—His introspection towards the end of the decade.

Sidney first spoke to the Fabian Society in March 1885. He was elected a
member along with Sydney Olivier in May. By the following year he was
on the executive.! This does not imply that he exchanged Positivism for
socialism between March and May 1885 or even that he must have been a
socialist in 1886. The ‘Basis’, which laid down that “The Fabian Society
consists of socialists,” was not adopted until 1887. But 1885 was a propi-
tious year for a new departure in British politics in general and in British
socialism in particular. It witnessed the beginning of ‘the most dramatic
thirteen months in modern English party history’.? To appearance, the
two-party system had broken down, and Parnell, challenging English
rule in Ireland, had succeeded in establishing Irish rule in England. In
reality, the Liberal Party under Gladstone had gone over permanently to
Home Rule, and so ensured the continuity of the two-party system while
itself ceasing to be capable of furnishing the normal government of the
country which was, henceforth, Tory. Joseph Chamberlain and Randolph
Churchill were the rising stars of political life, each assailing his respective
‘old gang’ with the help of radical programmes and extra-parliamentary
party organisations. The Irish difficulty helped to popularise the theory, if
not the practice, of a new social radicalism in England. It did this first by
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causing the Tories to bring in measures such as Lord Ashbourne’s Act — the
first state-assisted scheme of land purchase. It worked to the same effect by
encouraging imperialists like Chamberlain and Churchill to hope that they
could break out of the vice in which Ireland seemed to hold them fast by
such radical projects as the “‘unauthorised programme’ which announced
that socialism was no stigma, but a ‘modern tendency pressing for recogni-
tion’.> Whether he was numbered in the Liberal or in the Tory ranks,
Chamberlain’s doctrine that the rich ought to pay — and must be induced to
pay — ‘a ransom’ for their privileged access to land and capital, continued to
receive a wide and increasingly sympathetic hearing. But while established
Radicalism swore that it shared the intentions of Jack Cade, it was, under
the disorganised conditions of parties, unable to ‘deliver the goods’.
Socialism was in a similar predicament. As a school of thought it was mak-
ing — thanks to the support of men of the distinction of William Morris —
considerable progress. But as an organised movement it was to discredit
itself. HM. Hyndman’s Social Democratic Federation, which had been
founded in 1881 as a broad radical alliance, had become possessed by the
most narrow Marxist sectarianism, at once rigid and romantic. By accepting
subsidies from the Tory Party in 1885 it had allowed itself to become the
object of contempt and derision. William Morris and the Socialist League
were being caught up in the coils of anarchism. Between 1884 and 1887
unemployment was running at an exceptionally high rate. In 1886 more
than 10 per cent of all British trade unionists were out of work, a figure not
to be reached again until after the First World War. But when, in the parks
and the streets, the socialists led the unemployed into actions against the
police they were, from a military point of view, soundly beaten.

Thus, the political and economic situation could hardly have been more
favourable for a restatement of socialism in terms that would make it
seem relevant and effective. Unfortunately the Fabian Society was in no
condition to make the most of the opportunities. It had indeed succeeded
in separating itself from the Society of the New Life, and stopped harking
after community-building of the old-fashioned Utopian sort, but it had
acquired no decided character of its own. It collected its members from
among people of the most varied and unsettled opinions, and was
divided evenly on the land question, positivism, Marxism and anarchism.
Anarchism had indeed a considerable following among the Fabians of
1885. It was by no means the monopoly of Mrs Charlotte Wilson. The first
number of The Anarchist included a contribution from Bernard Shaw, who
had been a Fabian for a year or so, in which he asserted that

The Collectivists would drive the money-chargers from Westminster
only to replace them with a central administration of public safety, or
what not. Instead of ‘Victoria by the Grace of God’, they would give us
‘the superintendent of such and such an industry, by the authority of
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the Democratic Federation,” or whatever body we are to make our
master under the new dispensation.?

Another future Fabian Essayist, William Clarke, also declared that he
accepted the anarchist platform, and started a paper called the Wage-
worker, in which he apparently differed from his fellow anarchists only in
advocating permeation of political machinery in the interests of hastening
its destruction® E.R. Pease, the future secretary of the Fabian Society,
donated £1 to the propaganda fund of The Anarchist.®

To many of these young Fabians it appeared, at least in retrospect, as if
Sidney Webb had been sent by Providence to deliver them from these or
similar delusions. He certainly never had any patience with anarchism,
although he translated two Gedichte in Prison for The Anarchist.” He
thought it had set itself against the immanent tendency in modern society
to increasingly complex organisation. He doubted whether it would be
either feasible or desirable to rely on such social pressures as ostracism, to
do the work of government: any sane person would prefer to be tried in a
court of law rather than by public opinion. He disputed whether a sense
of freedom made for happiness, or whether law necessarily reduced free-
dom: ‘Only those laws are restrictions which I feel as such.” He considered
that anarchism was a case of atavism rather than any avant-courier of the
future golden age.® This was perfectly consistent with his admiration for
John Stuart Mill, for the Mill he admired was the author of the Logic and
the Political Economy, not of the Essay on Liberty. There were three com-
pelling reasons for rejecting the idea of the freely developing autonomous
individual. First, there were no self-regarding actions. This was one of the
first and one of the most settled opinions of Sidney Webb. Second, it was
the monopolists of the factors of production who pre-empted liberty for
themselves at the expense of the majority of mankind:

Loss of liberty and independence, what of these? This is perhaps felt to
be the weightiest objection to collectivism, but one that Mill himself
thought to weigh but as dust in the balance of advantages offered by
Socialism; and this present liberty and independence of the comfortable
classes, on what are they based? The King’s House at Dahomey is a great
square building. The mighty corner piles stand solid in the African sand,
and their solidity is secured — so the natives will tell you — by the blood
of the slave girls crushed in the holes in which the piles are driven.’

Yes, socialism meant the loss of liberty of mill-owners and their like to
squander wealth in luxury and to travel where they pleased. Third, it was
not through liberty but through work, submission, renunciation in favour
of the organisation of the commonweal that men would find, if not happi-
ness, the highest fulfilment. Sidney’s slowly but steadily maturing con-
ception of the soul of man under socialism was as distant from Oscar
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Wilde’s with respect to the soul, as it was to the socialism. Miss Brooke
knew her man when, in her novel Transition, she made Sidney say: “We’ve
got to fight the anarchists. If you want to point out to me the genuine
enemy of practical socialism, show me an anarchist.” Miss Brooke’s anar-
chists attempt to assassinate Webb, but otherwise his relations with them
are faithfully depicted.

If Webb in 1885 was able to free minds from anarchism, he was by no
means prepared to introduce them to a new and finished socialism. Far
from having thought Mill to his logical conclusion, he had hardly arrived
at Mill’'s own very tentative and qualified acceptance of socialism. Far
from having glanced at the first volume of Capital and instantly found it
wanting, he was in the midst of a prolonged struggle to arrive at some
adequate appraisal of that work. Far from dismissing Comte, he was in
some essential particulars a positivist. His social ideal was the moralisa-
tion of the capitalist, and he did not conceal the fact that he had discov-
ered it in Comte. He was not, however, a young Beesly or a Semerie. Far
from being a Positivist of the Left, he never discussed the role of a militant
trade union movement in inducing the capitalist to treat his capital as a
public trust, nor did he ever refer to the possibility, envisaged by Comte,
of a provisional dictatorship of a proletarian governor. ‘The labour meta-
physic’, the ‘romantic’ view of the proletariat, had no attraction for Webb.
This may well have been one of the reasons why he never formally associ-
ated himself with organised Positivism in England, although the differ-
ence of generation between himself and Beesly, Harrison or Compton
probably had something to do with it.

Sidney became the prevailing Fabian, but he was far from this in 1885.
He did not appear to be a deus ex machina - or perhaps a machina ex deo -
come to save the society from vague rhetoric and high-minded sentimen-
talities. No doubt it would be easy to demonstrate that it was historically
inevitable that a new professional, practical, calm, cool and collected
socialism should appear in 1885, and that such a man as Sidney Webb
should arrive and be its prophet. History filled the sky with omens, but it
had to wait a little longer — for Webb far from being cool or practical, was
far too wretched to be fit for much political work.

When Sidney Webb joined the Fabian Society he was intensely preoccu-
pied with his own misfortunes and inadequacies. Shortly after he had
become a Fabian he apologised to Shaw for having taken up so much of
his time with his woes:

How like I am to everybody else — a reflection which has come home to
me a good deal lately. My consolation is that I was furnishing you with
heaps of material, and perhaps even preventing you from making con-
fessions to me. But a better excuse is the very bitter and overwhelming
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reality of the matter to me — the extent of which I shall fail fo make you
realise. I really am very sick — however absurd it may be.'®

He impressed Graham Wallas with the ‘bitter and overwhelming reality
of the matter” during a long walk and talk. However, despite the exercise
and the conversation and the beer and the bus and the bed, he had a
sleepless night: ‘But this lying in a dreamy state, with will and judgement
suspended, consciousness languidly following out its aimless thread, has
become not unpleasant to me.”!! Wallas left his cane and Sidney felt
‘debauched’ by it, but carefully preserved it, and returned it along with a
novel called But Yet A Woman. Sidney was very much attached to this
book and wanted Graham to ‘please enjoy and appreciate it". There was,
he insisted, so much of himself in it. This applied to the hero, but still
more to the villain. (Both characters appear to a reader at the end of the
twentieth century as almost equally preposterous. However, they are
drawn in such emphatic lines that one can be left in no doubt as to what
Sidney meant.)

The hero is a young doctor who is both made for society and hates it.
He uses the pressure of his professional duties to protect himself from
people:

It is not so difficult to know oneself as to confess to the knowledge —
and beneath his desire to lose himself in his profession, beneath the
armour which he wore, he knew the man, like other men, with nerves
ready to tremble, and pulses that obey smiles and frowns ... He was
what he was [a cynic] because he wished to be, not because he could
not help it.

The villain was a journalist and a royalist conspirator against the Third
French Republic. He was selfish, lustful, vain and prudent. ‘Before the
altars of great principles he did not bow — he stood upon them; they were
the pedestals of a statue ... All the force of his affection was retroactive.
With him it seemed necessary to have lost, to love at all.” Although the
reader is assured that there was good as well as evil in this character, he
might well be excused for being flummoxed by the heroine’s question:
‘Howl ;:Iid you expect one to love you, M. de Marzac, when one knows
you?’

Sidney was not alone in his troubles. Shaw was busily defending
(unsuccessfully) his virginity from Jenny Patterson of Brompton Square,'
and Wallas had lost his school-teaching appointment in Highgate over a
question of religious conformity. Webb instantly offered to come to
Wallas’s rescue. He urged him not to be in too much of a hurry to find
another post: ‘T want to say, before I forget it, that what I said at
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Hampstead about your not hurrying too much to get a place, if delay was
any use — about the money in fact — was fully meant and you can rely on
it.""* He continued:

Character is always the safest investment — of good or of evil. There
alone are we quite sure to find the bread after many days. And if
Sophocles regarded too exclusively the non-human element in the pro-
duction of events — we are a little apt to go to other extreme and think
that we are entirely ‘the master of things’. Providence — a blind and
unconscious and therefore not a malignant Providence, still has the
greatest share in running the concern: and I am (partly and occasionally
at any rate) a disciple of Mr Micawber, with a faith in things unseen but
about to turn up. At any rate much more comes to us than we have
worked for, and of this not much more than half is evil.

He warned him:

Don’t be like me, wanting at each step to see my life in advance ... this
has landed me in the ‘Impasse dur du bureau des Colonies’ instead of
on the ‘Avenue directe a Mon Désir’ to use a directory-al metaphor. If
you can only bring yourself to wait calmly, and utilise the time just as
though your future were secure, there can be little doubt that it would
pay you. So much easier is it to preach than to practice.'®

Although in future years their friendship was to be clouded by differences
of policy and temperament, Graham Wallas never forgot how ‘extraordi-
narily kind and helpful’ Sidney had been in the summer of 1885.1

Yet concern for his friend brought no release from his own anguish. Nor
did a holiday in Brussels followed by long walks round Stonehenge and
through the West Country. For a moment Salisbury charmed him, until he
pulled himself up and acknowledged ‘better fifty years of London than a
cycle of decay.” Walking from Amesbury he felt ‘almost happy’ in his
thoughts and built “all sorts of Castles’ until he remembered that he had
been drinking beer ‘which always gets into my head’.!” From Brussels he
warned Wallas:

You are only in fashion in being in low spirits. It seems to me that my
acquaintances all round are in trouble, (Only Olivier excepted — he is
most unreasonably and inhumanely happy, I know). Some who have
money are sick about other things. Some are sick about money. Those
whose external circumstances are darkest are not the most unhappy.
And I, whom nearly all envy; and whom they all persist in regarding as
filled with joy, now pass my life in endeavouring to persuade them that
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I am a hopeless fraud and entitled to a commiseration which their hard
hearts deny — all this means (beyond dull rainy weather) that in my
opinion individual happiness is (1) not attainable at all (2) a fixed quan-
tum in each personality, irrespective of events and circumstances (3)
nearly the same in each one (4) not worth consideration so far as, with
the help of Dr Heidenhoff,'® we can avoid so doing. (I am afraid a logi-
cal deduction would be (1) alcohol (2) opium (3) suicide, but I can’t pur-
sue the argument now ...

As to Else (?), she is very well but I am not in love with her and leav-
ing out of account this inexplicable emotion which ‘bloweth where it
listeth” beyond all ken or reason, I don’t think I should have married
her. She was not reasonable enough. The Doctor (as Freytag meant) was
quite right in objecting to that ‘das Leben des geistes sie ist so weit ent-
fernt wie die heilige Elisabeth.” Much of what followed arose simply
from her not possessing enough of the calm reason of her husband. I am
still convinced that this calm reason unbiased by any prejudice, instinct
or emotion, is the highest and best in the world - that it leads only
to unhappiness is only of a piece with the rest. I, at least, am not bound
to prove everything to be good, just when I feel nearly everything for
the bad.

Therefore, since we are both unhappy - or at least not happy - (and
both without any real striking reason dazu) let us frankly admire and
pity ourselves. Quant a moi, for a miserable man I am still capable of
much enjoyment. (Olivier, however, says that my unhappiness is
largely due to an ascetic avoidance of enjoyments: ce n’est pas vrai — it
is only indolence.) The best enjoyment is in friendly intercourse. When
I get back I mean to throw myself metaphorically at the feet of Mrs
Olivier (as I have already done in 2 or 3 other households), confess my
unhealthy state of mind, and request her to allow me to come occasion-
ally, like Saul, to be comforted by David. Please aid me.

The colour of the wallpaper opposite which I write this, is not
unpleasant. There are perhaps other circumstances which adequately
account for my being today more than usually discontented with
myself (i.e. with the world at large et le bon dieu). It is odd that after
having been Pessimist by profession for at least seven years, I should
not yet have exhausted all the shock of ever-new surprise and dis-
appointment at finding the world an uncomfortable one. The momen-
tum of existence — the flywheel which alone carries our lives over the
‘dead-spot’ in the revolution is certainly the most strongly optimisti-
cally possible. As indeed it should be, being only the instinct of self-
preservation evolved in the race by many aeons’ struggle. (Hence by
the way the Buddhist Nirvana is wrong — evolutionary false. Query:
also George Eliotism?) This is a strange letter. You may find it interesting,
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even amusing. Hence I send it. I think it is really from yours sincerely,
Sidney Webb."

He was still the same Webb at the end of the month. ‘I want you to bear
with me whatever I may do as I feel desolate indeed. Why did God put
such a thing into life?”*® In mid-August he had still ‘no repose of mind but
a dull self-devouring, which is very restless and impatient’. Wallas had
found a post in Germany and had apparently proposed that Webb should
take a further continental holiday:

I see no reason [wrote Sidney] why it should not come off, but every-
thing, great and small, has gone wrong with me this year down to my
losing 5 shillings at cards the other night — quite unusual for me. It is
my ‘Pechjar’, my star has gone out, and from being a child of fortune,
I am reduced to an ordinary mortal.

He explained that although he did not believe in luck, he believed in the
belief in it — a rather difficult accomplishment. ‘However’, he continued,
‘it remains still that I was born on a Wednesday’:

Now as to my convalescence, I used to feel myself all over every day to
see how much I was hurt, and as it were, take the temperature and
pulse. My deepest depth lasted about 17-18 days, which seems very
short. About the 18th day it occurred to me that after all yesterday was
not so bad and had really gone off with comfort. I had been moved into
a milder compartment with less flame. There I have been ever since. It
is compatible with occasional enjoyment and general absence of acute
pain. But periodically I go down into Hell again, no doubt when my
‘light is low” and “all the wheels of being slack’. But the more usual feel-
ing is one of dullness and blackness of things, not acute but massive.

I don’t think that the experience is good for character. I noticed, (con-
firmatory of But Yet a Woman and Through One Administration) that, a
little while I was distinctly more moral than usual. I did one or two
unselfish things which I should not have done usually. But that is
evanescent. There is an additional cynicism and ‘hardness’. I can’t
charge it with my Pessimism, but because that was real, sincere and
thorough five years ago; but it is now realler, sincerer and thorougher.
I have no impulse to suicide, tho” the thought has never been totally
absent from my mind for years. That shows the benefit of settling such
questions and also, I think, it is a consequence of more robust health.

It is interesting to notice how much man is still nine-tenths an irra-
tional animal — how little influence the intellect has, compared with that
exercised by the emotions. It has been a lesson to me. One sees how
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explanations may seem complete, and yet how very far they are from
taking account of everything.

I think Dr Heidenhoff is so much needed that he must exist some
where. What a sale Lethe-Water would have, done up like Appolinaris,
and sent all over the world by a limited Liability Company. Can’t you
discover such a spring somewhere near Weimar?

One more reflection — as has been said often, it is faith-destroying.
I am distinctly more atheistic than before and I am afraid also more
unsettled as to the Ethical Standard and its application.

I have fallen back into my old life here, reading and loafing and play-
ing cards.?!

Sidney moved in fear and trembling of something uncomfortable turning
up, and his holiday was spoilt by a whole succession of minor mishaps
and bouts of severe melancholy. He returned to England in October and
could report by the end of the following month:

I have settled down to a very dead level of life ~ 'no hope no fear’ sort
of existence, which is not incompatible with comfort, although it is with
reading or writing much. I think my special disturbing influence has
passed off — that is so far as its own form is concerned — and I am much
as I was 18 months ago, plus experience and several memories, and a
certain unrest, and minus some of my youth and hope.??

His brother’s marriage on Christmas Eve can hardly have improved mat-
ters for him. He did not conceal his envy of happily married friends, nor
his fear that their marriages would draw them away from him. He ended
the year playing chess and whist and lamenting Wallas’s absence in
Heidelberg: could he not come home and manage a private adventure
school where he could experiment? He helped his sister Ada with Virgil
and Horace, but went into his LL B exam in January ‘just as I am, without
any cram’. In consequence he had to tell Wallas:

I have gone rather a mucker (for me) in the Honours exam, as [ am only
in the Third Class. But only seven have passed at all (against some 12
last year) out of over twenty, and there is no first class and only one sec-
ond. Still - it was the equity, which was in fact most iniquitous.??

Thus Sidney came out of 1885 ‘hardened’ by disappointment and emo-
tional disturbance, and finally freed from the duty of preparing for the
next examination. He was already a Fabian, but this as yet signified little.
If the society was socialist, it was so only in the vaguest sense. Webb could
certainly not have joined the SDF or the Socialist League because these
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were, so far as the bulk of their memberships were concerned, predomi-
nantly proletarian bodies. Moreover they tended to obscure their own
confusion about the nature of socialism and the transition to it behind a
show of doctrinal assurance and certainty. The Fabian Society, on the
other hand, was decidedly middle-class, and its characteristic members
were teachers, journalists or civil servants like Podmore, Olivier or Webb
himself. Sidney was much more at home than he would have been in the
company of proletarians in whose political capacity he had little trust, and
who were too inclined to measure their progress in terms of the latest
demonstration in the parks or clash with the police in the streets, rather
than by the quality of the discussion. The Fabian might bark about civil
war preferable to ‘such another century of suffering as the present one has
been’,** but this did not commit him to organising an insurrection. If he
had bees in his bonnet he knew they were there, and would be grateful to
you for removing them. Yet Sidney’s identification with the society
appears to have developed slowly, and it is highly doubtful whether he
would have been able to accept the Fabian ‘Basis’, with its explicit and
unequivocal commitment to socialism, much before the time of its intro-
duction in 1887. In 1885 the society already associated itself with organ-
ised socialism. It did so, for example, shortly after Sidney became a
member, when it sent a delegate to sit on the Vigilance Committee that
arose out of the Dod Street conflict.”® It assumed responsibility for the rep-
utation of socialism in England, when on 4 December 1885 it formally
condemned the SDF for disgracing the movement by accepting Tory gold
during the general elections.? The Society was indeed split on this subject
and it was through the resignation of its secretary, Frederic Keddell, that a
vacancy arose on the executive that Webb came to fill.?” But he appears to
have been far too absorbed in his own personal affairs to pay much atten-
tion to these events. He looked on the election results from a conventional
Liberal standpoint, remarking: ‘We have gone a tremendous crash in the
towns.” It was the fault, he thought, of Chamberlainism and the ‘atheist
taint” attaching to the ‘Free Schools’ slogan, although he acknowledged
that it also pointed to the strength of the Church, the ‘Free Trade’ cry, the
Primrose League, discontent with foreign policy, and the defection of the
Irish. He expected politics in future to be dominated by the issue of dises-
tablishment.?

Such activity that Sidney engaged in after he joined the Fabian was
directed to the critique of anarchism. If this was true of the small part he
played in 1885, it applied largely to what he did in the following year. He
helped to produce a Tract, What Socialism Is, which was designed not so
much to propagate a particular doctrine as to clarify the issue between
anarchism and collectivism. The conflict between these two tendencies
was making itself felt throughout the international labour movement.?
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The importance of Sidney’s contribution to the debate was that in demol-
ishing anarchism he was bound to propel himself towards collectivism.
The more effectively he conducted the polemic against the anarchists the
more he undermined the basis of his own Positivist position. It was not
easy to complain that the anarchists took an altogether utopian view of
the possibility of moralising society at large, while clinging to the view
that the captains of industry — of all people — might be made amenable to
moral suasion. After all, the anarchists themselves dismissed that as a
quite unrealistic expectation.

It must be remembered that Sidney and his friends were still wrestling
with Marx, and had not yet arrived at an alternative socialist economic
theory. That did not prevent them from summoning a great conference in
June 1886 which was attended by delegates from 53 radical, secularist and
other such clubs and societies. It was addressed by William Morris and
Edward Aveling of the Socialist League; by the anarchist Wordsworth
Donisthorpe; by Stewart Headlam for the Christian Socialists; by three
Members of Parliament (Bradlaugh, Saunders and Dr G.B. Clark) and
many others. Annie Besant, who had joined the Fabian Society shortly
after Webb, spoke and so did Sidney himself, but it was a fiasco.® In fact,
Webb’s paper illustrated how little the Fabians had to offer at this time.
He called it ‘The Need for Capital’.*! The emphasis was not on the maldis-
tribution of the national income, but rather on the miserably inadequate
size of the national product. Too many workers toiled with too few
machines. The solution was increased saving along with the introduction
of the eight-hour working day and the three-shift system, so as to ensure
the fullest utilisation of the productive resources. This would produce
more social profit than nationalisation of the land or of interest. The fault
of capitalism was not that its property relations were increasingly restrict-
ing the development of production — Sidney expressly endorsed Say’s law
of the market — but that the capitalists, who were alone in a position to
save and invest, neglected their duty:

We socialists, following therein the orthodox economists such as Mill
and Cairns, accordingly impeach the idle monopolists for a grave dere-
liction of moral duty, in thus consuming for their own selfish personal
benefit so much of the toll wrung from the toil of their less fortunate
brethren ...

London was crying out to be rebuilt. ‘In every house we want hydraulic
lifts, the electric light, the telephone in every home .../

‘We socialists’ — socialism meant at this stage ‘the enforcement of moral
duty’, or rather, that is what state socialism meant, for socialists were held
to be divided between ‘moralisers’ and state socialists. The Webb of 1885
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had been clearly in the first of these two categories. The Webb of 1886 was
plainly becoming closer to the second. He had been forced forwards by
the logic of his polemic with the anarchists; by the difficulty of coping
with the objections to Positivism raised by Podmore and other Fabians; by
the hardening effect of his own personal disillusionments; and by the
impact of increasingly bitter social and political conflicts of 1885-6 at
which the London unemployed stood near the centre. He now stated:
‘T am not a Positivist, and I am by no means sure that the capitalist can
be moralised, and I call myself a socialist 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.” He was of the
opinion that ‘Positivists, so far as they have thought out their economic
system, came clearly under the definition of socialism.”*? Although he was
losing his simple faith in the moralisation of capital, Sidney retained
throughout his life a keen appreciation of the merits of Comte and of his
English followers. In fact, his mind was so deeply impregnated with these
ideas that they entered as a permanent element into his social thinking,
causing him to trust to the conscience of the rich as an agency of change,
and a condition allowing socialism to emerge as a result of a growing con-
sensus in its favour.

However, the word ‘socialism” was not usually employed in the nine-
teenth century to mean more than the regulation by public opinion or the
state of the functions performed by the capitalist. A defining feature of
socialism was its belief in the expropriation of the capitalist and perfor-
mance of the function of accumulation, either by a democratic state or
through other institutions of a collective, equalitarian and democratic
character. The agitation involving the London unemployed, and culminat-
ing in the trial of Hyndman, Burns, Williams and Champion for sedition,
directly occasioned Webb's first proposals aimed at enlarging the opera-
tions of government to the point at which it assumed the function of the
employer. Concurrently with the organisation of the conference at which
he spoke on the ‘Need for Capital’, he helped Frank Podmore to draw up
a report on ‘The Government Organisation of Unemployed Labour’. The
state cultivation of tobacco was hardly a revolutionary — or very sensible —
proposal for dealing with unemployment, but it was a beginning. If the
report failed to win much support or attention within the Fabian Society
or without, it did contain other, more convincing evidence of the inven-
tiveness (and realism) of its authors. It recommends the revival of social
life in the villages, so as to diminish the supposed migration from the
countryside to the slums; the docks companies were advised to introduce
a scheme for the decasualisation of the labour force; the unemployed must
be trained for some new trade or calling; technical education and labour
bureaux were advocated, along with the municipalisaton of the drink
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supply, the nationalisation of the railways and universal military train-
ing.® It was odd and inadequate, but a recognisable start along a path
which was to prove distinctive, even when it was not always rewarding.
Sidney was in much better heart by the summer of 1886. He went on a
week’s walking tour with Pease in Northumberland before joining a party
of friends for a holiday in Scandinavia. In Northumberland they went
down the Walker colliery ‘and realised some of Germinal - but our partic-
ular conductor was a most prosperous man, house full of furniture, and a
Conservative! He was a “viewer”, however, a sort of foreman.” But only a
small part of the time was spent in social investigation. What Sidney
noticed at York — apart from the fact that the whole population seemed to
be in transit — was ‘a most Romanish reredos in the shape of a triptych by
Tinworth of the Crucifixion’. Hull was made memorable, not by the docks,
‘but the worst statue I ever saw. There is one of William the Third on
Horseback, William dressed like Julius Caesar, with bare head and palm
leaves round it, horse and figure completely gilt.* In Salisbury in the pre-
vious year, he had found the town chiefly remarkable for alehouses, but

the Cathedralosity impressed me; not the thing itself, for that is swept
and garnished like a modern workhouse, smells of the builder, all fine
new, in the worst nineteenth century style. I don’t deny there may be
fragments of the old surviving, but the trail of the restoring serpent is
over them all and the general impressions of newness. Why, they have
actually polished the new pillars, until you can trace each shining
Paludina (it is freshwater limestone ‘Purbeck marble’) across the
church. On the roof there are hideous paintings. I fell into the hands of a
specially fatuous verger, who recited his mechanical tale into my ear:
‘On removing the yellow wash they discovered sufficient of the old
paintings to enable the interior to be restored’. “‘Why’, I exclaimed, ‘you
don’t mean to say it is thought that the ancients painted like that?” He
looked at me for a moment, more in pitying sorrow at my stupidity,
than in anger, and then began again: ‘On removing the yellow wash,
etc.” And then, most unkindest cut of all, I contributed 6d towards com-
pleting the vandalism!®®

If Sidney shared the values of William Morris when it came to Anti-
Scrape® (though Morris would certainly not have parted with the 6d)
they were now to make a decisive break politically. On 17 September
1886, a socialist conference was convened by the Fabians at Anderton’s
Hotel. Webb does not appear to have been a participant, but he certainly
supported the majority who favoured organising the socialists into a
political party as against the minority, led by Morris, who held that no
parliamentary party could exist without compromise and concessions that
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must hinder the advance to socialism. So as to save Mrs Wilson and the
small band of anarchists whose main base was in the Fabian Society, it
was decided to establish a Fabian Parliamentary League. The style and
spirit of this League was from the first Webb’s and duly became that of
the entire Society.*”

Yet in 1886 Sidney was one of the most detached, academic and per-
verse of Fabians. If he called himself a socialist he enjoyed the prospect of
tormenting enthusiasts with the orthodox wisdom. He asked Wallas:

What do you think of running a series of lectures in the Fabian this win-
ter on ‘The Mistakes of Socialists’? ‘Just like the Fabians’, they would
say. But we must have some new thing. The only other wild suggestion
I have is to run a series of lectures to different classes: Address to
Aristocrats; Warning to Women; Reproof to Reprobates; Problems for
Politicians; and so on. If we could only dare to have an address “To Men
Only’ our future would be made. I am afraid one ‘To Women Only’, say
by Mrs B., would not draw.*

“The Mistakes of Socialists” duly appeared as a series of articles entitled
‘Some Errors of Socialists and Others’.3? The first error was ‘that industrial
Progress diminishes the need for technical education’. The second, ‘that a
large fortune must necessarily have been obtained to the detriment of the
wage workers.” Sidney argued that this was not so since large business
incomes frequently arose from economic rent of land or rent of ability:

No - the capitalist who makes a large income is not particularly the
enemy of the wage-workers he employs; still less is he their enemy if he
abstains from consuming this income, and allows it to accumulate. We
want many more of such capable ‘captains of industry’ ... it is not
robbery of individual wage-workers against which we plead, but
embezzlement for private uses of what should be devoted to general
public purposes.

This aroused a satisfactory amount of indignation, after which Sidney’s
demonstrations that the freeholder was not the only landlord, that social-
ists should not be in favour of the reduction of tithes, and that the distrib-
utor was a productive worker came rather as an anti-climax.

These articles serve to conceal that 1887 was a decisive year for the
Fabian Society: the year in which Sidney really took it in hand and in
which almost all the most distinguished and enduring features of
Fabianism emerged. It saw the publication of Facts for Socialists; the forma-
tion of the Parliamentary League; the adoption of the socialist ‘Basis’; and —
in the immediate wake of ‘Bloody Sunday’ — the first formulation of
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socialism (by socialists) as the deliberate extension of the current adminis-
trative practices of going institutional concerns.

Facts for Socialists was first published in January 1887. It went through
fifty editions and became, perhaps, the most useful, famous and distinc-
tive of all Fabian publications. Yet it was no more than a skilfully ordered
and carefully documented version of the first half of the paper on ‘“The
Way Out” which Sidney presented to the Society in March 1885. Its pri-
mary purpose was to demonstrate that two-thirds of the national product
went to the recipients of the three rents, and that this inequality was the
major agency responsible for poverty and distress. As in 1885 he had
maintained: ‘It is not wise unnecessarily to incur, as the socialists have
done, the opposition of the statisticians and economists by decrying their
results, when theory results really prove your own case;’ so he supported
every proposition by reference to recognised and orthodox authority. In
part, it was a magnificent arqumentum ad hominem: essentially, it was an
example of a superb and perfectly legitimate literary opportunism.

He began with a quotation from Robert Giffen, who had become the
béte noir of Hyndman and the SDF, thanks to a paper on ‘The Progress of
the Working Classes in the Last Half Century’.’ Sidney, unlike Hyndman,
had acquainted himself with Giffen’s entire literary output. And on p. 393
of the second volume of Essays on Finance, he fell upon the following: ‘No
one can contemplate the present condition of the masses of the people
without desiring something like a revolution for the better.” This was duly
placed at the head of the Tract. If such diligent looking was rewarded
even on stony ground like this, it reaped a rich harvest when applied to
J.S. Mill or other Liberal authorities. Mill indeed was introduced so as to
fill in Giffen’s vague admission: ‘It is the great error of reformers and phil-
anthropists in our time, to nibble at the consequences of unjust power,
instead of redressing the injustice itself.’

The Tract was brilliantly arranged and illustrated with simple and
telling diagrams. The size of the nation’s income; who produced it; who
the producers were; how the idle rich lived; the shares of rent and of inter-
est; of profits and salaries — all this led into the final sections which
summed up the division of the product between the classes and the
masses, and showed its consequence in “The Two Nations’. Section X was
entitled ‘The Class War":

Between the two classes there is perpetual strife. Disguise it as we may
by feudal benevolence, or the kindly attempts of philanthropists, the
material interest of the small nation privileged to exact rent for its
monopolies, and of the great nation thereby driven to receive only the
remnant of the product, are permanently opposed. The more there is
allotted to labour, the less will remain to be appropriated as rent
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(Fawcett, Manual of Political Economy, p. 123) ... The force by which this
conflict of interest is maintained without the conscious contrivance of
either party, is competition, diverted, like other forces, from its legiti-
mate social use. The legal disposers of the great natural monopolies are
able, by means of legally licensed competition, to exact the full amount
of their economic rents; and the political economists tell us that so long
as these natural monopolies are left practically unrestrained in private
hands, a thorough remedy is impossible.

In its penultimate section, the Tract pointed to ‘Some of the Victims of the
Struggle’: the fifty annual deaths, exclusive of infants, from starvation in
London; the streets which were proscribed by the insurance companies
because the occupants were bad risks; the 15312 deaths from industrial
injury; the army of 3000000 paupers costing £10250000 per annum. Since
the Tract was concerned with ‘facts’, the prolonged discussion of ‘reme-
dies’, which had comprised the second part of ‘The Way Out,, was
dropped in favour of the simple conclusion:

Socialists affirm that the evil can never be remedied until the ‘“Two
Nations’ are united by the restitution to public purposes of rent and
interest of every kind, and by the growth of social sympathy promoted
by the accompanying cessation of class distinctions.

There was no clear indication that this was to be accomplished by statu-
tory rather than by moral methods. It was not until the tenth edition
appeared early in the twentieth century that a new section was added
which described ‘Some Steps Already Taken Towards Socialism’. Once these
references to municipal enterprises and death duties made their appear-
ance, the section on ‘The Class War’ was re-entitled ‘The Competitive
Struggle’” and its first line, ‘Between the two classes there is perpetual
strife’, was deleted.

Sidney was slowly but perceptibly distancing himself from Positivism.
The Positivists, who were cited among the authorities in Facts for Socialists,
were formally abstentionists when it came to holding elected office. A
month after Tract 5 had appeared, showing that socialist conclusions
could be made to issue out of orthodox economic sources, the formation
of the Fabian Parliamentary League signalled commitment to the view
that it could equally be made to issue out of existing institutions. Sidney,
along with Shaw, Olivier, Bland and Russell, drew up the rules:*!

The Fabian Parliamentary League is composed of socialists who believe
that socialism may be most quickly and most surely realised by utilising
the political power already possessed by the people ...
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The League will endeavour to organise socialist opinion, and to bring
it to bear upon parliament, municipalities and other representative bod-
ies; it will by lectures and publications seek to deal with the political
questions of the day, analysing the ultimate tendencies of measures, as
well as their immediate effects, and working for or against proposed
measures of social reform according as they tend towards, or away
from, the socialist ideal.

The League will take an active part in all general and local elections.
Until a fitting opportunity arises for putting forward socialist candi-
dates to form the nucleus of a socialist party in parliament, it will con-
fine itself to supporting those candidates who will go furthest in the
direction of socialism. It will not ally itself absolutely with any political
party; it will jealously avoid being made use of for party purposes.

It was stressed that members of the League must make it a duty to take
part in the public life of their district. They were to take part in elections,
keep watch on public officials, bring pressure to bear on their MPs and
make the best use of the local press. They were also expected to ‘visit the
workhouses of their neighbourhood: and should exercise a careful super-
vision of local funds’'.

In June the Society adopted its celebrated ‘Basis’, the test of admission,
which opened with the words: “The Fabian Society consists of Socialists’.
This did little more than ratify what had become apparent for at least six
months. Sidney was now as ready as Shaw and the others to call himself a
socialist, and thus go beyond the initial agreement of Fabians in opposing
‘the Competitive system’ and calling for society to be ‘reconstituted in
such a way as to secure the general welfare and happiness’. The Basis
committed Fabians to work ‘for the extinction of private property in
land” and

for the transfer to the community of the administration of such indus-
trial Capital as can conveniently be managed socially ... If these mea-
sures be carried out, without compensation (though not without such
relief to expropriated individuals as may seem fit to the community),
Rent and Interest will be added to the reward of labour, the idle class
now living on the labour of others will necessarily disappear, and prac-
tical equality of opportunity will be maintained by the spontaneous
action of economic force, with much less interference with personal lib-
erty than the present system entails.

The Basis concluded by stressing that it was to the development and
spread of enlightened opinion that the Society looked for an agency to
promote the progress of socialism.
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Sidney, unlike Shaw and many other Fabians, was never tempted to
consider the advance of socialism in England in any way other than
through peaceful progress of law and opinion; through patient educa-
tional work and steady use of the existing constitutional machinery of
local and central government. ‘The doctrines of Socialism can only be
extended by bringing about a slowly dawning conviction in the minds of
men; it is certain that no more forcible revolution organised by a minority
can ever avail, either in England or elsewhere.*? Bloody Sunday, 13
November 1887, appeared to Shaw and others to confirm the correctness
of this view. The SDF had identified Socialism with the organisation of the
unemployed, and from 1885 they had led them in repeated clashes with
the police. There had been moments when they had alarmed respectable
society into improving benefits for the jobless, and there had been times
when the skill and courage of socialist advocacy appeared to be winning a
new respect and prestige for the cause. On 8 November Sir Charles
Warren, chief of Metropolitan Police, announced that he was prohibiting
all further meetings in Trafalgar Square. On the following Sunday the
Radicals, the Irish Nationalists and the socialists marched in defence of
the right of public meeting. They were dispersed with great efficiency and
brutality by soldiers and mounted police. Shaw recalled:

We skedaddled, and never drew rein until we were safe on Hampstead
or thereabouts. Tarleton found us paralysed with terror and brought me
on to the Square, the police kindly letting me through in consideration
of my genteel appearance. On the whole I think it was the most abjectly
disgraceful defeat ever suffered by a band of heroes outnumbering their
foes a 1,000 to 1.8

Not one, not one, nor thousands must they slay,
But one and all, if they would dusk the day.

So sang William Morris in his Death Song for Alfred Linnell, a victim of
police violence. But Sidney was almost certainly not among the marchers,
being neither physically nor temperamentally suited to street fighting.
Increasingly he was living for the cause, but he was not disposed to think
that there was much use in dying for it. Freedom of speech and public
meeting was essential to his kind of socialism, as much as it was for the
verities favoured by Morris or Hyndman, but he did not speak out of
doors. He preferred the debating society, the lecture room, the conference
hall and forum supplied by the local parliaments in Lambeth or else-
where. And just at the time when the socialism of massive class struggles
was discovering how far short it fell in mind and organisation for the task
it had set itself, Sidney was beginning to detect the first signs of his own
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influence on public affairs. In August 1887 the Earl of Wemyss treated the
House of Lords to a long address on recent socialist legislation.* He read
a long list — what was soon to be thought of as a long Webb-like list — of
Bills interfering with freedom of contract, all of which had found their
way into law since 1870. ‘The upas-tree of Socialism,” cried Wemyss,
‘planted by Mr Gladstone in 1870 was now overshadowing our land and
attracting every kind of bird of prey to roost in its branches ... nowadays
Conservatism appeared to be nothing but the fifth wheel in the socialistic
coach.” There were three sorts of socialism: of the streets; of the professors;
of the statesmen. The last was far the worst. Politicians of all parties
“truckling to the Saxon with his vote and the Irish tenant with his gun’,
were in furious competition to reduce liberty and confiscate property. ‘La
democratie c’est 'envie,” and, it might be added, ‘c’est le vol.” The Earl
found it necessary to draw attention to

the great number of debating Clubs in which socialist doctrines were
advocated. In many of these clubs there was a close imitation of parlia-
mentary forms ... There was one in particular which met near where
their Lordships were assembled, and was called the Charing Cross
Debating Society. The Prime Minister and First Lord of the Treasury
was Mr Champion. Mrs Besant also held office, and the Chief Secretary
was the Rev. Stewart Headlam, a member of the Society of Jesus [sic].
The noble earl then read extracts from the Queen’s speech in which
deep regret was expressed at the unequal distribution of property, at the
Iuxury of the rich and idle classes which tended to the depression of the
poor, and to the wasteful and unbusinesslike management of public
departments.®

Sidney was delighted:

He told Wallas, he seems to have read our Queen’s Speech to the
House. I have heard nothing about the Parliament except a letter form
Headlam threatening to resign because our Budget contains no special
taxation of ground rents. [ am to bring it in on Friday.

The Charing Cross Parliament was founded in the summer of 1887 and in
July H.H. Champion was able to inform the House that he had succeeded
in forming a Socialist ministry. He was supported by Annie Besant as
Home Secretary, GBS at the Local Government Board, Hubert Bland at the
Foreign Office, Graham Wallas at the Board of Trade and Sydney Olivier
as Colonial Secretary.?® Sidney Webb as Chancellor of the Exchequer
introduced his Budget resolutions on 19 July. He abolished all taxes on
foodstuffs; all duties on hawkers and peddlers, hackney carriage licences;
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and inhabited house duty. He put income tax at 2s in the pound, but
with the abatement of one-third if the income was earned and an addi-
tional one-third if the income was under £1000 a year. He maintained
present exemptions.‘” (In the real world, the standard rate was 8d. It did
not reach 2s until the middle of the First World War.)*®

But what mattered was not primarily that Wemyss should notice
Sidney playing Colonial Secretary at Lambeth or Chancellor at Charing
Cross, but that he suggested a measure for the advance of socialism which
Sidney had earlier rejected but now found relevant and acceptable.
Indeed, by adopting and elaborating Wemyss's criteria, he was able to
offer a much more optimistic perspective and prospect for socialism than
anyone else. Harcourt had still to discover that ‘we are all Socialists now,’
but Sidney saw the possibilities, from the standpoint of the socialist stage
army, of exploiting the neurotic anxieties of the Liberty and Property
Defence League. As Webb was ready to surprise the world with the con-
clusions that he could derive from Ricardo, Mill or Jevons, he was equally
prepared to astonish it by discovering that Lord Wemyss was perfectly
well balanced. The ‘upas-tree’ of socialism, far from belonging to the
delirium of aristocratic coal-owners, was a reality not to be gainsaid. In
1885 Sidney had impatiently dismissed Chamberlain’s assurances that
‘the path of legislative progress in England has been for years, and must
continue to be, distinctly socialistic’.’ In 1887 he began to treat the regula-
tion of the monopolist, not as something opposed to his suppression, but
as the beginning of a process which must culminate in it.

A month or two after Wemyss’s speech Sidney spoke to the Hampstead
Society for the Study of Socialism on ‘The Economic Basis of Socialism
and its Political Programme’.*° For the first time he carefully and publicly
distinguished Fabian socialism from ethical and utopian speculations on
the one hand and from Marxism on the other. Socialism was not to be
reduced to applied Christianity or to a mere ethical theory:

Socialism is a statement of the principles of social organisation and is, |
think, compatible with any ethic which recognises the existence of the
social organism, and acknowledges human welfare as at least one of
human ends. But it is something more than Christianity or any other
ethical system, in that it is the incorporation of positive knowledge of
the laws of sociological development, and the deduction therefrom of
concrete principles of social organisation.

Utopianism was repudiated. ‘Auguste Comte, in fact, could foresee no
better ideal community than a glorified wage-slavery, with human mas-
ters guided by philosophic priests.” As for the fancy sketches of Godwin,
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Fourier or Cabet, they had become ‘outworn and impossible to use’,
thanks to an understanding of evolution and of the historic method.

So far Webb went with ‘scientific socialism’ — but he went still further:
‘The key to the confused history of European progress is this notion of a
struggle for surplus value, and all revolutions can be shown to have had
an economic basis, although our historians have usually ignored it.” The
main instrument for the exaction of surplus value had been the organisa-
tion of labour. In the early stages, the organisation of labour beyond the
family seems to have required slavery, which had once been the only
means of social progress. But the power over the labourer has not neces-
sarily always been merely physical. Theological influence has been used
to ‘divert a portion of the surplus value to “spiritual uses”, nourishing
(like the meats offered to idols) whole classes of non-producers’.

But with Marx, thus far and no further:

There will never become a moment when we can say ‘now, socialism is
established.” The principles of social organisation must have already
secured partial adoption as a condition of the continued existence of
every social organism, and the progress of socialism is but their more
complete recognition, and their conscious social acceptance as the line
of advance upon which social improvement depends.

Thus, socialism may have as one of its aspects the continued struggle for
surplus value. But more fundamentally it simply develops and perfects
institutions and controls, forms of public authority which have long been
present, and which the rise of democracy and the problems posed by the
industrial revolution require to be raised to a new level.

It was this thesis which Sidney elaborated before the Sunday Lecture
Society in the following year and in the Fabian essays in 1889. Hampstead
was, appropriately enough, the scene of most of the discussions, formal
and informal, out of which Fabianism emerged. The Argosy, which Sidney
joined in November 1882, always met there.>! Mrs Wilson's ‘Economic Tea
Club” and the Hampstead Public Library furnished the setting for the pro-
longed discussion of Marx. By the end of 1887, with Shaw’s conversion to
marginal analysis complete, the Fabians had settled their account with
Marxism, and were indeed becoming weary and dissatisfied with walking
up the hill to meetings of the Hampstead Society for the Study of
Socialism, or to the Hampstead Historic. Early in 1888, Wallas remarked
to Olivier, Shaw and Webb:

We shall not long be able to work together — I e.g. may at any moment
have to leave London and become an usher in a country school - any of
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us may knock up or die — especially we ought not to neglect the time
between our last H.H.C meeting and Webb’s departure for America.

(Sidney had secured, in view of his excellent services at the Colonial
Office, special permission to take three months’ leave to visit America
with E.R. Pease).”® ‘The summer is really the best time for this kind of
work and we shall not have so much lecturing to do.” What Wallas had in
mind was a series of tracts on the law of rent or other economic problems.
“We could write clearly but scientifically ... Our Corner would take them,
or better Reynolds ... We might offer them to the Fabian to take or leave.’
He felt that the four of them should work alone, ‘since we are the only
four people in England who are agreed about anything.”>®

Sidney concurred in Wallas’s proposal. They should tell Miss Brooke
(secretary to the Hampstead Historic) that they were going to vote against
the continuation of the club. The four of them should ‘enrich the world’
with six tracts, each to be begun as an essay, discussed, and revised in the
light of discussion. However he was not persuaded that Wallas had quite
correctly indicated the area that should be covered. Olivier fully shared
Wallas’s opinion of ‘our pre-eminence in our generation’. It was unneces-
sary to invite lots of socialists to hear the four of them discussing. He
thought that the papers should be reprinted ‘at the expense of a joint-
stock company, for which reason selected millionaires should be invited to
the preliminary discussion’. Shaw dissented from Olivier’s view that
they should meet centrally and that the walk to Hampstead was a tire-
some nuisance. On the contrary, the walk was the most useful feature of
the Hampstead Historic. He thought that they should write a social-
democratic history for working men.

Such was the genesis of Fabian Essays, arguably the most important sin-
gle volume ever produced by English socialism. The credit for the original
proposal belongs to Wallas. Shaw did the editorial work. It was very
much a collective enterprise. Yet Sidney was plainly primus inter pares. His
contribution was outstanding and crucial to the entire argument of the
volume, and in so far as there was a general standpoint that pervaded the
book, it was he who had done most to forge it. Of the four friends who
were responsible for the bulk of the work, he was the acknowledged intel-
lectual leader, and it was he who shaped what was most distinctive and
consequential in its pages. This was fully apparent to a knowledgeable
and attentive reader such as William Morris, who saw — and deplored -
the Sidney Webb spirit with which the book was pervaded.

Shaw, who opened the volume with an entertaining exposition of the
theory of rent, was unique as a writer, but as an economist spoke only as
one chastened by Wicksteed and captured by Webb. It was Sidney, not GBS,
who first discovered how to derive socialist conclusions from the premises
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of orthodox economic thought. Yet this chapter, together with the following
one by Sidney himself, provided all the fundamental ideas of the book.

In the ‘Historic Basis of Socialism’, Sidney elaborated the ideas which
he had first publicly advanced before the Hampstead Society in December
1887. He wasted no time before coming to his major idea:

So little element of permanence was there in ... individualistic order
that, with the progress of political emancipation, private ownership of
the means of production has been, in one direction or another, succes-
sively regulated, limited and superseded, until it may now fairly be
claimed that Socialist philosophy of today is but the conscious and
explicit assertion of principles of social organisation which have been
already in great part consciously adopted.

Utopia, even in the form signed by Auguste Comte, has to be rejected as
incompatible with our understanding of evolution and our grasp of his-
torical method:

No philosopher now looks for anything but the gradual evolution of the
new order from the old, without breach of continuity or abrupt change
of the entire social tissue at any point during the process ... History
shows us no example of the modern substitution of Utopian and revolu-
tionary romance.

Fabianism conjoins even as it superseded the old radicalism and the old
utopian socialism. As a socialism it accepts the Radical inheritance which
teaches that changes must be acceptable to the majority, gradual and - ‘in
this country at any rate’ — constitutional and peaceful. As itself a radical-
ism it accepts that a mere political levelling is ‘insufficient to save a State
from anarchy and despair’. Thus, Fabianism set out to achieve that con-
vergence of radicalism and socialism which Hyndman had sought to
effect in 1881, not by the submission of the pre-socialist ‘Left’, but through
a theoretical and practical compromise: a compromise within which nei-
ther side is expected to experience any sense of loss.

Next, Sidney described the disintegration of the old pre-industrial syn-
thesis: an affair of the ‘vast impersonal forces’. Where Marx had referred
to the bourgeois recruiting its own gravediggers in the shape of the prole-
tariat, Sidney was content to make the steam engine the Frankenstein of
capitalist production: the agent immediately responsible for urban democ-
racy, political economy and socialism. Similarly, English political history
was not so much a record of ‘the battle of democracy” as ‘the record of
the reluctant enfranchisement of one class after another, by mere force of
the tendencies of the age’. In a manner which has since become part of the
conventional wisdom, the Second Reform Act is treated as neither the
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product of a belief in democracy nor of fear of the ultimate revolutionary
politics of the masses, but of competition with the opposing faction. This
leads to the conclusion that: ‘The industrial revolution has left the
labourer a landless stranger in his own country. The political evolution is
rapidly making him its ruler. Samson is feeling for his grip on the pillars.’

However, the blind giant has no need to pull the temple of individual-
ism down about his ears. The creed taught in this temple is that of the
philosophic radicals. The Chartists, the Owenites, the Tories, the democrats,
the Christian Socialists and finally those like Comte, ].S. Mill, Darwin and
Spencer who have gained a conception of the organic quality of society,
started to drive out the money-changers and to expose utilitarianism as ‘a
creed of Murdstones and Gradgrinds’. Still more to the point - ‘the practi-
cal man has been irresistibly driven’ beyond individualism. ‘“The liberty of
the property-owner to oppress the property-less by the levy of economic
tribute of rent and interest began to be circumscribed, pared away,
obstructed and forbidden in various directions.” There follow instructive
lists of the industries and services once left to private enterprise and now
wholly or partially left to the community. Joint stock companies, success-
fully conducted by salaried managers, run about one-third of English
business. The functionless shareholders of these concerns could be expro-
priated without dislocation:

Besides its direct suppression of private enterprise, the State now regis-
ters, inspects and controls nearly all of the industrial functions which it
has not yet absorbed ... the State registers all solicitors, barristers,
notaries, patent agents, brokers, newspaper proprietors, playing card
makers, brewers, bankers, seamen, captains, mates, doctors, cabmen,
hawkers ... Nor is the registration a mere form. Most of the foregoing
are also inspected and criticised, as are all railways, tramways, ships,
mines, factories, canal-boats, public conveyances, fisheries, slaughter-
houses, dairies, milkshops, bakeries, baby-farms, gas-meters, schools of
anatomy, vivisection laboratories, explosive works, Scotch herrings and
common lodging houses.

In short, the capitalist ‘is being registered, inspected, controlled and even-
tually superseded by the community; and in the meantime he is com-
pelled to cede for public purposes an ever-increasing share of rent and
interest’.

The municipalities, as Sidney argued, have done most to socialise
industrial life. The ‘current radical programme’ in London served to state
current socialist demands for legislation: the shifting of the whole tax bur-
den on to the recipients of rent and interest, and the gradual taxation to
extinction of these categories of income; extension of the Factory Acts
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with the recognition of minimum wages and maximum hours; all children
to obtain ‘the best education they are capable of’; without relaxing the
tests against supporting able-bodied idleness; generous provision without
stigma for the aged, sick and unemployed; the gradual extension of
municipal activity; completion of the remaining planks in the classic radi-
cal or Chartist programme.

We were now, so Sidney concluded, on the eve of a ‘new synthesis’.
This was marked by a recognition of the organic nature of society as
something more than an aggregate of its individual units, and the aware-
ness that ‘perfect and fitting development of each individual is not neces-
sarily the utmost and highest cultivation of his own personality, but the
filling, in the best possible way, of his humble function in the great social
machine.”® The conditions for social health were a matter of scientific
investigation. The ‘greatest happiness’ principle was quite acceptable.
What could be plainly shown was that it was consistent neither with
Benthamite economics nor with the law of rent.

Most of the other essays simply elaborate or apply these ideas. Olivier,
assuming a ‘positive ethical science’, tried to demonstrate that socialist
moral ideas already were coming to permeate society, and that ‘socialist
morality, like that of all preceding systems, is only that morality which the
conditions of human existence have made necessary.” Annie Besant, with
an exaggeration which Sidney may have found embarrassing, declared
that Mr Ritchie had, through the creation of county councils, ‘established
the Commune’. Society was well on the way to socialism even though
there would never be a moment, as Sidney had pointed out, when one
could say ‘now Socialism has arrived’. Wallas and Clarke and Shaw can
all be shown to have borrowed authorities and instances from Webb’s
armoury. The excitement of the whole volume arises from its confident
sense of a world seen afresh, and having thus been seen, becoming impos-
sible to view again in old ways. The sense of socialism, not as imminent
revolution, but as an imminent, going institutional concern was pecu-
liarly, although not exclusively, the Webbian contribution to Fabian Essays.

The presence of discordant voices among the essayists, whether mutter-
ing their reservations sotto voce, or crying out in unmistakable protest,
served only to point up the distinctive Webbian tone. Shaw’s second essay
ended with a valedictory address expressing nostalgia for revolutionary
socialism even as he gave it up for the Webbian inevitability of a ‘sordid,
slow, reluctant, cowardly path to justice’. Clarke, while treating the
Webbian dose as incontestably necessary, foresaw that some probably
“inefficient method of taxation and public control” over trusts was likely
before men came to see the true solution. Annie Besant allowed the possi-
bility of the temporary subordination of the public to the private sector
and a consequent ‘serfdom’ for municipal employees. But only Hubert
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Bland rose to an explicit critique of Webb'’s position. Sidney had acknowl-
edged that the Zeitgeist was potent but did not pass Acts of Parliament
without legislatures; Bland made altogether more of the need for proletar-
ian class-consciousness and, in particular, for the rise of a distinct Labour
Party. While he too went with Sidney in holding that ‘the trend of things
to Socialism is best shown by the changed attitude of men towards State
interference and control,” he added, ‘still it must not be forgotten that
although Socialism involves State control, State control does not imply
Socialism ...” Bland dismissed with contempt Webb’s pointing to hawk-
ers’ licences as an instance of the progress of socialism and searched,
although with modest success, for criteria by which the mere growth of
state regulation might be distinguished from socialism properly so called.
Allowing that the transition to socialism must be gradual, Bland yet main-
tained that there was no occasion for halting agnosticism when it came to
whether any society was socialist:

We shall be able to say that we have a socialist state on the day on
which no man or group of men holds, over the means of production,
property rights by which the labour of producers can be subjected to
exploitation ...%

With the appearance of the Essays almost, but not quite all, the distinctive
features if Fabianism had emerged. Indeed, by 1887 they would have all
been apparent to an informed and discerning observer. Fabianism was a
distinctively English socialism, recruiting its leaders and supporters from
the new race of professional men, as distinct from professional gentlemen.
Its nature was profoundly influenced by the absence in England, during
its formative period, of a mass workers’ party, and the presence of a tradi-
tion, established by the philosophic radicals and continued by the
Positivists, of small intellectual ginger groups that reputedly worked to
some effect upon law and opinion. In economic theory, Fabianism was
distinguished among socialisms by its repudiation of the labour theory of
value in favour of a development and adaptation of Ricardian and
Jevonian thought. The principal effects of this substitution were to make
socialism appear as a conclusion derived from the premises of orthodox
political economy; to point up through the notion of ‘rent of ability” the
important and equivocal position of the professional man; to make social-
ism depend upon a consumer’s economics, emphasising the demand side,
rather than a producer’s economics emphasising the supply side; and to
direct attention away from crises and the long-run tendencies of capitalist
production in favour of a kind of static microanalysis which was useful in
relation to the critique of particular institutions and in preparation of pro-
posals for administrative innovation. However, the Fabians’ essential
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achievement did not consist of replacing one kind of socialist economic
theory by another. They were more interested in institutional relation-
ships than in economic ones. They saw socialism not as the outcome of a
class struggle which could grow ever sharper as capitalism developed,
but as the result of a growing consensus which was already emerging
around going institutional concerns. Just as socialism was a conclusion
immanent within orthodox economic thought, so it was even more seen
as immanent within existing administrative practice; it was nothing but
such practice fully clothed and in its right mind. ‘I draw my conclusions’,
declared Sidney Webb, ‘from other men’s premises.” To which Bertrand
Russell replied: ‘Well, Webb, either the conclusions follow anyway, or else
you are guilty of sophistry.”” To this neat bit of repartee there was but one
possible response. What Sidney Webb meant was that he appropriated
major premises, adding the minor ones so as to arrive at the desired con-
clusion. And this was a very essential part of Fabianism that had hardly
made its appearance in 1889. The Fabians, much more than the philo-
sophic radicals or the Positivists, came to make explicit the minor premise
of their age. Their speciality lay in formulating axiomata media - the
propositions that connect the fundamental principle to the particular pro-
ject. These were the vital links, as the Fabians subsequently taught, with-
out which large principles are of no practical moment, and particular
projects ‘mere empiricism’! Such middle axioms as

To raise compulsorily the Standard of Life; to enforce a National
Minimum in each important point; Collective regulation of all matters
of common concern, and so on ... are the instruments by which your
fundamental principles can be applied — the lathes in which particular
reforms are but the cutting tools to be changed from time to time as the
task requires.*®

The Radical programme which Sidney had cited in his essay came close to
formulating some such axiomata media, but they had not yet received the
prominence they were subsequently to be given. In all other major
respects Fabianism had established its essential identity by the end of the
eighties.

Before returning to the circumstances of Sidney’s personal life it will be
useful to explore this summary account of the Fabian presence rather
more closely.

Whether considered socially, theoretically or practically the Fabians of
the eighties and nineties were the heirs of a tradition stretching back
to the philosophic radicals of the twenties and of the Positivists of the six-
ties and seventies. Although the philosophic radicals have been described
as ‘intellectuals’, this claim could only be validated by reference to their
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attitudes and their political conduct — hardly with respect to their social sit-
uation.”’ The intellectuals, in England, were not seen to be specific social
stratum in the first half of the nineteenth century. James Mill fully identi-
fied himself with the “people’, by which he frankly understood the ‘middle
rank’ to be the exemplar and the prophet. The values of utilitarianism,
which Sidney characterised as ‘Protestantism of sociology’,* were pre-
eminently those of the triumphant bourgeois — economy, efficiency and
uniformity. Yet as writers, a part of what the Duke of Wellington called ‘the
scribbling set’, and as public servants, the philosophic radicals appeared as
precursors of the new tribe of professional men. The positivists, thanks to
Comte and to the influence of developments in France, were the first —
apart, perhaps from John Stuart Mill - to have a clear sense of the alien-
ation of the man of thought from the bourgeois and of the supposed com-
mon interest between the intellectual (seen as doctor, teacher and secular
priest) and the proletariat.®! With the positivists there were not only men
who spent a large part of their time in unpaid public service on commis-
sions, as Frederic Harrison did, but men who were public employees, like
J.H. Bridges and Henry Crompton. In the case of the Fabians there is no
mistaking their consciousness of themselves as a contingent almost exclu-
sively recruited from a nouvelle couche sociale: the shabby genteel intellectual
proletariat.® It is the rise of the newer professions that sets their social tone:
administration, accountancy, teaching, journalism. To follow these occupa-
tions was to cut oneself off from the rest of bourgeois society, because entry
into them was increasingly restricted by formal requirements, and the most
successful pursuit of them involved the following of truth or beauty or effi-
ciency for their own sakes. Indeed the pervasive influence of the acquisi-
tive society was held a principal reason for the failure of successful
professional practice, which always required the sacred spark of critical
detachment, which mercenary interests threatened to extinguish.

If the Fabians had a sharper sense of their own distinct social location,
that merely reflected the slow progress of the English intellectuals consid-
ered as a distinct social stratum. Like the philosophic radicals and the pos-
itivists they arose not merely out of the same social formation, but out of
the prolonged personal friendship. As Graham Wallas observed:

The history of any definite ‘school” of philosophic or political opinion
will generally show that its foundation was made possible by personal
friendship. So few men can devote themselves to continuous thought,
that if several think on the same lines for many years it is almost always
because they have encouraged each other to proceed. And varieties of
opinion and temperament are so infinite, that those who accept ... each
other’s utterances, are generally bound by personal loyalty as well as
by intellectual agreement.®®



The Prevailing Fabian 1885-90 65

The friendship of Bentham and James Mill, of the Positivists” mumbo-
jumbo at Wadham in the mid-century, and of Webb, Shaw, Olivier and
Wallas himself confirm the point. It is also significant that the friendship
out of which these schools emerged were all London-based. Admittedly
this had sometimes a negative impact on their fortunes, but generally it
meant that they were all well placed for lobbying and wire-pulling.

The philosophic radicals expressed the values, not of a mere social stra-
tum, still less of an esoteric school, but of a whole class, or at least of the
most ambitious, hegemonic part of it. They expressed, most clearly, the
opposition of the vigorous, scientific and practical, provincial bourgeois
culture to the relatively effete, classical, literary and aristocratic culture of
the ancient universities. The Positivists and the Fabians were ultimately at
one with their utilitarian precursors in this respect. For both positivist and
Fabian were, after all, utilitarian — believing actions are to be judged by
their consequences, and impatient with theological or metaphysical argu-
ments. All three groups were equally short with appeals to abstract right-
ness, and ready to dismiss them as ‘nonsense on stilts’. Each of these small
groups would have echoed De Tocqueville: ‘We need a new science of pol-
itics for a new world.” Each believed that it was on the way to discovering
that science, urged on, as Bentham said ‘by the groans of all’. Sharing cer-
tain leading preoccupations — with trade unions, the poor law and educa-
tion, for example — they were all wire-pullers exploiting a remarkable
range of socio-political contacts. All were thought radical and shocking,
and all of them wearied of the frivolities and irrelevancies of existing
party conflict. Each in turn was to be torn between the hope of capturing
one of the existing parties and the possibility of starting de novo. Despite
this predicament, each succeeded in working to much effect and each
endured repeated disappointment with a calm born of the belief that it
came as the herald of an immanent consensus that would issue from rea-
son or of history.

Certainly neither utilitarian, nor positivist nor Fabian would have been
prepared to serve as crew on that Oakshottian boat which has no destina-
tion, no harbour, no floor for anchorage. To keep the ship of state afloat
was a necessary but insufficient purpose in politics. What was wanted
was a science that could accomplish the organic unity of analysis and
ideal. Bentham did it by reducing morality to a kind of ‘transcendental
physiology’: “Nature has placed mankind under the governance two sov-
ereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what
we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do.” The positivists
did it through the law of the three stages, which were at once an episte-
mology, a philosophy of history and a programme of social reconstruc-
tion. The Fabian did it, although with much more diffidence, by
demonstrating that socialism was both the desirable and the inevitable
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outcome of the conjunction of democracy and modern industry, and to
this discovery of a science of society and a scientific polity is necessarily
connected a more or less pronounced tendency fo secular religiosity and
the cult of the expert. The doctrine of the old faith opens a gap between
facts and values. Science, which has torn them asunder, must reconnect
them and place ethical judgements upon a sound demonstrable basis. If
men are to be delivered only by a new science of politics then — until edu-
cation has improved the ‘average sensual man’ - much must devolve
upon the scientifically trained expert. A certain distrust of the masses was
present in the thinking of all these groups, although it was much less pro-
nounced among the positivists, in the relatively quiet mid-Victorian years,
than it was in the case of the philosophic radicals or the Fabians. All were
disposed, on certain occasions, to play the same kind of equivocal role as
the Benthamites played in 1831-2: at once seeking to raise the waves of
popular disturbance and to calm them; to rouse a wholesome terror in the
ruling class while keeping the actual danger within bounds. This ten-
dency to blow hot and cold was rationalised, principally by James Mill,
into a political strategy.®*

The philosophic radicals, the Comtists and the Fabians comprise a sin-
gle tradition by virtue of their positivist spirit and their modus operandi.
But one must resist the temptation of taking them to constitute a progres-
sion to the ‘left’. In terms of militancy and a disposition to play with fire,
the Benthamites and the Positivists showed much more daring than the
Fabians. Mrs Grote was not alone in scorning ‘piddling, domestic detail
and amelioration’. Bentham himself despised gradualism and longed for
‘utter, organic, sweeping change’:

Ought it not, — this and every reform — ought it not to be temperate?
Well then - to be temperate it must be gradual — to be well done it must
be gradually done. Fellow Citizens! as often as you meet a man holding
to you this language, say to him: ‘Sir, we have our dictionary: what you
are saying we perfectly understand: done gradually means left undone,
left undone for ever if possible ..."*

Marx acknowledged that the Positivist Beesly had an understanding
of crises, and there was indeed an apocalyptic tone in many of his
pronouncements.®® With the Fabians, visions of catastrophe — if they
appeared at all — were always remote and heavily veiled. It is perhaps
necessary to make this point, since in their programmes the three schools
undoubtedly exhibited a fairly steady progression from individualism to
collectivism. The Benthamite enthusiasm for the free play of market forces
and enlightened selfishness is replaced by the Positivist insistence on the
need for organisation and the moralisation of the capitalist, and finally by
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the Fabian call for planning and the statutory enforcement of morals.
These changes required a corresponding development in economic
thought. The philosophic radicals, particularly through Ricardo, had
made an immense contribution. Yet even in Ricardo, not to mention
Bentham, they had imposed upon that science a ‘bourgeois taint’. Frederic
Harrison and the Positivists protested against “plutonomy’ — the turning
of economy into a code of morals. Yet apart from ].K. Ingram they num-
bered no distinguished economist in their ranks. Their critique appeared
to be directed merely at changing the terms of discussion, rather than
advancing the analysis itself. There was about it too much generality, an
air of amateurism. Webb and the Fabians placed themselves deliberately
in the line of economic orthodoxy. The crucial paradox about Fabian eco-
nomics was that it was simultaneously socialist and professional.” Marx
was the last great amateur economist, as Darwin was the last great ama-
teur in natural science.

The Fabians habitually talked as if their rejection of the labour theory of
value in favour of their own development of Ricardo, and partial adop-
tion of Jevons, constituted their decisive contribution to socialist thought.
Wallas, for instance, supposed that it was this which allowed the Fabians
to escape from the remorseless logic of a catastrophic class struggle and to
offer a perspective of ‘more or less’; of a gradual progress towards social-
ism.®® In fact, in their judgement, it makes no difference whether the
income of non-workmen is described as a rent secured by monopolists of
scarce factors of production, or as a form of surplus value which arises
from the difference between the value of labour power and the value it
produces. A conflict of interests between the classes is pointed up by
either interpretation, and the possibility of either gradually encroaching
on the wealth and income of the idlers, or of expropriating them at one
blow, would appear to be open on both views. The consequences that
flowed from this substitution of Ricardo-Jevons for Marx were more lim-
ited, although still highly important. First, the Fabians were, through the
concept of the rent of ability, to emphasise both the importance and the
guilt of the professional stratum to which they themselves belonged.
Webb and other Fabians frequently reproached Marx with obscuring the
decisive role of trained and skilled management, and of professional
administrators. The analytic demonstration that professional men were
rent-receivers but not idlers, guilty but useful, supported the powerful
sense which they had of their own equivocal position. Second, by intro-
ducing Jevons, the Fabians turned socialist economics away from the
‘supply’ side towards the demand side. They made it over into a con-
sumer’s economics. But in doing so they directed attention away from
dynamic towards static relationships. They were left with a socialist eco-
nomics that offered no account of cyclical movements of capitalist crises.
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The Achilles” heel of Fabian economics was not any failure to explain the
‘realities of exploitation’, but its inability to account for the periodic con-
vulsions of the capitalist system.

Yet the Fabians, it must be insisted, were mistaken in imagining that
their most novel contribution lay in their economic theory. That was not,
whether in Fabian Essays or in their other publications, where the main
emphasis tended to be placed. What most distinguished them among con-
temporary socialists was their preoccupation with institutional relation-
ships rather than with economic ones. What most distinguished man,
what was most crucial to being human, was not the continuous self-
transmutation of his nature through work but uniqueness as the maker
and moulder of institutions.* Social institutions were at once the most
influential and the most malleable part of his environment. Contrary to
the generally received opinion, what separated the Fabians from the
Marxists was less their economics, less their preference for describing
property-derived incomes as ‘rent’ rather than ‘surplus value’, than their
rejection of historical materialism and the class struggle, in favour of an
institutional interpretation of history. In a subordinate aspect, socialism
might indeed be seen as the continuation in modern form of the long
struggle for surplus value. At a deeper level it had to be regarded as the
final outcome of a permanent and ever-enlarging principle of social
organisation:

The principles of social organisation must already have secured partial
adoption as a condition of the continued existence of every social
organism ... the progress of socialism is but their more complete recog-
nition and their conscious acceptance as the line of advance upon which
social improvement depends.”’

Marx, attending to the laws of motion of capitalist production, discovered
that the working class, alone of revolutionary classes, could have nothing
of its own which it aspired to extend or fortify.”! It was the most revolu-
tionary class in history because it alone could not emancipate itself with-
out abolishing its own conditions of appropriation. Webb and the Fabians,
focusing on the trend of institutional development in nineteenth-century
England, discovered that socialism was already an active principle and
going concern. The workers had everything to gain by enlarging the area
of public ownership, service, administration and control. The force of
things, political and industrial, was necessarily making in that direction:
‘There will never come a moment when we and say: “now Socialism is
established!”” Morris and the Marxist might complain that the Fabians
reduced socialism to mere machinery; that they confused form with sub-
stance; but could they deny that the Ten Hours Act, or sanitary and other
legislation, had checked, and indeed reversed, the trend to increasing
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immiseration? The demand for the legally enforceable eight-hour day
became - at the end of the eighties and the beginning of the nineties — the
rallying point for English labour, and indeed for international labour. It
served to mask the gap that separated Marxism from both Fabianism and
empiricism. Marx had encouraged demands for the legal limitation of
working hours. He had helped to write them into the programme of the
International. He had announced that victory on such a score would be a
triumph for the political economy of labour (‘social production controlled
by social foresight’) over the political economy of capital.”> As Marx
wrote, ‘In enforcing such laws, the working class do not fortify govern-
mental power. On the contrary, they transform that power now used
against them, into their own agency.”® Sidney took a very active part in
the campaign for the legal eight-hour day, although he employed himself
in rebutting objections rather than rousing the demand for it.”* There were
enlightened employers who could be brought to accept the proposed
measure. If it was legitimate and proper, why not demands for a mini-
mum standard of life? Why not an endless programme of encroachment
at the expense of capitalist wealth, income and power? Engels might com-
plain that Sidney and his friends hushed up the class struggle, but he had
to concede that as well-documented and effective propagandists they
were unmatched.”

Such were the distinguishing characteristics of Fabianism as they had
come to shape themselves by 1887 and as they became known to a wider
public in 1888. In terms of each and of all these characteristics Sidney
Webb clearly emerges as the prevailing Fabian. Admittedly Olivier and
Podmore were also, as first-division clerks in the civil service, types of the
new professional men. But they came from Oxford not Birkbeck. Wallas
was fascinated by Bentham and philosophic radicalism and Annie Besant
had been deeply impressed by Comte. But no other Fabian could claim, as
Sidney could, to be so immersed in the relevant tradition — to have had
Bentham for his first teacher, J.S. Mill for his model, and the moralisation
of the capitalist as his earliest social idea. Shaw introduced Sidney to
Marx, but it was Sidney, as the most professional of Fabian economists,
who led the way in wrestling with the German and in supplanting him.

While Shaw was preparing Fabian Essays for the press, Sidney was tak-
ing three months’ holiday in the United Sates in the company of Edward
Pease. They toured an area bounded by Quebec in the north, Richmond in
the south and Chicago in the west.”® They spent much of their time in
Boston where Sidney was deeply impressed by the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology and where he enjoyed the company of General F.A. Walker,
the president of the American Economic Association. Apart from Walt
Whitman - who was ill — Walker appears to have been the most distin-
guished American with whom they were able to make an acquaintance.
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He had coined the phrase ‘rent of ability’ in an article in the Quarterly
Journal of Economics in 1887, and it was in the course of the discussion that
arose out of this that Sidney had first publicly advanced what was to
become known as the Fabian theory of rent.”” Webb found Walker to be
‘typical ex-militaire, square solid face, great self-reliance and strength;
received us very kindly, remembered me, and asked us to dinner, putting
us up also at his club’. This was the Tavern Club, a Bohemian institution
of only 125 members, who were admitted for their talent. Walker’s eco-
nomics course at MIT was the best Sidney had ever heard of ‘but mainly
historical and statistical — laboratory methods’.”

The buildings in New York were ‘high and gorgeous’ but the city was
generally mean, slovenly and untidy.”” Boston was ‘good value’, but
America as a whole was not worth much.

Sidney had taken 300 - ‘or was it 100?"® — introductions to the United
States. He was already on the way to becoming a public figure well
known in London and beyond. From 1884 he had — without noticeably
slackening his activity in local discussion groups, ‘Parliaments’ and debat-
ing clubs — taken to formal teaching. Once more following in Positivist
footsteps, he had become a lecturer in Political Economy at the Working
Men’s College. But whereas Frederic Harrison never managed to establish
a Church of Humanity among the ‘semi-middle class youths ... aspiring
to be correct’,®! Sidney soon had a flourishing Fabian ‘Group’ among the
students.®” From 1887 he began increasingly to lecture at the City of
London College where he himself had once been a student. By 1888 he
had so far ‘arrived’ that he could be invited to address the Sunday Lecture
Society: a body which entertained only the most distinguished and
famous authorities.®®> At the same time he spent Sunday after Sunday
addressing local Liberal or Radical associations, branches of the SDF or
the William Morris connection at Kelmscott House. While Shaw could
choose to speak on some large perennial issue such as ‘Wages or Social
Democracy’, Sidney’s contributions were distinguished by their precision
and their relevance to some immediate political or social issue.® He
worked at teaching, continuously recasting and refreshing his material.
Thus, when he returned from America he gave a course of lectures on eco-
nomic principles in relation to American experience.®> One of his most
successful enterprises was a course entitled ‘Political Economy from The
Times' 8¢ This was no lazy, chance affair of waiting for something to turn
up. The lectures derived from the settled form of the paper rather than
from particular news items. The births and deaths column opened a dis-
cussion of population, and the social differential in fertility and mortality
rates; the appointments column became the occasion for discussion of the
supply of labour and the rent of ability; while students were assured that
‘nothing in all political economy is so fascinating as the esoteric side of the
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“shipping intelligence”. The Gazette may be made more interesting than
the last new novel.””” He knew how to make the dry bones live, and con-
tinuous support of his classes bore out the press opinion that he was ‘a
trenchant and convincing speaker, an admirable lecturer on political econ-
omy, [who] has the rare gift of combining close and accurate thinking
with a really popular presentation of economic subjects’.®®

His writings meant that his prestige grew beyond the circle of his stu-
dents and the membership of London Radical Clubs and socialist
branches. He was required to deal with the intellectual difficulties and the
moral perplexities of strangers who wrote to him for counsel. Sir H.B.
Bacon wanted to know what were the legislative proposals of the social-
ists. He was told that

Socialists do not claim to have any panacea in the shape of practical leg-
islation immediately to set things right. Socialism, indeed, emphatically
negatives such hope, by asserting that the whole basis of social organi-
sation must be (and is being) changed, before things will be well. Bills
in Parliament it leaves merely to party politicians, the chief work at pre-
sent being to change the principles on which these politicians, and the
voters, act in social matters.

Having disclaimed any ambition to project legislative programmes,
Sidney immediately proceeded to do so, following the exact lines of the
Radical programme to which he was to refer in his Fabian essay. Such a
programme, he declared, was supported by ‘most thoughtful politicians,
as well as supported by the political economists. But they are delayed by
the opposition of those who would be (as a class) extinguished by them:
i.e. those who now live on rent and interest."®

Some of those who lived on rent and interest found it morally disturb-
ing. Thus E.R. Pease, left £3000 by his father in 1884, resolved two years
later to become a carpenter. He held down a job for an hour in America; a
week in north London and three months in Red Lion Square making
knick-knacks. Webb saw that he was a born secretary and secured his ser-
vices for himself and the Fabian Society.”® He could give no such directly
practical aid to Jane Burdon Sanderson who wrote begging for his advice.
He told her it would do no good simply to refuse to draw her rent and
interest. This would be but to cede them to the persons paying them; by
no means necessarily to the worker. Besides, rent and interest properly
belonged to the entire community and not just to the individual workers.
(Early in 1880 he had demolished Edward Carpenter’s recommendation
for passing on wealth, showing it to be useless and probably harmful.)!
Her duty was to work according to her ability and to consume no more
than she needed. ‘
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Unless each individual does work equal in utility to the utility of the
commodities he consumes, he is a dead loss to the world. The lives of
the workers would be happier if he did not exist. This is an appalling
reflection and, when once realised, it may serve to correct the inevitable
personal bias which leads us to give ourselves to the benefit of the
doubt.

However, to work for not less than eight hours a day (it might be unpaid
social or political work) and to consume no more than the equivalent of
the services she rendered, was not her whole duty. ‘It is part of the natural
duty of work of rich persons to look after the disposition of their wealth.’
For example, to harass the directors of companies in which she might own
shares, in the interests of decent working conditions for those they
employed:

Even then the present system makes you almost helpless. Women and
children will be oppressed and starved with your capital whatever you
do. If you resent this and groan under the necessity, it seems to me that
you should do what you can to alter the system i.e. throw your energy
and ability into the cause of Socialism .... It is impossible that all per-
sons can be equally moralised; therefore the laws and institutions must
be altered so as to prevent the immoral people any longer preying
unwittingly on the world.

There was a duty to ‘spread the light’ and to join ‘some militant organ-
isation”.”?

By the late eighties Sidney was becoming known not only as a gifted and
energetic lecturer and writer, but as a potentially formidable political
organiser. The Star described him as ‘that rare combination — adroit man-
ager of men and the enthusiast’.”> He appeared in both these capacities
when as secretary of the Holborn Society Liberal & Radical Association he
engaged Gladstone in a correspondence at the end of 1888. The Council of
the Association told the Liberal leader that it regretted that the party pro-
gramme was so little calculated to solve the pressing problem of urban
poverty. It called upon the party to tax ground rents and values; to improve
artisans’ dwellings and sanitation; to provide more technical education and
evening instruction and recreation for young people; to promote the fur-
ther utilisation of city endowments; and to work to reducing the hours of
labour and bettering the condition of the unemployed. Gladstone could
only explain that he had done his best, but had been thwarted by the Tories
and the dissentient Liberals.”* Gladstone and his friends were to become
increasingly aware of the Fabian presence. It was already making itself felt
in London politics and in the London press, but these first exercises in per-
meation are best described in the following chapter.
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In the labour movement too, Sidney cut a figure. He was respected and
sought out even by those who were remote from him politically. Thus he
was invited to become a member of the Committee of the Central
Democratic Club, an institution which was intended to provide a meeting
place for the leading personalities of the labour, Radical and socialist
movements.”” In 1889 he enjoyed a very good dinner, at one shilling a
head, in the company of Mahon, the club manager, and many others.
These included J. Harrison Davidson (brother of the wandering scholar
who had founded the Fabian Society’s precursor, the Fellowship of the
New Life), Eduard Bernstein, Tom Mann, Friedrich Engels and Eleanor
Marx. In his after-dinner speech Sidney stressed that friendship was com-
patible with differences of opinion and dwelt upon the international char-
acter of the club. Engels was equally conciliatory, affirming that each
nation must determine its own method of propaganda for itself, and see-
ing beyond all differences, great progress, ‘certain victory’. Tom Mann
sang ‘The Flowers that Bloom in the Spring’, adding a ‘democratic’ verse
of his own. Aveling recited Shelley’s ‘Men of England’. The entire com-
pany then roared out, to the tune of ‘John Brown’, William Morris’s
‘March of the Workers':

Hark! the rolling of the thunder!
Lo the sun! and lo thereunder
Riseth wrath, and hope, and wonder,
And the host comes marching on.

Sidney and Friedrich Engels went out into the Grays Inn Road and agreed
that the wines would have been better for a little more warmth, but were
otherwise seemingly well satisfied with the occasion.” It was regrettably
not an evening to be repeated, and the club did not prosper. Despite such
convivial occasions and despite his growing public reputation, Sidney
Webb at the end of the eighties was still beset by his sense of personal
inadequacy, still inclined to introspection and to pessimism, still disturbed
by sharp recollections of the pain he had endured in 1885. When Pease
became engaged to Emily Davidson, Sidney wrote her one of his longest
and most self-revealing letters.””

27 Keppel Street

Russell Square
12th December 1888

Dear Miss Davidson

I take the very earliest of my opportunities since my return to London
yesterday afternoon, to write to you. I am very sorry that you were
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away from London so that we cannot talk face to face of the momentous
secret which I am strictly enjoined not to impart to anyone — though
there are no doubt about 59 similar possessors similarly circumscribed.
If you ever come up to London (e.g. to do some shopping) and espe-
cially if you are going through London on your way North, please let
me have a chance of seeing you, here or elsewhere.

For I have a great desire for your friendship, with the very smallest
capacity for acquiring it. I have often envied the ease with which others
‘catch on’ to congenial spirits (E.R.P. for instance, is one such lucky or
clever person),”® where I simply remain outside.

I am very busy of course, somewhat serious, very analytic and intro-
spective — but I hope passably honest, sincere, and not obviously hate-
ful or repulsive. Yet I seem ‘left out” in more than one case, and in more
than one department of life. (This, however, is by the way) I am at any
rate going to begin by a long intimate letter to yourself. One of the diffi-
culties incidental to your present position is my uncertainty as to your
exact personality. I am writing to you, or to Pease and you, or to you
plus Pease? The copyright of a letter remains vested in the writer, and 1
am compelled to avow a desire that I may be understood as writing
only to you, and not to you, plus Pease. I do not forbid you to pass on
this letter but should prefer you not to. My own theory of marriage
does not involve the merging of identities. I am even against an intellec-
tual communion. Let me assume for the nonce that it is to be a mere
partnership. I write to one of the partners only.

I was very pleased when Pease told me his great news soon after we
met at Queenstown. Nothing could have pleased me more than that
you should marry Pease — unless it was that Pease should marry you -
and here as both events happening together. Nevertheless you will per-
haps understand that it was with a ‘contraction’ of the heart that I heard
the news; and an old wound, which still embitters me was torn open,
and bled, as it bleeds now while I write to you these words and I think
again of Heine’s song, (Do you remember Ein Maidchen liebt ein
Andern - I forget whether you read German), and the whole mournful
swing of Schubert’s setting of some of them — ‘Der arme Peter’, for
instance comes back to me, and so on and so on. I mean I am very cross
with things in general, and 1 realise that I am ‘left out’. I am afraid I
have a great deal of ‘Langsam’ in me — I knew it when I read Mark
Pattison’s Autobiography.

However my own little woes — now some five years old — are not
your fault and I am not irrational enough to grudge others better luck.
But I must not disguise the fact that one grievance against you I have -
which you must atone for. ‘L'ami quise marie se perd’. I am nearly
thirty and during the last five years (just those five years too) I have lost
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five intimate friends by marriage. With Pease I had become intellectu-
ally intimate, though living afar off, and America has made us real
friends. We are as Shaw would say ‘even on quarrelling terms’. Now
you are to come in and carry him off from me just as our friendship
ripens. C’est dur. The loss is irreparable whatever you may intend to
say. It rests indeed with you to furnish compensation by becoming
yourself a friend. T warn you that it is hard to be ‘friends” with me —
I am an exacting person, needing more to be loved, it may be, than
capable of loving — a kind of stone wall on which fruit will grow but
needing a good deal of sun. (NB you didn’t know that I was so poetical
did you?)

Having frankly avowed my position towards you I proceed to
America. How did you enjoy your visit to America? For though to the
vulgar eye, and to that of the ticket collector, Pease and I were alone
you and I and Pease know that it was a case of ‘one and one and a shad-
owy third’. Where we went, your wraith went also: what we saw we
saw with you, what we thought we discussed in your presence and
even for your sake, and I am not sure whether that exacting Goddess
whom we all three serve, ]| mean Humanity, was not sometimes
eclipsed by one human.

Now don’t go and suppose that this increase of the party was
unpleasant to me. I trust that you will permit me to say that I too felt
that I had an interest in the matter, and many and many a time the
threeness of our party gave a new zest to the intellectual stimulus of
our mutual intercourse. I do not deny that your peculiar relation to us,
(as the perpetually present absentee) was occasionally an abnormal fac-
tor in our action. For instance, the Post Office became the only public
building in each city that we cared ever to visit: we were invariably
under the impression that it was the most pressing of our social obliga-
tions on each particular day, it seemed inevitably to lie on the nearest
road from any point to any other point (which can hardly be possible
outside of two-deminsional space) and the quality of the city, the value
of our local friends, and even the punctuality of the mails and of those
privileged intercommunicators Kennedy Todd & Co. Nor do I deny that
I felt a little ‘out of it" on each of these occasions. That you must forgive
me, other people’s old wounds smart when the East wind blows, but
mine smart in anybody else’s sunshine. I could not write when I was in
Pease’s company, the influence was too strong, of his presence and con-
sequently of your own presence, but I hope you understood that, and
that my congratulations were not really delayed, even if not actually
translated into words and curves of ink.

Now as to the future. I am pleased that your are at Cheltenham, but
don’t put off the marriage. Has Pease ever told you of Stepniak’s saying
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as to how fiercely Russian Nihilists love, because they know that any
moment the end may come. We are all in that position here. Any
moment the end may come — do not delay.

And remember the Comtist maxim — one of the many good ones of
the Positivists — ‘live openly’. Do not make a mystery or secret of your
position now or hereafter. There is no such thing as a self-regarding act.
The world is entitled to know exactly how you stand and not only dis-
creditable mysteries, but all mysteries are bad and evil bringing. I began
life badly and entangled myself in several private mysteries. These
cling around me still, though I have tried to work out of them. This is
partly why I have urged Pease to come back to England quickly. I want
you to press him to do so. His services would be very valuable in
London just now, we are on the crest of a wave, and all hands are
needed to keep up the progress and press our advantage. There are
astonishingly few workers: and none with just Pease’s qualities, and
America was not as fertile as we hoped. There is very little for him to
learn there.

This leads me to another point. Do you remember in Felix Holt his bit-
ter address to his inamorata as to the pernicious influence of women in
dragging men away from lofty ideals and unselfish ends, down to the
merely personal claims of family, (of course I do not fear any such evil
influence from you — at least, not consciously) — you will not be a ‘basil
plant’ but you are undertaking a great responsibility. For good or for
evil you are stepping into a position of enormous influence over one
mind and centre of action. What influence will that be? This is a very
pretty problem in psychology (I hope you don’t mind it being called by
so learned a name) and I confess I am a little doubtful as to the resuit. I
had almost wished that Pease had married a stronger ‘Collectivist’. He
possesses as Mrs Wilson acutely says the Anarchist mind. His mere
existence — proper and decent existence, of course — is a main end to
him. He is wedded to an incurable (and vain) personal optimism, which
leads him to act in and for himself alone, according to his momentary
impulses, extremely well trained impulses, but still nere impulses. This
is necessarily fatal to social and combined action which I try to think is
my own ideal. One person alone can follow his impulses safely, e.g. in
crossing a crowded street, but two people together crossing the street
must act deliberately in concert, or else separate, or else face the
inevitable result, a smash. Now my theory of life is to feel at every
moment that I am acting as a member of a committee, and for that com-
mittee — in some affairs a committee of my own family merely, in others
again a committee as wide as the Aryan race. But I aspire never to act
alone, or for myself. This theoretically combined action involves rules,
deliberation, discussion, concert, the disregard of one’s own impulses,
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and in fact is Collectivism or Communism. The contrary habit is logi-
cally Anarchism.

Of course Pease is not an Anarchist. He is too clever not to see clearly
the obvious inequalities and iniquities of unlimited Individualism, that
is — he understands the Law of Rent in its fullest extent, and as he is one
of the most unselfish men I know, he acts, in all weighty matters, on
Collectivist lines. But he reserves a large sphere of minor matters as
practically self-regarding and in these he is an Anarchist. Did you ever
hear of the prophecy that a lately married common friend would,
although most kind and unselfish, one day eat all the butter on the
table, unconscious that his wife had none? (and he did too). That will be
true — in the spirit — of Pease, unless you send him off on slightly differ-
ent rails. He has lived too long and too much his own life, to be quite
qualified for a Communist Colony. You too, I am afraid, have somewhat
of an Anarchist mind. You too have had to live your own life, and to be
at any rate intellectually alone. Beware lest you intensify each others
individualism in the small matters which make up four-fifths of life,
and each of which is unconsciously moulding the character which will
hereafter deal with the larger matters — admittedly to be done on
Collectivist lines. This need not imply that I am in favour of ‘Merger” or
even of Communism in marriage. Let it be a mere partnership. But let
the partners, in every detail, act in and for the partnership — except in
such spheres as they may severally act in and for larger Committees.
I should like you to read (may I say over again) my paper on ‘Rome’,
printed in July and August numbers of Our Corner, especially the con-
clusion. This will throw some light on the criticism I am making. Of
course just now this will seem unnecessary to you. One element of your
common position is the mutual harmony of thought and action which it
implies. (Shaw once said that when we ‘superior intellects’ fell in love,
we always felt and said that we were not under any illusion like the
common herd, we knew his or her faults and defects perfectly well, and
our own position, free from the usual glamour. This, he said, was sim-
ply that we were under the spell of just one illusion the more.) Pease is
certainly in that position. Are you? Not that I would have you imagine
that I am referring particularly to the little trials of married life, or that
I am counselling you ‘How to be happy though married’. You will, I
think, understand that [ am referring to the whole of life’s action, and
its effect on the character, and thus on all future action — and the world
for ever.

Pease never would discuss plans of travel, we quarrelled daily on this
point — as I would not give way. He said that you alone made all his
plans when he was with you, and he simply accepted them. This is bad,
even ignoble - if it is to be your future habit. It is merely the old bad
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theory of marriage inverted. My interest lies in its evil effect on charac-
ter, his and yours. I want you throughout life, to deliberate, discuss, and
concert your every act, in free communion with those with whom you
are acting, whether one or many. I am of course aware that all this is
very frank — even to impertinence, but it is what I have said to Pease as
forcibly as I could and what I would say to you were we together.
Beware lest you do the Socialist cause harm by marrying one of its most
useful members — see you improve his character, and not deteriorate it:
see that you increase his energy, and the width of his altruism, not
diminish them. See that Pease plus Davidson — niore than Davidson and
Pease separately, not, as is so usual much less. However I won't go on
preaching, especially as I have no title to be heard in the matter. I hope
that one day we may be friendly enough to talk over such things freely.

Pease told me that you thought me unfriendly to you. That must
have been my unfortunate infirmity. From the beginning I had nothing
but kindest feelings towards you — yet without the capacity for allowing
them to be seen. We scarcely ever met except at Hampstead, though
you did once show me how short we all are at 27 Keppel Street. My
mother and sister are perhaps matter of fact and sharers in my own
coldness, but I can assure you that they would be very glad if you
would make them friends.

I have just had a letter from Pease at Philadelphia which I enclose. It
will of course take him some time to get to work and be hard for him.
Don’t let him stay too long.

Will you let me know about work? Perhaps I can help you.
Remember that I am rather great at vague knowledge of things in gen-
eral, and that I have access to the most perfect storehouses. Send me a
line when you want to know anything and I will find out.

The election of Mrs B Headlam, and another Socialist person, on the
London School Board may be of use to you. Do not look for one
moment for anything out of London. There is literally no other place
worth living in. I have seen a great many others and I know.

I can’t write all I want to say. I never wrote so long a letter before to
anyone, but I have not yet done. Yet I must stop, and so adieu.

Sidney Webb
13/12/88

Webb remarked in his old age that

I have very little knowledge of what has happened to me internally.
I am, I suppose, what is nowadays called an extrovert. Things impinge
on me and I react to the impact, occasionally with ideas and suggestions
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that prove interesting ... I can supply nothing but a series of discon-
nected accounts, impacts and reactions.

This was a truthful account of what he had trained himself to become,
rather than an accurate report of what he had always been. For Sidney at
thirty was an introvert whose pugnacious self-assurance in public life
hardly concealed his profound sense of personal inadequacy. For him, self-
denial meant not renunciation but release. One must recall how intensely
he suffered from the pangs of shame and remorse; how they were as vivid
and acute in recollection as they had been at the time of commission and
discovery; the settled pessimism; the sense of being small and ugly and
personally insignificant and unlovable. Where was Dr Heidenhoff with his
process of thought extirpation: the process which would select for oblivion
the memory of failure and humiliation? He might try to follow Mill’s
counsel and find happiness as something incidental to work for humanity
but, so long as he conceived of humanity as Mill did, its emancipation
appeared not merely as unsatisfying, but as dreadful. The will to live an
individual life was the survival of the brute in man. One must combat this
wrong-headed refusal willingly to bow the neck to the yoke: reject the
highest cultivation of our own personality in favour of filling, in the best
possible way, our function in the great social machine. Man is a being who
forms committees; he must aspire never to act alone.

This is not to deny the reality of Sidney’s social conscience, nor does it
in any way invalidate his critique of individualism as the mask of
exploitation and chaos. But part of the secret of his effectiveness lay in the
harmony between his sense of public duty, and his fear of personal free-
dom and individuality. It is commonly supposed that Webb, like Darwin,
sacrificed his own all-round development to politics and investigation.”
But was it too much time among the earthworms which led to social inad-
equacy and cultural one-sidedness, or was it not rather the inadequacy
and one-sidedness which sent him to the earthworms in the first place? In
this dialectic, what appears first as effect comes subsequently as cause.
Webb became, like Darwin, an anaesthetised man, which is not at all the
same as being unfeeling. It is the result of a too acute sensibility. The
anaesthetised man tries — sometimes with but indifferent success - to
localise the anaesthetic and to numb only part of himself. The young
Webb loved London, and cared deeply for Wallas and other friends. But
this love and friendship came through a purposive rapport. How could
such a rapport be achieved in every relationship in life? One could not
escape from oneself until the vacant place was filled in the last, the small-
est and the important committee. Sidney had to bear the burden of autobi-
ographical reflection, of introspection, of self-pity, until he could submit to
that happy yoke.
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‘Men are like planets,’ remarked the hero of But Yet a Woman, ‘as part of
a system they behave themselves well enough, but any one of them, freed
from the restraints of others, would rush to destruction.” Happily for
Sidney, the stars were in their courses, and within six months he felt the
first faint gravitational pull. He was reviewing Charles Booth'’s great book
with its ‘terrible numbering of the people’. There he found that ‘Miss
Beatrice Potter contributes lucid papers on “the Docks”, “the tailoring
trade” and “the Jewish Community”. Though sometimes a little hard in
tone, and too individualist in economics, these afford important informa-
tion on disputed points.”1%

It is to be hoped that A.J.P. Taylor’s opinion that Sidney Webb is ‘a door
that can never be unlocked” may be revised. The reader should be able to
do this for himself without more explicit help from the biographer. Far
from being the incorrigible extrovert that he made himself out to be in
later life, the young Webb was exceptionally sensitive and vulnerable, one
who suffered from shame and embarrassment even more after the event
than during it. He longed for ‘Dr Heidenhoff’s process’ and cultivated
self-deadness in the professional civil service. An admirer of John Stuart
Mill, he must have been familiar with the celebrated message in the
Autobiography where the author recalled the personal discovery that per-
sonal happiness was to be found, not in the search for it for oneself, but in
the pursuit of it for others. This was the meaning of the innumerable join-
ings of societies, clubs, ‘parliaments’, reform associations and, indeed, the
Fabian Society itself which he came to belong to and then to shape. He
was entirely satisfied that Shaw should come to be the predominant per-
former on the platform while he prevailed within the committee. Shaw
found it aggravating that Webb should diminish himself. Webb found it
easy and necessary. When it came to the formation of the partnership he
found it delightful. 1!



Part 11

The Divided Self:
Beatrice Potter 1858-90



You are young, pretty, rich, clever, what more do you want? I expect you
get on well in Society. Why cannot you be satisfied?
Maggie Harkness to her cousin Beatrice Potter, n.d. [18787]

A woman, in all the relations of life, should be sought.
Beatrice Potter, Diary, 27 November 1887

Why should not the girls have freedom now and then?
And if a girl likes a man, why should she not propose?
Why should the little girls always be led by the nose?
A work girls” song recorded by Miss Beatrice Potter while she was employed
in an East End sweat shop in 1888

Slowly the poison the whole blood stream fills.
It is not the failure nor the effort tires.
The waste remains, the waste remains and kills.
William Empson, Missing Dates
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The Making of a Gilded
Spinster 1858-85

The social distance between the Potters and the Webbs—The ‘Glorified
Spinsters’ and the lower middle class—Contrasting trainings, but a com-
mon education—The importance of Herbert Spencer—Between Spencer
and Chamberlain—Joseph Chamberlain as more than an episode and
more than a non-event.

During the prolonged and difficult negotiations, which culminated in the
formation of the partnership, Sidney advanced his cause as best he might.
Indeed, in his desperation no argument appeared too bizarre to be denied
a trial. In one bad moment he even assured Miss Beatrice Potter that
whatever else might distance them, they were not separated by the barri-
ers of class.! Miss Potter did not record her response to this assurance. But
whatever it was may be made the subject of safe conjecture: Mr Webb was
an incompetent social investigator or he was impertinent. The possibilities
were not mutually exclusive.

Upon no known criteria could Sidney Webb and Beatrice Potter be
placed in the same social class. While he was a public employee, the son
of a self-employed hairdresser and of a doubtfully qualified professional
man, she was the eighth child and eighth daughter of a great capitalist.
Richard Potter was so great a capitalist that he could not possibly have
known the names of all those who were in his direct employ, let alone of
those who were indirectly dependent upon him for their livelihood. He
had, to be sure, a first-hand acquaintance with Sidney’s ‘fear of poverty
which is worse than poverty itself’. But this had belonged to a particular
moment in his career: a moment long since past and one from which he
protected his beloved daughters by the size and balance of his portfolio.
During the sharp commercial and political crisis of 1847-8 he had lost the
greater part of his inherited wealth which he held in French stocks.> He
had had to turn his back upon a life as a rentier and a gentleman and
become, as his forebears had been, an energetic businessman. He rapidly
recouped all that he had lost thanks to a partnership in a timber-works
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that made a fortune out of the Crimean War. By the time of Beatrice’s birth
in 1858 he had found his way onto the board of the Great Western
Railway, subsequently becoming president of the Grand Trunk. Hence-
forth, the family’s wealth was affected by economic fluctuations, but they
did not disturb its style of life.

Richard Potter’s recovery from the shock of 1848 was not entirely due to
those traits of character that he might have inherited from his father or
grandfather. If he shared their aptitude for business, he affected to have no
taste for it. In 1837 he advised his father that he preferred the Bar to enter-
ing the family’s warehouse in Manchester.> But only a short experience of
practising law was needed to persuade him that this profession was equally
disagreeable. After his marriage in 1844 he retired, intending to live grace-
fully in the South of England. It was the crisis that aroused his slumbering
energies and showed that he had his father’s calculating intelligence and
will to success. To these he joined advantages unknown to his father and
still less to his grandfather. He had been sent to Clifton and to University
College, London - the infidel institution in Gower Street — the appropriate
centre of learning for the son of ‘radical Dick’, Manchester capitalist and
MP for Wigan. It was an old schoolfriend who offered Richard the partner-
ship in the timber-works. His wife, Lawrencina Heyworth, was the daugh-
ter of a Liverpool merchant and Radical parliamentarian and had a family
background much like his own. It was through her that he entered the
world of railways and big capital. Thus, social connection and the increas-
ingly influential cousinhood of the rich provided a safety net for those who
fell. Such nets might not be held in place forever. However, Richard Potter,
without qualifying for inclusion in the annals of Self-Help, answered suffi-
ciently to its values. He was not afraid of work once it became necessary,
nor was he one of those dissipated young fops who became ‘sodden with
pleasure’” and unfit for the competitive struggle. He was a fortunate, able
and cultivated man, ruthless and cynical in business, loving and indulgent
in his relationships with his wife, his daughters and his friends. As his for-
tune became indestructible, he switched from the Liberals and exchanged
Nonconformity for the Establishment; he turned to the Tories during the
political crisis of 1866-7. Yet he was not to be passionately engaged by reli-
gion or politics. His attitudes were easy and civilised. He neither disowned
his forebears nor did he feel uneasy or disturbed when he was in the com-
pany of those who still affected to despise commerce.

The Potter daughters spent most of their early years in Standish, a man-
sion some eight miles from the timber merchant’s firm in Gloucester.
When they were not in Gloucestershire or in their London house they
were to be found at Rusland Hall in Westmorland or at their mother’s
favourite residence, the Argoed, in Monmouthshire. Richard Potter fre-
quently travelled abroad in the company of one or more of his daughters.
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But if the family can properly be said to have had a home, it was Standish,
overlooking the vale of the Severn. Beatrice was born there on 2 January
1858. The house was divided into two parts. The front, facing south-west,
was linked by heavily carpeted corridors. In these one passed by the doors
of endless bedrooms and sitting rooms, the best drawing room and
mother’s boudoir, the dining room; then on to the back of the house, to the
library and study, the smoking and billiard room. Stone steps and bare,
flagged passages connected the rooms at the rear. Here were the house-
keeper’s room, the rooms of governesses; then, one descended, down
through the butlers” and the upper servants’ quarters to the lower ser-
vants’ quarters. Here also were the day and night nurseries, the one bath-
room, and the schoolroom where Miss Potter — easily wearying of her
lessons — might look down at her friends the laundresses hurrying across
the servants’ yard or past them to the grooms working in the stables
beyond.’

All Beatrice’s sisters got married before she did. With the partial excep-
tion of her one younger sister, Rosie, all of them married their social
equals. Three of the elder girls found husbands with substantial property.
Lawrencina (‘Lallie’), the eldest, married R.D. Holt, who had important
interests in Liverpool shipping companies and played a prominent part in
the life of that city as a member of one of the ruling Unitarian and Liberal
families. Mary, the third daughter, married Arthur Playne, the owner of a
cloth mill in Gloucestershire, the only brother-in-law who might have
passed for a squire or been described as ‘aristocratic’. Beatrice went to the
United States with her father and the Playnes two days after her fourth sis-
ter, Georgina, married the banker, Daniel Meinertzhagen. Georgina tended
to be impatient with young Beatrice for her intellectual pretensions.

The next group of marriages brought Beatrice brothers-in-law who
were rather more to her taste. Her second sister, Kate, had been a member
of the party that went to America in 1873. While they were making their
way back from California, Beatrice was attacked by scarlet fever and had
to be carried off the train at Chicago by her father and George Pullman.
Scarlet fever was followed by rheumatic fever. Then came the measles.
Kate played the nurse and proved herself ‘a dear kind devoted sister’. In
her diary young Beatrice confided: ‘I really have not found out one seri-
ous fault.” However, the Potter parents were displeased with Kate since
she wished to withdraw from society and devote herself to philanthropic
work under the direction of Miss Octavia Hill. Kate’s tenacious claim to
serve the poor and the suffering was rewarded in 1875 when she was
allowed to become a rent-collector in the East End of London.® Despite
this renunciation of the world of the gay and splendid she made, in 1883,
a highly successful marriage to Leonard Courtney, then Financial
Secretary to the Treasury in Gladstone’s second administration. Despite
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his ‘“massive intelligence” and immense integrity Courtney never managed
higher office. Although she had generous recollections of his contribution
to the family’s intellectual life,” Beatrice was somewhat disappointed with
Leonard in the early eighties. As her father said, he tended to treat politics
as if it was a trade secret.® Indeed, the fifth sister, Blanche, by her marriage
to the distinguished surgeon William Harrison Cripps, appears to have
contributed more to her young sister’s education. Beatrice took to some
laboratory work under his direction.

The sixth sister, Theresa, married Charles Alfred Cripps, brother to
William and subsequent father of Stafford. When he married Theresa,
Cripps was a successful young barrister. His complicated and powerful
intelligence fascinated Beatrice. He was to enter Parliament as a
Conservative in 1895. The seventh sister, Margaret, married a future
Liberal Unionist MP, Henry Hobhouse, the elder cousin of the sociologist
L.T. Hobhouse. While Beatrice respected Hobhouse, she felt that he was
hardly worthy of her favourite sister, the closest to her in years, in inter-
ests and in temperament. He lacked liveliness. He took her from the
friendly competitor for fatherly regard, who was also a rival in literary
accomplishment and a companion in walking, smoking and arguing
about political economy or the Religion of Humanity.” On holiday with
the Hobhouses in 1881, she noted that Maggie was ‘seedy and miserable;
the natural result of the conditions of married existence.”l The following
year she found that she liked Henry better, but that her sister had
improved neither intellectually or spiritually. Her powerful faculties were
under-employed and she was no longer at peace with herself. Beatrice
considered her sister’s attachment to individual freedom was deadening
her sympathies. She was

strongly averse to the breaking down of the barrier of respectability
between the endowed classes and the outer mob of the uneducated and
unclothed. And intimacy with the barbarians is dangerous except it be
for the purpose of impressing upon them moral maxims which will
lead them to a peaceful resignation as they watch those who Have
enjoying and wasting while they are dying of hunger. ‘Independent cir-
cumstances’ is the test of superiority; independence is the luxury which
will develop virtue, struggling, battling, helping, nothing good will
come of it — the pride of respectability will be worn away without
which man is the human animal, the lawless passion and fearful

power.!!

This suggests that Beatrice in 1882 had attained to an independent, critical
and emancipated position with respect to class society. In fact no single
passage from her early writings could convey the complexity of her atti-
tudes. She had an absorbing interest in social differences. Her snobbery



88 The Divided Self: Beatrice Potter 1858-90

was nicely regulated, allowing her to despise it when it was paraded by
others while enjoying a suitably reserved indulgence in it herself. Thus,
while on holiday in the Alps in July 1882 she chanced to meet a Christian
Lady who explained to her the perilous nature of foreign travel:

Then this morning I sat down on a bench near quite a ladylike looking
girl: where do you think she came from?

No! Where?

From Birmingham!

‘Dear me’, replied Beatrice sympathetically while silently remarking the
strange compromise with the manner of worldliness in a self-professed
follower of Jesus of Nazareth. The woman was, she concluded, ‘steeped in
class prejudice’.!?

Yet Miss Potter herself had very decided feelings respecting the limita-
tions of the provincial bourgeoisie. These were apparent when she went to
Cornwall in the company of her sister Kate to attend the ‘Courtney
Demonstration’. Here she noticed with interest and satisfaction that
Bolitho (the tough country gentleman and great property-owner for
whom Leonard had once worked as a bank-clerk) attended the proceed-
ings. Moving on to Plymouth, she then met the local dignitaries and
Beatrice studied her sister’s class-consciousness. Kate would never have
allowed herself to be kissed by the daughter of the leading journalist.
Beatrice did permit it and felt warmed by it. But she did not exempt her-
self from the rule that when Potters felt really superior it was in the pres-
ence of smaller bourgeoisie. ‘I felt, in the society of the Plymouth
worthies, the presence of inferior animals with smaller intellects and
colder hearts — but none of the subtle antagonism and contempt of the
wholesale trader to his retail brother.”?

Only a month or two before her first meeting with Sidney, Beatrice
returned to her reflections on the lower middle class. One of the closest
friends of her girlhood had been Carry Darling, a school teacher. They
spent six months together in Germany. It was Beatrice’s first friendship
outside her family. In Wiesbaden they would sit together far into the
night, their feet cocked high on the China stove, smoking cigarettes and
talking philosophy. Friends had helped Carry to spend two years at
Newnham. The daughter of the illegitimate son of a squire, she had to
seek her own livelihood. Beatrice found Carry’s nature ‘intensely love-
able’, but so did others. “Twice or three times she was engaged or “kept
company” for her lower middle class origin showed itself in her love
affairs if nowhere else.”'* She used to pity Beatrice the round of ‘Society”:
riding in the Row, wasting Sundays receiving calls from eligible young
men. During the 1880s she went to take up a headship in Australia and
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formed a passionate attachment to a married man. Beatrice conjectured
that since he was the English master at the boys” grammar school he was
‘probably the first really cultivated and attractive man she had come
across — for her old loves were of the lower middle class type.”!® Carry
went off to meet her lover in Japan and ‘in a sort of queer way’ became
engaged to the captain of the ship! ‘God preserve me’, Beatrice concluded,
‘from a lover between 35 and 45: no woman can resist a man’s importu-
nity during the last years of an unrealised womanhood.”’® Presumably
resistance would be somewhat easier — as well as the more imperative — if
the man in question happened to be ‘lower middle class’!

But if Carry Darling belonged to a class which Beatrice despised she
was also a member of an order with which Beatrice sympathised and with
which she felt herself to be closely associated. One of the most distinctive
features of English society in the 1880s was the rise of the Glorified
Spinster.!” The Glorified Spinster liked to think of herself in terms of free-
dom rather than necessity, of heightened ambition rather than reduced
circumstances. Yet her connections were decidedly with the lower middle
class. Typically she belonged to a child-rich family of one of the less suc-
cessful members of the business or professional community, a family per-
suaded of its increasing poverty by anxiety about the butcher’s bill and
boys too big for their cricket suits. The daughters in such households were
apt to fear that they were going to be numbered among the ‘superfluous
woman’'. Privately they were prone to contemplate the advantages of
polygamy or the Chinese way with female infants. They were also apt to
be ‘rebellious’ daughters who liked to see themselves striking out for an
independent life rather than being compelled to make their own way in
the world as a result of altered circumstances. As the supply of employ-
able girls increased so did the demand for their services as nurses, teach-
ers, book-keepers, clerks, librarians, journalists or rent-collectors, or as
heads of departments in laundries or other businesses where the habit of
giving commands to working-class females was more important than
mastery over the technical processes of production.!® The average income
in such employment might amount to between two and three pounds a
week, an amount that often signified defeat and drudgery for a married
man, but sufficiency for an emancipated girl. Having no one but herself to
support and often receiving some occasional help from the more tolerant
or affluent members of her family, she might visit the theatre, buy books
and take the occasional holiday abroad. Out of the modest comfort of her
bed-sitting-room, she proclaimed that if an Old Maid was something less
than a woman, a Glorified Spinster was something more. She showed it
by her display of perfect indifference towards the weather, her calmness
in crowds, her readiness to run for the omnibus. When she met her
friends they soothed each others’ nerves with the help of cigarettes while
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discussing the redistribution of property, the possibilities of euthanasia
and the moral lawfulness of suicide.

While the Glorified Spinster was a recognisable type, she often had only
a precarious hold upon her own identity. While she might argue with
acquaintances about rejecting marriage and breaking with a life of depen-
dence upon her relatives, among her peers she was inclined to admit that it
was ‘no use blinking the fact that nothing can make up to us women for
the loss of human ties.””? One could bury one’s care under a load of work,
but only for limited intervals. Such women had grown apart from their
parents. They hoped to see them so rarely that old affection would do
instead of sympathy in thought and feeling; but a vague sense of insecurity
as well as a sense of obligation to their fathers prevented them from mak-
ing any clean breaks. As to marriage, they thought it disgusting that men
discussed matrimonial matters as they did. ‘They talk a girl over; speak of
her as if she was an animal; and always imagine she is in love with them
unless she snubs them, and then they hate her.”® But few of them were pre-
pared to renounce marriage altogether. They supposed that there were
some men left who believed in women. If they became engaged to one they
rejoiced. It would grieve them to give up their work, but ‘glorified spinster-
hood plus a future to look forward to — even at the cost of losing its halo ~
is a very jolly form of life.””! But if marriage was problematical, so was
employment — despite the increased opportunities of securing it. The root
of the problem was inadequate educational preparation: ‘Girls brought up
at home in a school room or shut up all day with a woman, who perhaps
possesses no mind whatsoever, are not fit to live alone or work for them-
selves or their fellow-creatures.”” If women with strong individualities
were not meant for marriage, what were they meant for? Beatrice’s close
friend and cousin Maggie Harkness was an excellent example of the
Glorified Spinster, but she found great difficulty in discovering work that
would satisfy her. She tried nursing and journalism. She thought that the
happiest career would be that of an actress. She might have been a doctor,
but her own concept of femininity was one of the obstacles in her path: ‘If I
were a man I should be a doctor — as a woman I can’t. I do not believe in
women having nerves for operating. I could not cut up a little child.”” So
she became a political adventuress instead, playing the part of a mysteri-
ous, exciting and cynical go-between among socialists and politicians.?*

In the early and mid-eighties the Glorified Spinster was identified more
by her attempts at leading an ‘independent life’ rather than by any dis-
tinctive independence of thought. In religious matters she tended to atti-
tudes nostalgic and mature. One of Beatrice’s dearest friends after 1885,
Ella Pycroft, found the old devotional books full of a faith that she no
longer shared, but which she still found almost as soothing as the ciga-
rettes to which Beatrice helped to introduce her.®
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Ella worked among the poor and she did so in a way that points up the
equivocal situation of the Glorified Spinster. She was in a great tradition,
for it was allowed that caring for the poor was a decently feminine inter-
est. But whereas this had been seen as an extension of the domestic oblig-
ations of respectable women, it was becoming a professional undertaking
for those who had no domestic life of their own. The forms of self-
indulgence that it masked were changing. As caring for the poor became
professionalised it ceased to be an extension of the domestic round and
become a possible release from its tedium and emptiness. In place of the
satisfaction of playing the great lady were the subtler rewards that some
women found in escaping from their own social diffidence or insecurity.?®
If upper- and middle-class ladies could always feel more sure of them-
selves when they were with the poor, the Glorified Spinsters were
inclined to think that they could be themselves better when they were
with them.

It was with this version of the Glorified Spinster that Beatrice felt her-
self to be particularly close. Going into the East End in the company of
Ella Pycroft, working as rent collector, charity organiser or social investi-
gator, she enjoyed herself. She rejoiced in the absences of restraints that
she would have felt in another sphere of life. She discovered that she
could visit working men in their rooms without arousing the sexual
expectations that would have been present in the case of males from any
other class of society?”” A bed was only disturbing if the man was in the
habit of flavouring haddock by keeping it behind the mattress.?®

But while the Glorified Spinster had lower-middle-class associations, it
was despite these that Beatrice valued her. These women, just because
they were women striving to become professional people, were much
superior to the petit bourgeois. This seemed to her to be manifestly true of
the energetic, self-respecting, simple, warm, organised working people of
the northern factory towns.” It was also partly true of the vital and
humorous casual labourers of East London. This leisure class at the foot of
society was envied rather than pitied.*® From an economic point of view a
clerk or shopkeeper might be fit for life, as this ‘residuum’ was not — but if
one sometimes feared this self-indulgent sensual mass, one did not have
the contempt for it occasioned by the pathetic pretensions and total want
of distinction that — so Beatrice believed — characterised the lower middle
class.

It must be understood that the Glorified Spinster generally managed to
live down her class origins, and that unlike Carry she succeeded in stay-
ing on the right side of respectability. If Ella Pycroft or Maggie Harkness
had relations with men that were not entirely orthodox they did not posi-
tively flout convention. The young Beatrice came to accept what she could
not admire. When Ella Pycroft became engaged to Maurice Paul (who was
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ten years her junior), Beatrice seems to have felt much as she did when
her friend Benjamin Jones, the co-operator, declared that he limited the
size of his family by the use of contraceptives. It was distasteful, but it
was difficult to formulate an objection to it in a rational form.>! However
she was quite decided that she was not going to be guilty of lapses that
might cut her off from her family or turn her into a social outcast. Thus,
after Maggie Harkness introduced her into the ‘British Museum set’ she
bumped into Karl Marx’s daughter, Tussy. Miss Potter at once recognised
that Miss Marx was no mere Glorified Spinster. It was all very well to pro-
claim oneself a socialist and an atheist; it was allowable to argue that
Christ lacked heroism. But a suspicion of over-indulgences in drugs and
of enjoyment of ‘natural’ relations with the opposite sex was quite another
matter. Accordingly, Miss Marx’s invitation to Miss Potter to visit her was
regretfully ignored. Tussy might be ‘comely’, her eyes might be ‘fine” and
‘full of life and sympathy’, but ‘the chances were against her staying long
within the pale of respectable society’. Beatrice saw her own social posi-
tion as one that conferred upon her great opportunities to play the partici-
pant observer, but that social position itself was not to be jeopardised. If
she mixed with this fascinating woman she would become more or less
connected with her. So Miss Potter parted with Miss Marx and went on to
a meeting of the Charity Organisation Society instead.*?

If Eleanor Marx in 1883 seemed likely to become notorious, Mrs Annie
Beasant in 1887 had already achieved this distinction. In November of
that year Beatrice went along to hear her speak at the Eleusis Club. While
acknowledging that Mrs Besant was a real orator, Miss Potter felt that it
was a revolting spectacle to witness a woman upon a public platform: ‘to
see her speak made me shudder. It is not womanly to thrust yourself
before the world. A woman, in all the relations of life, should be sought.”®®
Beatrice was perfectly capable of sympathising with Mrs Besant, who had
been ‘robbed of her child’, but she was not inclined to associate herself
with her. She sensed the insecurity of Annie’s relations with the socialists.
There was nothing permanent about the lady. She was here today and
gone tomorrow. The young Beatrice was not afraid to travel, but she took
care never to go on a journey without making sure that she had a return
ticket.

Sidney Webb and Graham Wallas were among those who failed to get
into the crowded meeting held at the Eleusis in November 1887.>* It was
just as well. Had Mr Webb met Miss Potter on that occasion they
could not have hit it off. To begin with, Sidney still fell far short of
the celebrity that he was to attain subsequently. He would have been
bound to defend Mrs Besant as the foremost Fabian of the day, but her
opinions on the nationalisation of the railways were not sufficiently well
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founded to impress the eighth daughter of a great railway director.
Indeed, Mrs Besant’s ignorance of the whole subject made Beatrice
depressed. How could her attitude towards Fabian socialism have been
improved by a presumptuous little clerk, looking up at her out of a
grubby collar and daring to lisp out his contradictions in a cockney
accent?®® Far from being the same social class as herself, this Mr Webb
would be expected to make contact with a Potter only as a passenger (pos-
sibly steerage) on the Holt’s Blue Funnel Line, as a singularly impecu-
nious client at the bank of the Meinhertzhagens, or perhaps as a patient
with a sufficiently interesting ailment to engage the attention of Willie
Cripps. Most probably he would meet a Potter only in his role as a defer-
ential civil servant, where he might expect to wait upon a Courtney, a
Cripps or a Hobhouse when one or more of them attained to ministerial
rank. Perhaps Miss Potter would have eventually recognised that men
like Mr Webb were not without interest as the subject of sociological
enquiry and were not devoid of merit and political importance. She might
- despite his inadequate table manners — have invited him to a meal; but
to share anything else with him would have been unthinkable.

* * *

Thus, the unfortunate Sidney, in asking Beatrice to allow that they were of
the same social class, had chosen the line of argument least likely to suc-
ceed. He would have done far better to suggest that class differences were
irrelevant or unlikely to last than to pretend that they did not exist.
Beatrice was acutely conscious of their reality and their importance. She
was imbued with class pride and it was only in relation to foreigners that
her prejudices were still more pronounced.* His claim to a community of
interest with her was far better founded when he pointed not to class, but
to culture.

A culture may have its source in the experiences and the aspirations of a
class, but it can never be narrowly confined to one. The forms of truth
that it most prizes; the standards by which it distinguishes between the
beautiful and the ugly; the content that it gives to the impartial rules
governing right conduct, may all be recognised to have their origin in a par-
ticular social tradition and still be felt to have a universal validity. Thus
Sidney Webb and Beatrice Potter shared not a common education but rather
an overlapping range of concerns and a common intellectual inheritance.

The experience of formal education was dissimilar if only because
Beatrice can hardly have been said to have had much. She did her best to
avoid the formal instruction offered to her in the Standish schoolroom, and
in this she appears to have had considerable success.” Mr Pincher had no
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equivalent in her childhood experience and she never sat an examination
of any consequence in her life. Her frequent illnesses, real or imagined,
and an indulgent father who could see little reason why his young daugh-
ter should suffer a rigorous discipline, spared her from ordeals in which
Sidney delighted. Perhaps it left her without his capacity for unremitting
toil or his sense of complete accomplishment. She applied herself to stud-
ies, which she enjoyed, but became impatient when she had difficulty, as
with mathematics or political economy.*® What began as impatience with
herself tended to become impatience with the offending subject and led
her to a switch of attention. Her mother’s conviction that Beatrice was the
least intellectually able of all her children was hardly helpful in correcting
this fault.®

Yet the households in Cranbourn Street and in Standish were both liber-
tarian and free-thinking. If the values of hard work were impressed upon
the children — always more upon boys than upon girls — this was done by
example rather than by attempts at compulsion. If both the mothers were
concerned with religious truth, they were free from fanaticism and not
alarmed by a spirit of free enquiry. By the standards of the ruling oli-
garchy, classical antiquity was allowed less than its due importance, but
science and useful knowledge were highly valued. Concepts of evolution,
the idea of progress and the assumption that methods of natural science
might be used productively in relation to social disorders were common-
place. If they were not accepted without question, they were acknowl-
edged to be excellent topics for debate.

If Beatrice took longer than Sidney to make her acquaintance with
Kelly’s Directory, this was not because there was any class of literature
which was regarded as undesirably stimulating for young girls. From the
Potter library she could take whatever books she chose. With her father or
her sisters she enjoyed the greatest freedom of discussion. It was not as a
result of overt family pressures that she tended to arrive during her ado-
lescence at suitably maidenly and conventional conclusions. At seventeen
she read Jane Eyre and found it to be an ‘an impure book’.* Victor Hugo
was pure. George Sand had an undercurrent of hidden sensuality and was
‘impure’.*! She was her own censor trying, evidently with indifferent suc-
cess, to protect herself from writers who encouraged her in her own
propensity to build fanciful castles in the air: love scenes and death-bed
scenes, romance and melodrama. She sometimes felt that the very free-
dom of her upbringing was a burden to her. It made it hard for her not to
waste her time on romantic fantasies. Worse still, when one was encour-
aged to make up one’s mind it was hard to sustain any settled faith in
God.*? By the time she was in her early twenties Beatrice had discovered
George Eliot. Like Sidney she had the greatest affection and admiration
for her work. She was her favourite novelist and retained that status until
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1881. In that year Beatrice first read Balzac and was fascinated and quite
overwhelmed. Never before had she read ‘such disgustingly true analysis
of mean, base, thought and feeling’.**> A year later she was trying her hand
at translation:

Financially speaking M. Goriot was a hybrid between the tiger and the
boa constrictor. He knew how to lie in wait, to crouch watching and
examining his prey, then opening the cavern of his purse gulp down a
mass of gold and, like a gorged serpent resting, digest, methodical, cold
and quiescent.*

The appalling thought that her father, outside the decencies of domestic
life, might behave like that, or that that might not disturb her dear sister
Maggie Hobhouse, may have flickered across her mind. In 1882 at the age
of twenty-four, she first toyed with the idea of trying to write something
publishable. It was to have been an article on Balzac.*®

In literature, Beatrice firmly preferred prose to poetry. She seems hardly
to have read poetry. Most of her recorded reading from late adolescence
onwards was in philosophy or history. She read Plato wearily and Bacon
with pleasure and benefit. Her studies were under no close direction, but
their bias was quite apparent. At nineteen, Harriet Martineau gave
her a higher idea of the religion of science, while Buckle’s History of
Civilisation in England left her deeply impressed.*® In the next year or two
Ruskin and Goethe were mentioned favourably, but it was Lecky, Lewes,
J.S. Mill and Auguste Comte who were the authors for whom she had the
highest regard and to whom she paid the closest attention. Her reading
was not uncritical. Thus Lecky prompted her to question whether there
was a correspondence between progress and happiness.”’” But while
she was not as immersed in the English Utilitarian tradition as Sidney, she
was carried along by the powerful currents of positivism. It was not
surprising that Herbert Spencer, who was supposed to have given the
positivist tradition its definitive form, was her closest friend and teacher.
The synthetic philosopher, a great but merely literary influence so far as
Sidney was concerned, was one of the most important characters in
Beatrice’s life.

Richard Potter and Herbert Spencer were old friends. They shared a
common background in the rising, reforming, non-conforming middle
class of the North — or the Midlands in Spencer’s case. Their families —
with a fearful and predictable monotony — were for the First Reform Act
and the New Poor Law and against the Corn Laws and Chartism. Just as
Richard Potter had been to University College and had accomplishments
outside money making, so Herbert Spencer had practical experience in
the running of railways and would have hotly protested against the
notion that he was a mere pedagogue like Auguste Comte. As Potter had
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about him something of the self-made man who had arrived, Spencer was
a self-taught man who had won for himself a position of great eminence
in English thought. In the mid-Victorian years, in the eighteen sixties and
seventies when Beatrice was a girl, Herbert Spencer was at the height of
his powers. The prophet of Evolution and of Progress, he was revered by
Darwin. The scourge of classicists, he satisfied the demand that knowl-
edge should be useful in content and systematic in form. He was the
dreaded adversary of clericalism, militarism and superstition; his ambi-
tion to be a walking encyclopaedia was merely incidental to his purpose
of applying the methods of science to the study of society: the creation of
sociology. Sociology was indispensable. Once moral rules had lost their
supernatural sanctions, right conduct could only be determined and
upheld by being shown to be another way of expressing the laws of
human survival and development.*

Spencer’s first book, Social Statics (1851), was the best approximation
which English middle-class Radicalism could produce to the Communist
Manifesto. If Cobden’s sense for the social foundation of politics and his
passionate conviction that bourgeois interest ultimately coincided with
those of humanity makes it proper to describe him as a middle-class
Marxist, Spencer’s sense for the logic of historical process seen as an
agency working through, but beyond, human consciousness might earn
him the same description. Arguably this is more like the positivist
Marxism of Engels than of the dialectical Marxism of Marx. Man’'s selfish
and aggressive nature was the inheritance of his earliest struggles to sur-
vive. Granted that men had become selfish there was no avoiding the
corollary that all power that is not made accountable to others will be self-
ishly exercised. Monarchy, feudalism: the record of the latter European
aristocracies provided proofs more than were wanted that all irresponsi-
ble rulers always had and always would sacrifice the public good to their
own benefit. The English landed oligarchy merely furnished the latest
example in this squalid story. From the Black Act (9th of George I) which
had provided for death without benefit of clergy for those suspected on
circumstantial evidence of poaching; through the Enclosure Acts; through
reduced taxation of land while other taxes enormously increased; through
the perversion of the funds of the public schools — the sorry story ran into
the present day. England was still suffering from an electoral system that
gave undue weight to the landed interest and the consequences of this
were to be seen in the game laws, the law enabling a landlord to antici-
pate other creditors, to obtain his rent by immediate seizure of his tenants’
property and much else besides. ‘If, therefore, class-legislation is the con-
sequence of class-power, there is no escape from the conclusion that the
interest of the society can be secured, only by giving power into the hands
of the people.’
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What gave interest to this democratic rhetoric was not that it was car-
ried rather far and included a demand for the nationalisation of land, but
that it was grounded in a form of philosophical determinism. ‘The course
of civilisation’, according to Spencer, ‘could not possibly have been other
than it has been.’

Social Statics was not just democratic rhetoric carried to the point of a
demand for land nationalisation. It might indeed be usefully considered
as a critique of the hunt, that cherished institution of landed society, but it
was a critique. It raised the usual sentimental protest against blood sports
and the iniquity of the game laws to quite a different level.

Man in his aboriginal state could survive only by exterminating the
lower forms of life that tenanted the earth. He could obtain his happiness
only at the expense of other beings. His nature had to become adapted to
his circumstances. He had to develop a desire to kill and the capacity to
enjoy the sight of pain and anguish. The behaviour of men to the lower
animals and their behaviour to each other bear a constant relationship:

The blind desire to inflict suffering, distinguishes not between the crea-
tures who exhibit that suffering, but obtains gratification indifferently
from the agonies of beast and human being — delights equally in worry-
ing a brute, and in putting a prisoner to the rack.*

This truth was illustrated, according to Spencer, by

the spectators in the Roman amphitheatres [who] were as much
delighted by the slaying of gladiators as by the death-struggles of wild
beasts. The ages during which Europe was thinly peopled, and hunting
a chief occupation, were also the ages of feudal violence, universal brig-
andage, dungeons, tortures. Here in England a whole province depopu-
lated to make game preserves, and a law sentencing to death a serf who
killed a stag, show how great activity of the predatory instinct and utter
indifference to human happiness coexisted.”

However, lying dormant within man was a capacity to maximise his
own happiness by rejoicing in the happiness of others. This propensity
dictated the law of equal freedom’, according to which all men might do
as they chose so long as they did not infringe on the right of other men to
do likewise. After accomplishing its appointed purpose man’s earlier
nature must evolve through further functional adaptation into its ultimate
state. But this adaptation takes place slowly. The circumstances of human
life do not undergo sudden and permanent changes:

Note further that where the destructive propensities have almost ful-
filled their purpose, and are on the eve of losing their gratification, they
make to themselves an artificial sphere of exercise by game-preserving,
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and are so kept in activity after they would otherwise have become
dormant. But note chiefly that the old predatory disposition is in a cer-
tain sense self-maintained. For it generates between men and men a
hostile relationship, similar to that which it generates between men and
inferior animals; and by doing so provides for itself a lasting source of
excitement. This happens inevitably.

(This was not a chance expression. As already noted, Spencer insisted that
the ‘course of civilisation could not possibly have been other than it has
been.”) The desires of the savage acting, as we have seen, indiscriminately,
necessarily lead him to perpetual trespasses against his fellows and conse-
quently to endless antagonisms - ‘to quarrels of individuals, to fighting of
tribes, to feuds of clan with clan, to wars of nations. And thus being by
their constitutions made mutual foes, as well as foes to the lower races,
men keep alive in each other the old propensities after the original need
for them has in great measure ceased.!

In modern industrial society men were so mutually dependent upon
each other that functional adaptation had to take the form of developing
the sympathetic rather than the predatory capacities. The ground for this
had been prepared by an earlier clearing away of the inferior races of
men: conquests generally have marked the victory of social over anti-
social man. Similarly slavery, once a necessary condition for the acquisi-
tion of work discipline, had indirectly aided the development of the
civilisation which it otherwise confronted as its opposite. The time for the
supersession of war and bondage came when the moral sense of men, in
adaptation to the changing social state, pronounced them wrong. But
‘during man’s apprenticeship to the social state there must predominate
in him some impulse corresponding to the arrangements requisite ..."
Savage selfishness required hero-worship and boundless state power.
Changes in the savage character were required to bring about an incon-
gruity with the existing institutions, then revolution more or less success-
fully (usually less) began to restore equilibrium. But

the same causes which render a better social state possible, render the
successive modifications of it easier. These occur under less pressure;
with smaller disturbance; and more frequently: until, by a gradual
diminution in the amounts and intervals of change, the process merges
into one of uninterrupted growth.>

Morality, according to Spencer, was ‘a species of transcendental physiol-
ogy’. Evolutionary progress was, in all its forms, discovered to be the ten-
dency to individuation. By the time Beatrice was five years old he was
in possession of that conception of evolution as a cosmic principle which
was universally present in organic and organic matter; in the animal
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kingdom and in human society. It was, accordingly to First Principles, ‘a
change from an indefinite, incoherent, homogeneity, to a definite coherent
heterogeneity, through continuous differentiations and integration’.>® In
the words of a mischievous parody, it was ‘a change from a no-howish,
untalkaboutable, by continuous somethingelsifications and sticktogether-
ations.”>* Right conduct consisted in acting in accordance with the cosmic
principle against all despotisms whether of caste, custom, sex or whatever
sought to limit individuality.

Already in Social Statics Spencer was well supplied with learned illus-
trations of his evolutionary law as exhibited in the progress from the crea-
tures consisting of nothing but amorphous semi-fluid jelly in the phylum
Porifera on to the beings in the Alcyonidae with their digestive sacs and
accompanying mouths and tentacles, through to the Corallidae and the
Tubiporidae and much, much more besides, but all subserving the same
point that evolutionary progress is marked by increasing variety of
senses, instincts powers and qualities; a rising distinction and complexity;
a more marked individuality. But paradoxically, this tendency to increas-
ing individuality had to be joined with the greatest mutual dependence —
a difficulty to be removed only by the adaptation of men such that desires
inconsistent with a perfect social organisation would die out. As Karl
Marx imagined the communist society of the future as one in which the
free development of each had become the condition of the free develop-
ment of all, so Spencer insisted that within existing society one could wit-
ness the maturing of the ultimate man whose individual claims would
coincide with public wants:

He will be that manner of man who, in spontaneously fulfilling his own
nature, incidentally performs the functions of a social unit; and yet is
only enabled so to fulfil his own nature by all others doing the like.®

The celebration of bourgeois society was joined to stern lessons for the
rich. Woe betide those who kept their eyes too close to the ledger and sold
adulterated goods. The young Spencer did not, indeed, go as far as his
French counterpart, Auguste Comte, and raise an impertinent cry for the
‘moralisation’ of capitalists: he was content to demonstrate that mere
pocket prudence should induce them to further human welfare.

At the time of Beatrice’s birth, Herbert Spencer was already established
as sensibly avant-garde, respectably radical, utopian in a generally com-
mendable and rather painless way. But he was a radical. Full of the new
learning, he was savaging the classicists and calling into question all the
assumptions of received educational policy. Like the great Bentham, he
accepted nothing because it was customary. Every institution and practice
had to justify itself before the bar of a scientific intelligence applying the
test of utility. In his Education: Intellectual, Moral and Physical (1861) he com-
plained that the comparative worth of different kinds of knowledge had
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remained unconsidered. The debate on the relative merit of classics and
mathematics was a wholly inadequate substitute for the systematic reflec-
tion that was required. Education ought to be a preparation for life.
Accordingly, it ought to start with a knowledge of the sciences of physiol-
ogy, hygiene, physics and chemistry which bore most closely upon its
preservation. Next come those sciences most closely related to the pursuit
of the practical arts involved in the efficient production of food, clothing
and shelter. Third in order of importance came everything bearing upon
the rearing of offspring. Then came the social sciences capable of making
boys and girls into intelligent citizens and good neighbours. Only finally
did one reach knowledge of foreign languages and literature; things fit to
occupy leisure, but which a leisured class made into nearly the whole cur-
riculum. Since it failed to start with the immediate interests of the child
and neglected to develop powers of observation, established educational
method was distinguished by an insistence on drill and learning by rote.
Instead of being an enjoyable experience of freedom, education became a
harsh discipline enforced by unreasoning authority. Following Rousseau,
Spencer held that moral training should take the form of allowing the
child to suffer the natural consequences of his own action.

Thus, when the philosopher visited Standish he was welcomed as a lib-
erator to the children and a scourge to the governesses. ‘Submission not
desirable!” he cried as he pointed to the deficiencies of ‘stupid persons
who taught irrelevant facts in an unintelligible way’.>® Beatrice’s mother
was uneasy. The governess despite being an ‘old-fashioned dame’ opened
her ‘pursed-up lips’ to good effect: “You can go out this morning, my
dears, with Mr. Spencer and mind you follow his teaching and do exactly
what you have a mind to.”” This they did. Scientific expeditions in search
of fossils, flowers and insects were likely to become frolics in which
Spencer was pelted with dead leaves by the elder Miss Potters while the
younger ones engaged in still more direct forms of assault. “Your children
are r-r-r-rude children,” he exclaimed to their mother before leading them
off on another outing.*® Beatrice loved him very much. When he died she
recalled that: ‘As a little child he was perhaps the only person who persis-
tently cared for me — or rather who singled me out as one who was wor-
thy of being trained and looked after.”” Nor was that judgement an
extravagance occasioned by his passing. She affirmed many years later
that: ‘It was the philosopher on the hearth who, alone among my elders,
was concerned about my chronic ill-health, and was constantly suggesting
this or that remedy for my ailments; who encouraged me in my lonely
studies ..."®0

Beatrice’s need for Spencer was surely associated with the birth and
death of the only son of Richard and Lawrencina. Being the next child
after Beatrice, he might well have been regarded as far too successful a
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competitor for her mother’s affection and attention. Beatrice evidently felt
the need to protest her love for her baby brother. Yet in her autobiography
she hardly mentions his existence and makes no reference to the wonder-
fully Victorian scene at his death-bed where the little fellow on Christmas
Day promised the adoring and anguished mother that he would never be
a bad boy again.®’ Whatever dark and unacknowledged thankfulness
Beatrice may have felt at his departure was ill-judged: the boy was soon to
be replaced by another daughter; an inadequate substitute, no doubt, but
a sufficient reason for continued neglect of the she who was sentenced to
be the last but one. Spencer, on his side, had a great need of affection and
modest success in securing it. A confirmed bachelor, he flattered himself
that George Eliot had been in love with him and that it was only her ugli-
ness that had prevented him proposing to her. He was — as Beatrice her-
self came to see — anxious to claim her as a substitute for a child and a
lover.®?

It was not until she was approaching twenty that Beatrice could be
expected to tackle the successive volumes of the synthetic philosophy
which had been coming from the printers from her infancy onwards
and were only now nearing completion. First Principles in 1862 had been
followed by the Principles of Biology two years later. The Principles of
Psychology went in to a new and revised edition in the early seventies and
the Principles of Sociology and the Principles of Ethics had appeared, at least
in part, before the end of that decade. Beatrice went to Spencer in the hope
of some release from the torments of religious doubt.

Since she had been fourteen they had periodically afflicted her. In the
autumn of 1872 she had caught herself trying to surpass her sisters in the
presence of gentlemen. She knew that she was ‘very, very, wicked” and
that her faith was slipping from her. ‘I feel [as] if Christ can never listen to
me again.’®® Three years later she found herself more devout and went off
to take the Holy Sacrament, but she was still worried by mysteries such as
the doctrine of the Atonement, which she found repugnant.®® A year later
she had shaken off the chains of the beautiful old faith in exchange
for Herbert Spencer’s doctrine of ‘harmony and progress’. She declared
herself impressed by his teaching that it was through consciousness of
the ‘unknowable’ that science and religion were to be reconciled.®®
Apparently this conclusion was not inconsistent with some experiments
in spiritualism. (The spirits made the interesting suggestion that she
should try to involve her mother in these enquiries.)®® Visiting St Peter’s
in 1880, she felt the temptation to commit intellectual suicide and convert
to Catholicism:

My intellectual or logical faculty drives me to the conclusion that out-
side the knowledge of the relative or phenomenal, I know nothing except
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that there must be an Absolute, a something which is unknowable. But
whether the very fact that it is unknowable does not prevent me from
considering it, or thinking about it, or contemplating it, is a question
which Mr Spencer’s logic has not set at rest ... But I possess another fac-
ulty, the emotional — which is the dominant one in all my better and
nobler moments — This spirit unceasingly insists that there is something
above and around us which is worthy of absolute devotion and devout
worship.®”

While Beatrice had these understandable difficulties with the ‘unknow-
able” she made her way to a form of reverential agnosticism. This should
be understood as having been a balanced regulation of competing moods
rather than as a successful reconciliation of hostile intellectual tendencies.
Her path forward was not an easy one.

When her mother died in 1882 it was Beatrice who was with her while
the other sisters waited downstairs. She died of a bowel condition; her
death was noisy, smelly and painful. It left Beatrice with even less faith in
the possibility of another life:

As T looked at our Mother dying — I felt it was a final dissolution of
body and soul — an end of the personality which we call the spirit. This
was an intuitive conviction — on this great question we cannot reason.
But though my disbelief in immortality was strengthened, a new and
wondrous faith has arisen within me — a faith in goodness — in God -1
must pray, I do pray and I feel better for it, and more able to put aside
all compromise with worldliness and to devote myself with singleheart-

edness to my duty’.®®

She did indeed try to resume the old clothes of religion, but she found
that she dared not study Christianity. She knew that it would undermine
her faith. ‘It is’, she recognised, ‘unworthy to shrink from examination;
unworthy alike of the spirit of the faith and the spirit of the enquiry.
God help me!"®® But neither God nor Mr Spencer could remove the
difficulty. Neither her understanding of the All Mighty nor of the
Unknowable could satisfy the conflicting claims of intelligence and sensi-
bility, nor could one more than the other effect the organic unity of analy-
sis and ideal which was so much wanted. She could only acknowledge
the conflicting imperatives and allow that they answered to different sides
of her nature. All her life she needed prayer without ever being able to
give, or even wanting to give, a compelling account of the power to
whom her prayers were addressed. Prayer might be best in the context of
religious music or architecture, but its validity was quite independent of
any theological dogma. It was the occasion of a release from personal
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ambition or vanity: a joining of awe and love in the interests of a recovery
from littleness: a rejuvenation of moral sense. If it puzzled her, the impor-
tant thing was that it worked. She felt happier and better for it. Of course,
Spencer was undismayed by awe. It had a secure place within his system.
‘Awe’, he reassured her, ‘is quite legitimate. It arises in our minds from a
perception of power.”? However, she ought always to remember that the
Princes of the Church were as bloodthirsty as their secular neighbours.
But that was not in dispute.

Even if Beatrice had not met Joseph Chamberlain in 1883, it is doubtful
whether she would have long remained the faithful disciple of Herbert
Spencer. There is an irony that overtakes the best — precisely the best — of
pedagogues: the capacity that they develop in their pupils makes them
into rebels rather than into soldiers of the line. At the same time, this fate
is well deserved if the Master pretends to be the creator of a definitive sys-
tem of thought while insisting that Progress is the central idea of his sys-
tem. Yet before she was twenty-six Beatrice hardly ventured on any
serious or sustained criticism of her teacher. She allowed herself some
gentle mockery of the pedantic philistinism with which he responded to
Cologne Cathedral. Even he refrained from criticising the interior, but he
objected to the curved outline of the spires. '“In architecture what I
require”, he spoke, “is that the lines should be defined, that either they
should be continuous or definitely broken. Moreover, the curve is espe-
cially objectionable in this case —in so far as Gothic architecture is perpen-
dicular.” 7! She glimpsed that it might be a mistake to ransack the
universe for illustrations of one’s principles instead of finding ways of
testing them: Spencer was obsessed with order rather than — as she came
to put it — with making ‘the order of thought’ correspond to the ‘order of
things’. She began to understand why others might find him repulsive. In
his craze for system-building he came to develop one faculty at the
expense of all the rest: draining away his capacity for sympathy and a full
enjoyment of life, he became more and more crotchety, vain and egotisti-
cal.”? Indeed, after the appearance of his The Man Versus the State, which
was full of conviction and intensity of feeling, it became clear that he must
pay the price of his ambition to supply a definitive philosophy. It left him
with no employment for his declining years but a defence of his principle
and an elaboration of it which grew ever more tedious. Already Beatrice
sensed what was happening to him. In taking his temperature before
embarking on a journey, or looking with trepidation upon each new
dish, his hypochondria far surpassed her own. He became increasingly
irritated with a world that was out of sorts and stupid enough to question
the necessity and desirability of increasing individuation. He came to
welcome death even upon his own bleak view of that prospect. Long
before the appointed hour arrived he was uttering fearful moans and
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asking: “‘Why more tomorrows?’ By that time not even his beloved disci-
ple could suggest an answer.”

Yet in 1883 she was not tempted to dissent at any point from the conclu-
sions of The Man Versus the State, the last great manifesto of the nineteenth
century in favour of full-blooded laissez-faire written by a thinker of the
first order.”* She certainly did not detect the signs of self-contradiction
and apostasy that socialists, overjoyed by such a notice, believed they had
discovered. Spencer did, very much despite himself, make socialists. But
if he made Beatrice into one, it was in the most roundabout, remote and
indirect way.

It is tempting to conclude that Spencer contributed to the socialist
revival only when his influence was topped up with that of Comte.”” It
could plausibly be argued that this was true both of Sidney and of
Beatrice herself.”® However, there was a host of ways in which his influ-
ence worked itself out while corresponding not at all with his mature
intentions: the combative and challenging spirit of his early radicalism;
the style of thought and conduct that sent him deliberately to set his face
against the churchgoers on Sunday mornings and walk in the opposite
direction; his contempt for the privileged status of landed society and his
early advocacy of land nationalisation; his bold and uncompromising
denunciation of swindling company directors and of shopkeepers who
adulterated their goods; his championship of the law of equal freedom
and sure sense for a society in which the condition of the free develop-
ment of each would become the condition of the free development of all;
all these things made his defence of unregulated capitalism appear to
many of his former admirers to mark him down as a renegade. It was said
that he had made more men socialists than the late Dr Marx himself.””
Moreover, he had taught a whole generation to think in terms of evolu-
tion, progress and the possibility of a science of society based upon the
‘organic analogy’. Beatrice recalled that her lasting debt to Spencer was
that he taught her ‘to look on all social institutions as if they were plants
or animals.””® This may appear to be a thoroughly inadequate and perni-
cious habit of mind in our century, but it constituted an insight into the
human condition rather than a denial of it in the last one. The concept of a
functional adaptation of social structures, which proceeded willy-nilly
and independently of the consciousness of those who furnished the
personnel of such institutions, could be rewarding and even revolution-
ary. Beatrice was to deploy it to good effect in her first book.” For the
time being she was oblivious to its more disturbing implications, real or
imagined.

In 1883 she was just as oblivious to the contradictions in Spencer that
took others forward towards socialism. As early as 1871, T.H. Huxley, a
friend of the Potters as well as the champion of Darwin, had argued that
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‘administrative nihilism’ accorded ill with the ‘organic analogy’® If the
development of society was analogous to that of organisms, then, surely,
one would expect its progress to be marked by ever increasing conscious
direction as against dependence upon merely instinctive controls and mind-
less adaptations. Probably both Spencer and his opponents attached quite
undue weight and importance to the organic analogy, but there is no doubt
that socialists fancied that they had caught the philosopher out and that
they rejoiced in the belief that, whatever Spencer thought he was doing, he
was in fact furnishing a scientific foundation for socialism.®! Beyond this,
socialists might point out that The Man Versus the State described a process
of alleged degeneration which was scarcely explicable on the author’s own
principles. In that work Spencer drew a picture of the slow but remorseless
growth of state control and provision. His illustrative lists running from the
Factory Acts through to state education and free admission to museums
were indistinguishable from those drawn up by Sidney Webb except that
Webb compiled his six years later, made them longer, and saw in the
process something entirely wholesome.®? There must have been many read-
ers of The Man Versus the State who found it a self-defeating book: the reduc-
tio ad absurdum of classic individualism. Instead of drawing back aghast at
all this evidence of legislative enactments that have restricted the freedom
of the capitalist in the interests of producers and consumers, they were
encouraged to project new measures which were bound to appear as so
many despotic and salutary inroads upon the rights of property.

Among these reckless and misguided spirits whom Spencer encouraged
rather than subdued were the rediscoverers of poverty: the socialists, and
the new radicals of the Great Liberal Party who, under the leadership of
Joseph Chamberlain, were busy ‘fouling their own nest’. In strict accor-
dance with Spencerian principles the progress of English Radicalism was
distinguished by an increasing specialisation of differentiation of function.
Whereas in the 1840s the leaders of middle-class radicalism had moved
easily from the world of business to the world of politics and the world of
letters, by the 1880s they tended to confront each other at the head of dis-
tinct establishments. The friendship of Richard Potter and Herbert
Spencer depended upon common memories rather than upon any present
coincidence of need or purpose. Beatrice’s father regarded the philoso-
pher with a benign contempt. He might be an agreeable companion, but
he had ceased to be of any practical importance.®®> Chamberlain, like
Potter, had risen above the hurly-burly of competition to a position of
monopolistic or oligopolistic power, but he then chose to renounce entre-
preneurial life for political life. Seemingly the politician answered to a dif-
ferent system of controls from the great manufacturer of bolts and screws.
It had not always been so. The progress of a culture was experienced as
disintegration.
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1883 opened with Beatrice fully preoccupied with the syllabus accord-
ing to Spencer. He might not have proved the positive existence of the
Absolute, but his work was a landmark in the history of thought. In par-
ticular, he had fully persuaded her that ‘comparative physiology - that is,
knowledge of the development of animal life, is the only key to and the
only basis for a science of sociology’. In mid-February she had to leave
Rusland Hall to take possession of their London home at 47 Princes Gate.
She mourned the departure of the student and the entry of the society
woman, but the student had not been over-active nor was the life of the
society woman to be unrelieved by study.®* In Westmorland she had done
little sustained work beyond reflecting on whether culture did not
increase the power to act while diminishing the desire to do so and
whether the application of scientific method was not simply the introduc-
tion of justice into our intellectual relationships. In London she was able
to find time for a close reading of Willie Cripps’s Adenoid Diseases of the
Rectum — not the choicest topic in fashionable circles — and to engage in
some laboratory work under Cripps’s direction. She prepared specimens
of tumour and peppered her diary with such instructive observations as
‘the epidermis and all its appendages are extra vascular’.%

The move to London was not, of course, decided upon out of regard for
improving Beatrice’s skill in preparing specimens. In March Kate was to
make her late but brilliant marriage to Leonard Courtney. This left
Beatrice as the one unmarried Potter girl of eligible years. Mournfully she
concluded: ‘I was not made to be loved, there must be something repul-
sive in my character.”®® Perhaps it was her attitude to ‘Society’, which she
entered consciously as a participant observer. She asked herself whether
she was not an ‘unmitigated prig’ to approach Society to learn rather than
to amuse.”” The trouble was that she could not pretend to be wholly
detached from this atmosphere of ‘ease, satiety and boredom, with
prospect and retrospect of gratified and mortified vanity’.® She was
tempted by the prizes and inclined to imagine that her relative lack of suc-
cess in making off with them was due to her superior attitude. After a
huge party at the Speakers, one or two of which would have sufficed for a
lifetime, she fancied that the ‘mental superiority of men [is] greatest in our
class. Could it be otherwise with the daily life of ladies in Society ...", a life
dominated by a desire to inch oneself further up the social scale and by
dreary and unimaginative discourses on the ‘servant problem?% ‘At pre-
sent’, wrote Beatrice in the early spring of 1883, ‘I feel like a caged animal,
bound up by the luxury, comfort and respectability of my position. I can’t
find a training that I want without neglecting my duty.”

Her duties were diminished by packing her younger sister, Rosie, off to
school. This welcome departure occasioned one of Beatrice’s few generous

references to the youngest Potter as a ‘sweet, touching character’.”!
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Doubtless, Rosie was the least accomplished of the girls, but she also
lacked the Potter characteristic of ‘a hard self-assertiveness’.

This quality was surfacing again in the father. Recovering from the
shock of his wife’s death, he began to plan a great new railway amalga-
mation. Beatrice noticed his shrewdness and sharpness, his cynical depre-
ciation of men and their ways as things foreign to his nature. In his
personal relationships he was utterly unselfish and unselfconscious.?” She
had much conversation with him and asked him for his opinion on
schemes for co-operative production. He dismissed them, holding that the
efficient operation of industry required the fullest identification between
ownership and control. The salaried manager was an inferior being. The
best result to be expected from co-operative production would be nothing
but the appearance of a new race of capitalists.”® Beatrice was inclined to
reason, after the manner of the wages fund theorists, that there was little
hope for workmen unless they could restrict their numbers. But she had
not studied political economy and felt more than ever a ‘wretched little
frog” without title to a serious opinion on the subject.”

Now that Kate had exchanged her philanthropic activities for marriage,
Beatrice was allowed to take her place. In April 1883 she joined the Charity
Organisation Society.”® This body had been established in 1869 as the
Society for Organising Charitable Relief and Repressing Mendicity.” Its
leading idea was that indiscriminate and unregulated charity did more to
promote poverty than it did to relieve it. In ever expanding towns and cities
the traditional forms of social control and welljudged acts of charity gave
place - so it was thought — to a dangerous remoteness between social classes
and an environment favourable to the ‘clever’ pauper. He was allowed to
defeat the salutary purposes of the New Poor Law. He escaped from the
principle of relief within the workhouse, under the principle of ‘less eligibil-
ity’, by joining the anonymous, faceless, army of the poor and using his
ragged wife and seemingly hungry children to make a ‘touch’. Against
those who degraded themselves and others by professing poverty and liv-
ing on their hard luck, it was necessary to mobilise the spirit of business effi-
ciency and of scientific verification. Deeply impressed by the possibility that
poverty was becoming a trade, the COS was committed to turning philan-
thropy into a profession. This meant — along with much else besides - a
scrupulous attention to ‘case work’. It was not long before Beatrice was
making the acquaintance of Mr Pavey, a dispenser who took opium and left
his wife to support their three children on fifteen shillings a week. She sub-
dued her feelings of righteous indignation.” It was immediately apparent
to her that the COS was an improvement on the former state of things:

One thing is clear to my mind, it is distinctly advantageous to us to go
amongst the poor. We can get from them an experience of life which is
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novel and interesting; the study of their lives and surroundings gives
us the facts wherewith we can attempt to solve the social problems;
contact with them develops on the whole our finer qualities; disgusting
us with our false and worldly appreciation of men and things and edu-
cating us in a thoughtful benevolence. Perhaps the worst result for us is
that our philanthropy is sometimes the cause of pharasaical self-
congratulation.”®

This was all very well, but what form was ‘thoughtful benevolence’ to
take in the case of Mr Pavey and his family? Beatrice appears to have had
recourse to highly effective measures. Ella Pycroft asked:

Do you remember telling me when I first knew you how you had
helped to bring about the death of an opium eater in Soho? I couldn’t
understand then how you could have done such a thing, but now
I have come to think that you were right, and right in a most large
minded, far-seeing way. I am coming to see more and more that
it is useless to help the helpless, that the truly kind thing is to let the
weak go to the wall and get out of the strong people’s way as fast as
possible.”

There was more than one way of sharing Louise Michel’s conviction: ‘La
philanthropie, ¢’est une mensonge!” Leonard Courtney was fond of repeating
that expression over Iunch. He would draw his shaggy eyebrows together
and parting his capacious lips declare that: ‘every day I believe more in
undiluted political economy.”'® Depriving the undeserving poor of life
was only a logical extension of depriving them of their liberties, and it
was even more economical. One hopes that Mr Pavey’s widow grasped
these truths, even though her expression of gratitude to Beatrice may have
given rise to ‘pharisaical self-congratulation’.

However, Beatrice had chosen to join the COS just at the moment when
rising unemployment was causing such confirmed advocates of sternness
as the Revd S.A. Barnett of St Jude’s, Whitechapel, to reconsider their
position. During the bad winter of 1880-1 he had favoured giving dis-
tressed families relief only on condition that the father was deprived of
his liberty of entering the workhouse.'” He noticed that this policy was
highly successful in reducing pauperism, but unfortunately did nothing
to diminish poverty. Accordingly, in the very month in which Beatrice
joined the COS, he published an article on ‘Practicable Socialism’. Without
making a clean break with the COS, he announced his conversion to the
view that the state should provide for the poor. Only the state could
release the labourer from a vision of the future dominated by the shadow
of the workhouse and the grave. Describing himself as a socialist, Barnett
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announced that it was to the government which one must look for better
housing, education, medical attention, schools of industry for those fit to
work, and pensions for those incapable of working. The costs of these nec-
essary provisions would have to be made by introducing a system of
graduated taxation.!®® In the following year Barnett became the first
Warden of Toynbee Hall. Beatrice became friendly with him and with his
wife. Yet it was not this acquaintance that first disturbed her faith in doc-
trines that seemed to license her to take the lives of the poor and the
worthless.

In June 1883 Miss Beatrice Potter first made the acquaintance of
Miss Beatrice Chamberlain: ‘essentially provincial: in the good and bad
sense’. Also of Miss Chamberlain’s father: ‘I do and I don’t like him.'®

She got to know him better in the following month. At a dinner, a Whig
peer sat on one side of her while he sat on the other. The peer talked of his
possessions; Mr Chamberlain talked of confiscating those possessions for
the masses.

Herbert Spencer said that Mr Chamberlain was ‘a man who may mean
well, but who does, and will do, an incalculable amount of mischief’.

Joseph Chamberlain said that Mr Spencer was, fortunately, in his writ-
ings unintelligible: ‘otherwise his life would have been spent doing
harm."1%4

Miss Potter was still distant from a position in which she could see that
both of them were correct.

Joseph Chamberlain was twenty-two years senior to Beatrice. When she
was thirteen or fourteen he was Mayor of Birmingham and master of the
Liberal Caucus which had emerged after the passing of the Second
Reform Act. In those days he had dared to associate himself with the
short-lived republican movement and had earned the royal displeasure. If
he had been an insolent nuisance in the early seventies, by the early eight-
ies he had come to be regarded as the most dangerous man in England. As
President of the Board of Trade in Gladstone’s second administration he
had determined to do for the whole country what he had already accom-
plished for his own city: ‘Parked, paved, assized, marketed, gas-and-
watered and improved.” He declined to be muzzled by office. ‘Electrified’
by the writings of Henry George and impressed, if not entirely convinced,
by Alfred Russel Wallace’s case for land nationalisation,'® he was certain
that such works were bound to capture the imagination of the masses and
make them eager for political and social reform. Before the Second
Reform Act, Richard Cobden had positively complained about the non-
appearance of Spartacus; before the Third, Joseph Chamberlain appeared
to respectable society to be grooming himself for the part — although the
grooming in the strict sense of the term was decidedly incongruous:
wearing his monocle and his orchid and sustained by a fortune made out
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of his monopoly in bolts and screws, he may have appeared an unusual
prophet of republican simplicity. Yet he carried conviction among friend
and foe alike. He began by prompting Engels’s advice to those who might
aspire to form a Labour Party: he took as his rallying point the unrealised
points of the Charter. He was for manhood suffrage, equal electoral dis-
tricts, one vote one value and payment of members. He also fully under-
stood that a mere programme of political reform was no longer enough.
The parody had to be extended to include ‘the Charter and something
more’.1%

When Beatrice first made his acquaintance he was embarking on a great
programme of public meetings and demonstrations. In March 1883 the
Leader of the Opposition, Lord Salisbury, made a courageous sortie into
the Birmingham fortress, but only played into Chamberlain’s hands. The
counter-attack was immediate:

Lord Salisbury constitutes himself the spokesman of a class — of the class to
which he himself belongs, who toil not neither do they spin (great cheer-
ing), whose fortunes, as in his case, have originated by grants made in
times gone by for the services which courtiers made the Kings (renewed
cheers), and have since grown and increased while they have slept by levy-
ing an increased share on all that other men have done by toil and labour
to add to the general wealth and prosperity of the country ...1%”

This was widely interpreted as incitement to class hatred, but worse
was to follow. In June, Chamberlain participated in a great demonstration
in honour of John Bright, a fellow Member of Parliament for Birmingham
and the finest representative of a phase of bourgeois radicalism that
Chamberlain was bent on superseding. Remarking on the absence of
public expenditure or military display on this occasion, he added: ‘The
brilliant uniforms, the crowds of high officials, the representatives of
Royalty — they were absent (loud laughter and cheers) — and nobody
missed them (renewed laughter and cheering).”'® Such words were
unforgivable from one who had kissed hands and who was still in office.
Whigs and Tories were demented with rage. The Queen conveyed to the
Prime Minister her most severe displeasure. The wretched Gladstone was
obliged to require the President of the Board of Trade to apologise — which
he did, but only in terms of which made matters worse. Radical workmen
were delighted. Even revolutionary socialists like Tom Maguire began to
look on Chamberlain as something more than an ambitious opportunist,
important only as a straw in the wind.!®

Beatrice did not know now what to make of him. They met frequently
and had long conversations together in June and July. After these meet-
ings she spent nights sleepless from excitement.!’ She was unable to
work and found it impossible to think about anything but his striking
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personality, his political passion, his immense will power. In one sense the
experience did accelerate her progress towards sociology. In September
she reiterated her faith in comparative physiology as the basis, but
expressed a distrust of over-much reliance upon arguments from analogy.
She began to insist that the sociologist should experience the types of
mental forces he must study. ‘To be a great sociologist’, she concluded,
‘you must more or less resume in your own nature the complex ingredi-
ents mixed in varying proportions, in the units with which you have to
deal."™ Accordingly, she was able to find a scholarly justification for
spending a whole week with the Chamberlains in Birmingham at the end
of that month:

Much might be learnt by studying the life and thought of such a man;
discovering how representative he was, how much his convictions were
the result of individual characteristics and how much they were the
effect of surrounding circumstances. They are convictions passionately
held; his whole energy is thrown into the attempt to realise them. Is the
basis of these convictions honest experience and thought or were they
originally the tool of ambition, now become inextricably woven into the
love of power, and to his own mind no longer distinguishable from it?
What is his principle? Is the Government the interpretation [inter-
preter?] of the people’s wants? Is it the business of the governing class
to gratify the sensations of the great social organism or should the
advice of the most intelligent portion of the community be taken as the
remedies irrespective of the longings of the patient?!1?

Chamberlain’s provincial bourgeois background was, on balance, reassur-
ing: ‘Coming from such honest surroundings he surely must be straight in
intention.”’"® But it was not only his political intentions that interested her.
Chamberlain’s first wife had died in childbirth, as had his second,
Florence. He had remained unmarried for eight years. It seems likely that
Beatrice half expected, and certainly hoped, that he would propose to her.
He excited her. Such a marriage would be an immense triumph.
Chamberlain was a far bigger figure than Courtney or Hobhouse. He
might well become Prime Minister, and his wife might exercise an
immense influence over him and over events. But did he want her? If he
wished to marry her would she be able to influence his intellectual and
political development? And if he would allow this, how should that influ-
ence be exercised?!*

For the moment the questions were unanswerable. She had lost her
mother in whom she would have confided, the one to whom she felt she
had become so much closer during the last months of her life. Here was a
subject that would have allowed her to achieve the sort of intimacy and
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admiration that she had missed so much. In the event she turned to her
old nurse, Martha Mills, and filled the autumn evenings at the Argoed
with reminiscence. Martha had witnessed her mother’s courtship. Martha
and her mother came from the same stock in the northern manufacturing
town of Bacup. Beatrice proposed that she should accompany ‘Da’, as
Martha was called, upon her next visit to the place. * “Well, you know I
can always go; there’s no occasion to wait for that,” answered the dear old
woman, “but my friends up there would be astonished to see a Miss
Potter coming along with us; they are not accustomed to such grand
folk. I think they would be what they call ‘flayed’ by you!” “Oh,” cried I,
jumping up with the delightful consciousness of an original idea,
“I wouldn’t be Miss Potter, I would be Miss Jones, farmer’s daughter, near
Monmouth.” "5 Thus, this famous visit was a sentimental journey before
it was a scientific expedition, an attempt to escape an obsessive preoccu-
pation with new attachments through a renewal of old ones. Upon her
return, Beatrice decided not to write up her experiences, but save them, to
bank them as security for her claims to ‘an individual life’.

In Bacup, Beatrice found no hopeless poverty wasting itself away; no
coarse humour and no low, sensual excitements. There were no opium
eaters who needed to be put down, no bitter cry to answer or subdue. In
Bacup the world exhibited an order pleasing to political economy, charity
organisations, and Mr Herbert Spencer. If the meek and the gentle-hearted
were sad, that could be attributed to the melancholia and the suicidal
mania that Beatrice attributed to the Akeds, her mother’s side of the fam-
ily. If some of the weavers were out of work and trade was worse than
could ever be remembered, there was comparatively little poverty.
Nobody suggested that it was impossible to get on or improve without
individual exertion and voluntary co-operation: ‘na makin’ of laws’, they
said, ‘can alter that’. Here were working people whose company was
charming and restful. They were pious, innocent and dignified. They pro-
vided for the needs of this world in their co-operative stores and for their
needs in the next through chapels. Beatrice found a community that was
not merely reassuring, but admirable in its creativity and simplicity. It
persuaded her that: “‘one of the best preventatives against the socialistic
tendency of the coming democracy would lie in local government.”¢

Her account of ‘real’” working-class life delighted Herbert Spencer. He
was very disappointed that she found it — despite her ambition for literary
fame — inexpedient to publish. This was just the kind of material that
would correct the sensationalism of such tracts as The Bitter Cry of Outcast
London."” The sentimental outpourings of clerical enthusiasts were calcu-
lated to stoke the engines of socialistic agitations and encourage the perni-
cious political tendencies associated with demagogues like Joseph
Chamberlain. But ‘while the old political philosopher [was] discussing
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with the Editor of the Nineteenth Century the desirability of encouraging a
beloved disciple to come into the literary arena; the same beloved disciple
[was] entertaining — with no untender feeling ~ the arch enemy; the very
embodiment of the pernicious tendency.”"®

Her tortured state could not endure ‘The “to be or not to be”’, she
wrongly concluded, would soon be settled."”® The first report in the jour-
nal of the momentous visit was dated 12 January 1884, a week after it had
taken place:

"

Another small episode of my life over. After six weeks of feverish inde-
cision, the day comes. Lounge full of young people and the three last
days past in dancing and games: I feel all the while as if I were dancing
in a dream towards some precipice. Saturday 5th: remainder of the ball
party chatting round the afternoon tea table, the great man’s son and
daughter amongst them. The door opens: ‘Mr Chamberlain”: general
uprising. I advance from among them and, in my nervousness, almost
press six pounds just received into his hand. General feeling of discom-
fort; no one quite understanding the reason of Mr Chamberlain’s
advent. There exists evidently no cordiality between him and his host;
for Father in a few minutes retires to play patience with an absent and
distressed look utterly disgusted at the supposed intentions of his visitor.
At dinner, after some shyness, we plunged into essentials and he began
to delicately hint his requirements. That evening and the next morning
until lunch we are on ‘susceptible terms’. A dispute over state education
breaks the charm. ‘It is a question of authority with women, if you
believe in Herbert Spencer you won’t believe in me’. This opens the bat-
tle. By a silent arrangement we found ourselves in the garden. ‘It pains
me to hear any of my views controverted’ and with this preface he
began with stern exactitude to lay down the articles of his political
creed. I remain modestly silent; but noticing my silence he remarks
that he requires ‘intelligent sympathy’ from women. ‘Servility,
Mr Chamberlain’ think I, not sympathy, but intelligent servility;
what many women give men, but the difficulty lies in changing one’s
master, in jumping from one tone of thought to the exact opposite — with
intelligence.'?

Unable, rather than unwilling, to accept his mastery and to meet his
requirements, she advanced as boldly as she dared her ‘feeble objections’
to his general propositions. She owed it to herself and to him to be
absolutely sincere:

He refutes my assertions by re-asserting his convictions passionately,
his expression becoming every minute more gloomy and determined.
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He told me the history of his political career, how his creed grew up on
a basis of experience and sympathy; how his desire to benefit the many
had become gradually a passion absorbing within itself his whole
nature. ‘Hitherto the well-to-do have governed the country for their
own interest; and I will do them this credit - they have achieved their
object. Now I trust the time is approaching for those who work and
have not. My aim in life is to make life pleasanter for the great majority;
I do not care if it becomes in the process less pleasant for the well-to-do
minority. Take America, for instance. Cultured persons complain that
the society there is vulgar; less agreeable to the delicate tastes of deli-
cately trained minds. But it is infinitely preferable to the ordinary
worker.’

To this Beatrice attempted the rejoinder that the American workers owed
any superior equalisation of conditions to the riches of their continent
rather than to their political system. She went on to suggest that the
American plutocracy seemed richer and more powerful ‘owing to the
generally corrupt nature of American institutions’. This was hardly calcu-
lated to endear her to the brilliant imitator of the American caucus: the
British statesman who was ‘electrified” by Henry George and whose polit-
ical style most closely resembled the United States populists:

Not a suspicion of feeling did he show towards me. He was simply
determined to assert his convictions. If I remained silent he watched my
expression narrowly, I felt his curious scrutinising eyes noting each
movement as if he were anxious to ascertain whether I yielded to his
absolute supremacy. If I objected to or ventured to qualify his theories
or his statements, he smashed objection and qualification by an
absolute denial and continued his assertion. He remarked as we came
in that he felt as if he had been making a speech. I felt utterly
exhausted. We hardly spoke to each other the rest of the day. The next
morning when the Playnes had left, he suggested some more “exercise’.
I think that both of us felt that all was over between us, so that we
talked more pleasantly, but even then he insisted on bringing me back
from trivialities to a discussion of the intellectual subordination of
women. ‘I have only one domestic trouble, my sister and daughter are
bitten with the women's rights mania. I don’t allow any action on the
subject.’

‘You don’t allow any division of opinion in your household, Mr
Chamberlain.’

‘I can’t help people thinking differently from me.’

‘But you don't allow the expression of the difference?’

‘No.’
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And that little word ended our intercourse. Now that the pain and
indecision are over, I can’t help regretting that absorption in the peculiar
nature of our relationship left me so little capable of taking the opportu-
nities he gave me of knowing him.

The Political creed is the whole man - the outcome of his peculiar
physical and mental temperament. He is neither a reasoner, nor an
observer in the scientific sense. He does not deduce his opinions by the
aid of certain well-thought-out principles, from certain carefully ascer-
tained facts. He aims, rather, at being the organ to express the desires ...

He was a great leader because he intuitively understood the wants of
a class; was capable of articulating them; could reimpress them upon
what would otherwise have been a dull, indifferent multitude. His influ-
ence would ‘depend on the relative power of the class he is adopted to
represent’:

By temperament he is an enthusiast and a despot. A deep sympathy
with the misery and incompleteness of most men'’s lives and an earnest
desire to right this, transforms political action into a religious crusade;
but running alongside this genuine enthusiasm is a passionate desire to
crush opposition to his will, a longing to feel his foot on the necks of oth-
ers, though he would persuade himself that he represents the right and
his adversaries the wrong.

She shrewdly recognised that he must hate moderate men most: that he
must prefer the adversary who regarded him as the incarnation of the
‘evil one’. “And now that it is all over I have a stunned feeling as I gradu-
ally wake up to the old surroundings, and look forward to new modifica-
tions of them ... Undoubtedly the Bacup trip is the right direction ...".}*!
Yet throughout 1884 she found it was a direction which was hard to
take. He, who could summon up the political spirit in ‘the average sen-
sual man’, still held her enchanted. Denied this sorcerer, she was still unfit
to be the apprentice. And matters were made worse, the denial seeming
less than final. In March 1884 she received a pressing invitation from Miss
Chamberlain to spend two days in Birmingham. She accepted, noting in
her journal: ‘I am afraid there is a dash of the adventuress about me and it
struck me as rather comically interesting to investigate the topmost of the
Caucus ..." For a moment she maintained the superior person tone. In
Highbury — the Chamberlain establishment — ‘there is very much taste
and all very bad ... You long for a bare floor and a plain deal table.” When
Mr Chamberlain condescended to appear from his exotic greenhouse he
gave her a ‘constrainedly polite welcome’. Whereupon Beatrice asked her-
self, as she sank into a perfectly constructed armchair, ‘are we about to
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take part in a funeral procession?’ John Bright came in and Chamberlain
assumed that he knew her: ““not me”, say I humbly, “but I think you
knew my grandfather, Lawrence Heyworth.” “Lawrence Heyworth”,
replies the old man with slow emphasis, “Yes — then you are the daughter
of Lawrencina Heyworth — one of the two or three women a man remem-
bers to the end of his life as beautiful in expression and form.” 122

Her mother’s triumph with the father of the older Radicalism can
hardly have failed to contrast with her relations with his successor. With
Chamberlain she stumbled uncertainly to success and to failure. When
she suggested that the side of the Englishman’s nature that had formerly
been absorbed in religious enthusiasm was now informing political life,
he declared that he agreed with her. ‘I rejoice in it,” said he. ‘T have always
had a grudge against religion as absorbing the passion in man’s nature.’
But when he showed her his orchids she blurted out that that the only
flowers she loved were wild ones. Under the circumstances it was hardly
fair of her to observe that Joseph Chamberlain had great diplomatic talent,
but not in ‘la recherche d’une femme.’

‘Is it’, she asked herself,

cold-blooded to write truthfully of one’s relationship to a man? If one
tells anything one should tell all ... All the small affaires de coeur of past
years I have left unmentioned simply because they have not interested
me. But Joseph Chamberlain with his gloom and seriousness, with
absence of any gallantry or faculty for saying pretty nothings; the sim-
ple way in which he assumes — almost asserts — that you stand on a
level far beneath him and that all that concerns you is trivial; that you
yourself are without importance in the world except in so far as you
might be related to him: this sort of courtship (if it is to be called
courtship) fascinates, at least, my imagination ... I don’t know how it
will all end: certainly not in my happiness. As it is, his personality
absorbs all my thoughts ... And if the fates should unite us (against my
will) all joy and light heartedness will go from me. I shall be absorbed
into the life of a man whose aims are not my aims ... I hate every form
of despotism.'?

She went to the Town Hall in the company of Joseph’s son, Austen.
Opinion was to be aroused for the coming Reform Bill. She attended to
Chamberlain, not to his arguments. She watched closely his brute exercise
of powers of command: his extraordinary ability to attract the sympathies
of his audience. She cursed her education in relation to Chamberlain
much as D.H. Lawrence was to curse his in relation to the snake. How
ironical that Spencer - the aged, pedantic, flibbertigibbet who had come to
hate life, but who had offered her decisive help in overcoming the shock
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of rejection — should now be the occasion of a second and seemingly
worse rejection. The training she had received from him appeared as a
barrier in the way of her union with the man she loved; the education she
had received from him appeared as an insuperable obstacle to it.
She might unlearn laissez-faire, but she could not unlearn ‘submission
not desirable’, even when it seemed as eminently desirable as it did in
this case.

There was an unbearable element of uncertainty. In April she reflected
that if her refusal to consent to subordination and absolute dependence
had ‘cured all desire on the other side’, then she would be ‘mortified” but
relieved:

Ambition and superstition began the feeling. A desire to play a part in
the world and a belief that as the wife of a great man I should play a
bigger part than as a spinster or an ordinary married woman

led her on -

His temperament and his character are intensely attractive to me. I feel
I could reduce the gloom, could understand the mixed motive and the
difficulties of a nature in which genuine enthusiasm and personal ambi-
tion are so curiously interwoven ... Do I believe in the drift of his polit-
ical views and do I believe that the means employed are honest? ... Once
married, I should of course subordinate my views to my husband’s:
should, as regards his own profession, accept implicitly his view of
right and wrong, but 1 cannot shrink the responsibility of my judge-
ment before I acknowledge his authority. Social questions are the vital
questions of today. They take the place of Religion ... Their solution
seems largely a matter of temperament.!?

She had no devotion to his goals and had to twist her reasoning in order
to tolerate them. This was not so serious as her reservations about his
means; her suspicion that Chamberlain would never scruple to act from
ulterior motives; that he used his supporters for purposes of his own
which were distinct from theirs. She despaired of her power to improve
him and found some consolation in knowing that she could not do it.
‘T should #not influence him. He has shown me that distinctly ... It is only
when I have simulated “la femme complaisante”, turned the conversation
from principles to personalities, that he has desired me.”'?> She was cer-
tainly correct. Chamberlain wanted a helpmate, a reliable admirer, not a
partner; an intelligent woman capable of following his political career and
not confining her interests to merely personal and domestic life, but one
who was totally submissive to his will and purposes.!?® As May came
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without further word from Highbury, Beatrice acknowledged: ‘The
woman'’s nature has been stirred to its depths; I have loved and lost.”’?”
Without ignoring her need for the theatrical and a certain romantic reward,
which she found in the role of the disappointed lover, she was doubtless at
a low point. ‘Both ideals have fallen, life alone, life together, remaining
only the seemingly commonplace round of private duties.”'?® For the rest
of the year she repeatedly committed herself to one last word on the sub-
ject. In October she wrote: ‘passion — with its burning heat, an emotion
which had long smouldered unnoticed, burst out into flame and burnt
down intellectual interests, personal ambition, and all other self-develop-
ing motive.”’® Longing for love and a settled occupation, desiring the per-
sonal prestige that she might have acquired, she resolved that, being
unable to live without the help of others, she must live for others. But it
was easier said than done: by the end of the year she was asking what she
would not give for a mother now. How was it that anyone cared for life?

Despite her misery, Beatrice began to develop new relationships. In
November 1884 she noted that she was becoming more intimate with the
Booths. In January 1885 Ella Pycroft spent three days with her. Ella was
plain-looking, strong, with an attractive sincerity. She was a free-thing,
anxious for work and otherwise indifferent to life. “We shall’, remarked
Beatrice, ‘get on.”'* And so they did. They worked together in the
Katherine Buildings near the docks. In February Beatrice studied the
papers delivered at the Industrial Remuneration Conference and was par-
ticularly impressed by those presented by Benjamin Jones concerning the
Co-operative Wholesale Society and one Sidney Taylor on profit shar-
ing.!®! But she was still far away from a condition in which Chamberlain
would cease to be her ruling obsession. It remained an open question with
her as to whether her observation of East End life and her study of social
questions were to be a preparation for life with the Great Man or for a
profession in sociology in the style of the Philosopher.

In January 1885 she was expecting Chamberlain to make his intentions
towards her clear. The old delusion returned in the spring when he dined
with them. He told her that her brother-in-law, Leonard Courtney, was ‘an
ass’. Nevertheless the Courtneys arranged a picnic so that she could meet
him again. ‘That day will always remain engraved on my memory as the
most painful one of my life. The scene under the Burnham beeches, forc-
ing me to tell his fortune — afterwards behaving with a marked rudeness
and indifference.”’*? Courtney tried to console her and asked her not to
seek a life of ‘barren brilliances’.!** Kate also advised her that a marriage
to Chamberlain would be a ‘tragedy: a murder of your independent
nature’.!*

In 1885 Chamberlain had reached his most leftward point. He began the
year with his ‘Ransom’ speech. Addressing the working men of Birmingham
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he warned them that the new Reform Act would not bring the triumph of
democracy unless they organised: ‘If the interest of the great majority is
without discipline and without recognised leaders, it will be like a mob that
disperses before the steady tread of a few policemen, or before the charge of
a handful of cavalry” But the masses, once organised, would insist that
social subjects received far more attention in the legislature than had been
the case in the past:

If you will go back to the early history of our social system you will find
that ... every man was born into the world with natural rights, with a
right to a share in the great inheritance of the community, with a right
to a part of the land of his birth ... Private ownership has taken the
place of these communal rights, and this system has become so interwo-
ven with our habits and usages, it has been so sanctioned by law and
protected by custom, that it might be very difficult and perhaps impos-
sible to reverse it. But then I ask what ransom will property pay for the
security it enjoys?1%

A few days later he exchanged the term ‘ransom’ for ‘insurance” ‘What
insurance will wealth find it to its advantage to provide?” The answer was
free education; local government reform; ‘the provision of healthy decent
dwellings in our large towns at fair rents; and in the country, facilities for
the labourer to obtain a small plot of land.”’*® These and the other mea-
sures he was soon to weave into the Unauthorised Programme were to be
paid for by graduated taxation, new death duties and expropriation of
unearned increments. Far from being a socialist programme, it was an
anti-socialist programme, but few saw it in this light. Gladstone told Lord
Acton that he was ‘entangled’ by it and regarded it as a ‘taking into the
hands of the State the business of the individual man’.’¥” Punch saw
Chamberlain as a clown touching the backsides of respectable citizens
with a hot poker labelled ‘Socialism’.!* Whatever he meant, Chamberlain
had certainly succeeded in raising the political temperature and drawing
the future of private property into the centre of political debate.

In August 1885 Beatrice tried to understand and to stumble along
behind him, but she found it hard going. Spencer’s past influence was
‘over-powering’ and she was drawn back to her old teacher’s view of the
duties of the state:

the free and right administration of justice between individuals. But
because there has been no justice or rather injustice administered to
great classes of men, owing to their powerlessness, great wrongs have
arisen. Can these wrongs be redressed? Certainly not by the simple
administration of justice — that must be based on the status quo. Ought
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we then to take from a whole class of individuals that which has been
stolen (we will admit the theft) by past individuals of that class in past
times from other classes — shall we not offend actively against the very
principle we wish to establish? That is the crucial question.'®

Without explicitly referring to Chamberlain she continued to protest
against the language of ‘rights’. It was not rights but renunciation which
individuals and classes had to learn. ‘That false metaphysical idea of
rights’, said she following Comte, ‘as some unalterable result, determined
in quantity and quality, due to all men alike, is working its wicked way in
our political life. ¥ Yet she was beginning to see the terms in which a
compromise might be effected between Spencer and Chamberlain.
Socialists who aimed to levelling inherited conditions might be practical.
More, this might actually accelerate evolutionary progress by promoting
the survival of the fittest. Inherited qualities were, of course, quite a differ-
ent matter.

Among the motives that led Beatrice to these reflections and that sent
her into East End buildings was the sense that there was still a possibility
of an alliance with Chamberlain: that her increasing knowledge of social
conditions and her growing understanding of his principles would make
her more useful and attractive to him. She could not bring herself to
believe that all chance of marriage had gone. She declined to give up the
hope even when Chamberlain’s sister told her that the brother had never
considered it — a proposition that Beatrice could not credit since the sister
herself had examined Beatrice about her attitude towards him.!*!
Accordingly, when in February 1886, she received a letter in the Great
Man'’s handwriting she was ‘ominously excited’.!*?

Chamberlain had just been disappointed in his hopes of getting the
Colonial Office in Gladstone’s third administration and had accepted the
position of President of the Local Government Board. Conscious of his
impending break with Gladstone and anxious to prepare a comprehensive
Local Government Bill, he was obliged to turn his immediate attention to
the dangerous situation associated with the unemployed workers’ riots.
His doctrine of ‘ransom’ appeared to be entering the arena of practical
politics when, under the stimulus of shattered windows in Pall Mall, the
Lord Mayor’s relief fund leapt up to £79000 in a few days. The socialist
leaders were arrested, but the government was uncertain how to respond.
Campbell-Bannerman, the Secretary of State for War, thought in terms of
throwing up earthworks at the mouths of great commercial rivers as a
pretext for supplying jobs. The press was full of comments on this and
related projects as well as hair-raising accounts of the ‘rioters in their lair’.
It was at this moment that Chamberlain’s eye fell upon a letter from Miss
Beatrice Potter in the Pall Mall Gazette.
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In it was her first publication opposed to public works for the unem-
ployed. ‘T am a rent collector’, she wrote, ‘on a large block of working class
dwellings situated near the London docks, designed and adapted to house
the lowest class of working poor.” ‘Lack of employment in the East End,” so
she argued, ‘was not so much the result of a general depression of trade but
of the characteristics of a specific, local labour market. During the last half
century there had been a decline in the once flourishing trades of the
metropolis. They had departed. Unfortunately the workers were not
inclined to follow their masters down river or out to the suburbs. There
were three main classes of East End workmen: a small number brought up
in the traditional trades of the neighbourhood; foreigners attracted by
reports of high English wages; and the largest group of all — countrymen
pressed out of the ranks of trade in provincial towns and rural districts who
thoughtlessly drifted to the great centre of odd jobs and indiscriminate char-
ity. " They became a “leisured and parasitic class’. “The loudly proclaimed
“right to work”’, said she, ‘is only too often translated in their minds to the
right to work when, how and as much as they like.” Given that metropolitan
life already attracted large numbers of low-class labourers who were already
depressing the conditions of life of the stratum immediately above, how
foolish it would be to go in for a policy of public works. ‘The condition of
the London unemployed would be altered in no other way than by the
additional discontent involved in the disappointment of false expectations
and by the establishment in their minds of a falsely understood right.”'*

Chamberlain asked if he could come and talk to her about this letter
which he had read with ‘great interest and agreement’. He confessed:

My Department knows all about Paupers and Pauperism, but has no
official cognizance of distress above the Pauper line. Yet this is surely
the serious part of the problem. I am trying to collect facts from differ-
ent sources but it is difficult to make them complete. I am convinced, how-
ever, that the suffering of the industrious non-pauper class is very great
and is increasing. What is to be done for them? I do not quite follow
your suggestion. Surely the reason of the distress is that there is an
actual insufficiency of employment and not merely that the workers
do not know where to find work which actually exists somewhere
for them ...If the distress becomes greater something must be done to
make work. The rich must pay to keep the poor alive ... It will be neces-
sary in each district to find some poorly remunerated employment
which

a) will not tempt him to remain in it longer than is absolutely necessary,

b) will not be degrading in its character,

) will not enter into competition with workers at present in employ-

ment, and
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d) is of such a kind that every workman whatever he has done hith-
erto can turn his hand to it.

Perhaps something like spade labour was wanted to test the sincerity of
those who were in want of temporary assistance. Would Miss Potter
please let him have her opinion with respect to these ‘rather crude sugges-

tions’. 145

Beatrice replied to Chamberlain on “York House paper” but from Bourne-
mouth in a letter of uncertain date.

You take me out of my depth! When I leave London and the peculiar
conditions surrounding the familiar working-class there, I am lost in a
sea of general principles and crotchets.

As I read your letter, a suspicion flashed across me that you wished
for some further proof of the incapacity of a woman’s intellect to deal
with such large matters — now if it will in any way serve you, I willingly
offer up my thoughts and give that which is needful!

I agree that ‘the rich must keep the poor alive’: always supposing that
the continued existence of that section of the poor, with liberty to
increase, is not injurious to the community at large. And this depends
primarily on facts of which I have no knowledge ... You say, that
poverty is ‘increased and increasing”: is it permanent? If the depression
be due to a permanent relapse from the abnormal activity produced
by the extension of railways etc, depopulation is to some extent a nec-
essity?

But if the lack of employment be temporary, then the question
resolves itself into the easier one: will the public works you propose
(1) attract the labourer out of unemployment? (2) will they keep the
labourer in good, or even in fair, working condition, so that he will be
available for true productive service after the bad time has passed?

My objection to Public works within the metropolis was not based on
the larger question, upon which I have no right to an opinion, but sim-
ply upon the conviction that the conditions to which the state labourer
would be subjected within the metropolis, would be hopelessly demox-
alising. I feel very strongly about this.

Then as to the nature of the work offered. I think there would be two
practical drawbacks — and I will illustrate one by a curious Whitechapel
fact. 135 men applied to the Relief Committee. They were offered street
sweeping at 2/- a day 3d extra for each child. Only 15 accepted, 11 of
them went to the work, and 5 stayed. We were much disgusted and
thought this was additional proof of the demoralisation of the East
End ‘out o’ works’. But in discussing the matter quietly with the men
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attending the meeting room of Katherine Buildings, we found that there
was a strong feeling among the better class that unless they were pre-
pared to sink permanently into the ranks of less skilled labour, accep-
tance of this work would injure their chance (some said irretrievably) of
gaining employment in their own trade.

I confess I do not attach much importance to this objection: still it was
urged by men who were themselves in work.

To my mind the grand difficulty — would be enforcing good quality
and sufficient quantity of work — It would seem to me to require almost
a slave-driving body of overseers.

And my impression is, I admit it is not founded on experience, that if
the work were sufficiently unskilled not to enter into competition with
other employment, it would be degrading in its nature, likely to become
a sham test, and by the subsistence it afforded would increase a para-
sitic class injurious to the community.

I fail to grasp the principle ‘something must be done’.

It is terribly sad that 100 men should die of semi-starvation, should
prefer that slow death to the almost penal servitude offered them by the
workhouse —but quite apart from the communities’ [sic] point of view —
if by relieving these 100 men you practically create 500 more — surely
the unsatisfactory nature of these men’s lives outweighs in misery the
death of the smaller number (this statement overlooks the possibility of
emigration).

Death after all is a slight evil compared to life under many conditions?

We hear the death-groans of the 100, we do not hear the life-groans of
the 500, until it is too late!

If I am wrong, it is not from shallow hard-heartedness, but because
I have not sufficient intelligence to see how the measures you propose
would work towards the good of the community or even towards the
happiness of the class you would relieve ...

I must have expressed myself badly in my last letter. I did not mean
the thorough investigation of low-class society in London to affect
immediately the present question of want of employment — but —

I think I won't explain myself - you will say it is a ‘crotchet’!

Thave no proposal to make except sternness of the state, and love and
self-devotion from individuals, a very old and self-evident remedy!

But is it not rather unkind of you to ask me to tell you what
I think? I have tried to be perfectly truthful. Still it is a ludicrous idea
that an ordinary woman should be called upon to review the sug-
gestions of Her Majesty’s ablest Minister! especially when I know
that he has a slight opinion of even a superior woman'’s intelligence in
these matters (I agree with him) and a dislike to any independence of
thought.
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I have long ceased to believe in free-will in ideas. We may sacrifice
our thought, as we may sacrifice our life, but so long as we live and so
long as we think, we must live and think according to our own natures? —
even though we may be the first to admit that our constitution is
[discussed?] and our thought wrong. You will say, this is not relevant to
‘Public Works for the Unemployed’. It is only a feeble excuse for daring
to obey you — to obey you in the spirit as well as in the letter!

Believe me.

Yours very sincerely
Beatrice Potter

In a subsequent letter she added an impetuous note.

Now I see 1 was right not to deceive you. I could not lie to the man I
loved. But why have worded it so cruelly, why give unnecessary pain;
surely we suffer sufficiently — thank God! - that when our own happi-
ness is destroyed there are others to live for. Do not think that I do not
consider your decision as final and destroy this.!4

When she talked about being unable to deceive him she was presumably
referring to her opinions about poverty and public works. But this second
letter was an extraordinary and even hysterical one. Her father had had a
bad stroke at the end of 1885.147 In January 1886 Beatrice had despaired of
life and drawn up her own last will and testament.!*® Her balance of mind
was disturbed.

After Beatrice’s first letter, Chamberlain had replied that:

I thought we understood each other pretty well. I fear I was mistaken.
In the hurry of this life it is not easy to get a clear conception of any
other person’s principles and opinions. But you are quite wrong in sup-
posing that I undervalue the opinion of an intelligent woman. There are
many questions on which I would follow it blindly, although I dislike
the flippant self-sufficiency of some female politicians. Neither do I dis-
like independence of thought ...

I hardly know why I defend myself, for I admit that it does not much
matter what I think or feel on these subjects. On the main question your
letter is discouraging; but I fear it is true. I shall go on, however, as if it
were not true, for it we once admit the impossibility of remedying the
evils of society, we shall all sink below the level of the brutes. Such a
creed is the justification of absolute, unadulterated, selfishness, and so
we must go on rolling the stone up the hill even though it is almost



The Making of a Gilded Spinster 1858-85 125

certain that it will roll down again and perhaps crush us. I do not think
that your practical objections to public work of the kind I suggest are
conclusive.

And here he went on to reveal his cynical accomplishment as a statesman:

It will remove one great danger; viz. that public sentiment should go
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