Chapter 2
Crisis of Confidence, 187001914

The economic and social changes of the late-Vietorand Edwardian years con-
tributed to a crisis of confidence. Orthodox Chiieshity had been shaken by Dar-
winism, and now the difficulties of the economy, ghrevelation of enduring
poverty, and the alteration of the social structuterew many Victorian ideas into
doubt. To many men and women in the educated claBspecially younger peo-
pleNVictorian ideas and values no longer seemed satisfy@gnsequently, in cul-
tural life, the years between 1870 and 1914 in Birt were filled with exploration
and speculation as people searched for new ordepnigciples. Fundamental
assumptions and doctrines about the economic andiabsystems came under
attack and new ones emerged. For a time, even thditional British philosophi-
cal style, empiricism, was overturned, and the Beanite and Coleridgean strands
of thought, which had seemed mutually supportive the mid-Victorian years,
sharply diverged. There was an explosion of Oisims@dition to feminism there
were scientific naturalism, New Liberalism, socet, imperialism, and aestheti-
cism. Thus, although this was a troubled period British cultural history, it was
also one of the most exciting.

SCIENTIFIC NATURALISM

One of the most influential intellectual efforts téind a new ordering prin-
ciple for both an understanding of the natural warind a guide for behavior was
scientific naturalism. This was the British varietyf a cult of science that emerged
in most of the Western world in the late nineteentind early twentieth centuries.
As the influence of Christianity declined, scienaehich was as yet seen as inca-
pable of doing any harm, seemed to be the bestiadtive. As one English writer
said in 1878, OlIn the struggle of life with the tmof existence, Science is the
bringer of aid; in the struggle of the soul with thmystery of existence, Science is
the bringer of light.O Many scientists in the latetorian period, including Her-
bert Spencer, T. H. Huxley, John Tyndall, and Friar@alton, aggressively asserted
the claims of science as a new religion and of sti##s as a new priesthood.

The British scientific naturalists intended to créa nothing less than a
science-based culture. Their doctrine was composgslix basic points. First, they
held that the universe, or nature, is a mechanisamnd therefore all events have
material causes, in the sense of being mechanicadétermined like the movement



24 Partl The Decline of Victorian Britain

of cogs in a machine. Second, they believed thai@ion describes the working of
this machine. Third, they claimed that thought anideas cannot cause the natural
world to move and interact; all causes are materkaburth, as Huxley said, there is
Obut one kind of knowledge and but one method ofuéring itO: empirical science,
which should be extended to all realms of thouglmgcluding ethics and social
behavior. Fifth, they contended that because itist possible to have any knowl-
edge of the supernatural, the correct outlook israxgticism: not the claim that God
and the supernatural do not exist but simply thahe cannot have any valid knowl-
edge about them at all. Sixth and finally, they isted that ethics and morals must
be derived from the facts of the natural world, nisom the Ounknowable.O

Perhaps the greatestNcertainly the most prolific drfamousNscientific nat-
uralist was Herbert Spencer (1820D01902). It is htwdverestimate the influence
of Spencer in late-Victorian Britain (and Americahere he was even more influ-
ential). In the 1890s, a letter was delivered torhaddressed: OHerbt. Spencer, En-
gland, and if the postman doesnOt know where esJiwhy, he ought to.O Widely
regarded as a prodigious genius, Spencer triedreate a comprehensive philoso-
phy by universalizing science. He was trained asvél engineer, and his philoso-
phy always reflected that no-nonsense backgroumdpénetrably self-confident,
Spencer acquired his fundamental ideas early andemeswerved from them: (1)
that evolution, operating through Osurvival of tfiigestO (a phrase he invented), is
the explanation of change in nature, human life, dasociety; (2) that evolution
moves from Osimple homogeneityO to Ocomplex heteeigONthat is, there is in
society as in nature a continuous specializatiorfarfiction; and (3) that every event
is caused, but Oevery cause produces more tharefieet.O

Spencer drew from these evolutionary views a strafejense of laissez-faire
economics and an anti-interventionist attitude toweh government policy. He
believed that because it is impossible to prediee teffects of economic or social
legislation, governments should try to do as littlas possible. Furthermore,
Spencer believed that social welfare policies goigvent people from adapting to
their environment, which they must do to survive.édthought that social progress
is inevitable if people are left alone, since thatural evolution of society is toward
more complex specialization and interdependenceclsuiews became the stock-
in-trade of defenders of capitalism and opponentggovernmental social reform
after 1870. SpencerOs ideas seem to resemble tifoselam Smith, for both
thinkers believed that progress would occur only people are left alone, but
whereas Smith thought that this progress would bieetresult of each individualOs
efforts to maximize his or her production, Spenceaw society in biological terms:
Ol have contended that policies, legislative arttegtwhile hindering the survival
of the fittest, further the propagation of the urtfland] work grave mischiefs.O

SpencerOs application of evolutionary theory taadqmlicy places him among
the most prominent type of scientific naturalistsf ¢he late-Victorian and Edwar-
dian years, the Social Darwinists. In fact, howew@pencerOs view of evolution was
not exactly that of Darwin, for Spencer believedlie inheritance of acquired char-
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Herbert Spencer. The most
famous evolutionary philosopher
in late-Victorian Britain and one
of the most influential thinkers in
the Western world at the time.

acteristics, and Darwin did not. The Social Darvets applied Darwinian theory to
society as a whole, sometimes (as we will see Belovsupport of imperialism
abroad and sometimes in support of capitalism aat$ez-faire policies at home.
The Social Darwinists who, like Benjamin Kidd and#KPearson, applied evolution
to whole nations could advocate domestic sociabref to make the society more
Oefficient.O But Social Darwinists who appliedugiani to the internal condition of
British society almost invariably opposed measurdssocial reform on the same
grounds as did Spencer.

This OinternalistO variety of Social Darwinism ddog extraordinarily harsh in
its attitude toward social life. As Spencer wroteey thought it wrong to interfere
with the OprogressiveO forces of nature: OTharegseater curse to posterity than
that of bequeathing to them an increasing populatiof imbeciles and idlers and
criminals.O These conservative Social Darwinist&bed that private charity was
adequate for all reasonable relief of poverty andttstate intervention would block
the natural struggle of life and prevent the beraél weeding out of the weak. To
interfere with this process would be harmful to th@British raceO and to the world.
Alfred Marshall, the leading economist of the 1dt800s, wrote:

... if the lower classes of Englishmen multiply m  ore rapidly than those
which are morally and physically superior, not only will the population of
England deteriorate, but also that part of the popu  lation of America and
Australia which descends from Englishmen will be le ss intelligent than it
otherwise would be.

Such views obviously were racistNa common failing 8ocial DarwinismN
and also led logically to eugenics, the idea offuiately improving the genetic pool
of the population. The leading British eugenicisiaw Francis Galton (1822D1911),
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Social Darwinist, social scientist, and statistiniaGalton argued that accepting evo-
lution as the key to progress meant that naturallsgtion should be assisted in
doing its work. OEugenics,O he said, Ocooperatesheiworkings of Nature by
securing that humanity shall be represented by ffigest races. What Nature does
blindly, slowly, and ruthlessly, man may do so piaently, quickly, and kindly.O
Society, consequently, should not attempt to cutetihigh mortality rate of the poor
by social legislation, but it should promote the mizage and fertility of Othe fitO by
measures such as creating a register, for interlutieg purposes, of the best fami-
lies. Other eugenicists later advocated policiestdiscourage marriage and repro-
duction among the criminal, disabled, or chronicgllll segments of the population.

Social Darwinism enjoyed its heyday in the 18808l &890s in Britain, and it
retained a wide popularity in more or less dilutddrm among the middle class
through the twentieth century. The well-to-do foun8ocial Darwinism a satisfying
explanation of why they were at the top of the heap the poor were at the bot-
tom. But in the years between 1900 and 1914, iteiwed an abrupt rejection from
certain academic philosophers who took the wholedny of scientific naturalism
in a new direction. The rejection of Social Darwénn as a basis for ethics was first
articulated by two young philosophers at Cambridgiiversity, G. E. Moore
(1873b1958) and Bertrand Russell (1872D1970). Bynmef highly technical log-
ical analysis, Moore and Russell showed that thggdal base of Social DarwinismRN
indeed, of utilitarianism and all other previous kital systemsNwas vague and
indefensible.

Yet Moore and Russell themselves clearly stoodhénliroad tradition of British
empiricism and the scientific approach to knowledd@oore, an analytical philoso-
pher of ethics, set as his goal the foundation ahyethics that can claim to be sci-
entific.O Russell, a mathematical logician of sitiating genius and acerbic wit,
wanted to make philosophy consistent with moderriestce and indeed to reshape
philosophy according to the latest scientific andathematical discoveries. In a
large number of popular lectures and books, mostaidy Why | Am Not a Christ-
ian, Russell carried on the tradition of Huxley andndall in attacking what he
regarded as the hypocrisy, cruelty, and irratiorsahi of Christianity. Throughout
the twentieth century in Britain, this has been thposition of a broad stream of
progressive (often left-wing), scientifically oriead intellectuals, the heirs of David
Hume and the Enlightenment.

THE NEW LIBERALISM

The search for a new ordering principle for societgo produced a new direc-
tion for liberalismNthe ONew LiberalO movement. Been 1870 and 1914, the
New Liberals, a group of intellectuals, most of whavere professional writers and
journalists rather than businessmen, broke with Yician liberalism in certain
ways by calling for greater concern with societyawhole and for a more positive
role for the state. Often referred to as OcolléstsO in their own day, the New Lib-
erals never captured the rank and file of the Libkparty; nevertheless, they were
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extremely influential in creating both the philosdy and the reality of the British
welfare state.

Like their Victorian Liberal predecessors, the Neiberals were individualists,
but they had very different ideas concerning hovwetgood of the individual was to
be promoted. Earlier British Liberals, as we sawMalume II, Chapter 13, believed
in the rationality and perfectibility of individua, in constitutional liberty and rep-
resentative government, and in the self-regulatiaif the free-market economy.
They thought that the natural action of economic drsocial forces, if unimpeded
by either privilege or the state, would maximizeebdom and prosperity. But the
OdiscoveryO of chronic poverty by social investigdike Booth and Rowntree and
by social activists like the Reverend Andrew Med@sgthor of a best-selling pam-
phlet in 1883, The Bitter Cry of Outcast Londgnproved that the economic and
social systems had not, in fact, worked for all. félover, as we will learn in Chap-
ter 4, working men received the vote in two stagé867 and 1884, and this new
body of voters demanded the attention and concefriberals as well as Conserv-
atives. By the 1880s, a full-scale reconsideratidmolitical philosophy was under-
way. The New Liberals led the reconsideration witlhe liberal movement; they
insisted that the state would have to intervenesnciety to correct the shortcom-
ings of capitalism.

Over the course of years from 1880 to 1914, the Néverals generated a sub-
stantial body of reform proposals, including old egensions, unemployment
insurance, health insurance, and a minimum wage. s will see, much of this
program was eventually enacted, but for now we faltus on their philosophy of
Opositive freedom,O which underlay the legislgtioposals. This philosophy held
that the historic role of liberalismNthe abolitionof obstacles to individual liberty
of actionNwas over, and that the time had come fownstructive action by the state
to create an environment in which all individualsdd freedonto act, not just free-
domfrom arbitrary authority. Thus the New Liberals shiftede focus of liberalism
from the autonomous person to the person as paraafhole society, and they con-
ceived of the state as societyOs agency for prgideimocracy and equality. As one
New Liberal wrote: O ONew LiberalismO differedtfierald in that it envisaged
more clearly the need for important economic reformiming to give a positive sig-
nificance to the Oequality® which figured in thaateratic triad of liberty, equality,
and fraternity.O

There were three intellectual sources for the Neibéral philosophy. One was
the thought of John Stuart Mill, the great mid-Viotian liberal. During his lifetime
Mill had shifted the emphasis of liberalism from eaial to moral self-development
of the individual. From the 1860s on, British liberal thinkers concerned them-
selves with establishing the conditions in which individuals had maximum oppor-
tunity for moral improvement. Furthermore, Mill had altered utilitarian theory by
arguing that altruism, not self-interest, brings the highest pleasure. Mill himself
had concluded by the end of his life that the values, if not the system, of socialism
were preferable to capitalism. It was a short step for his successors to conclude
that the state should actively create conditionswhich peopleNeven the working
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classNcould exercise genuine freedom of moral ctaiconditions that would be
free of poverty, misery, disease, ignorance, armhemic servitude.

The second intellectual source of New Liberalismswevolutionary thought.
Whereas evolution taught some thinkers like Spendkat survival of the fittest
required laissez-faire policies, it taught othersat society is an organism, with the
well-being of any individual depending on the welking of the others. By this view,
the direction of social evolution is toward coopéitn, not competition, and coop-
eration can be assisted by the rational use ofestabwer.

The third source of New Liberal thought was philgguocal idealism, particu-
larly the ideas of T. H. Green (1836D©1882). Grean an Oxford philosopher and a
teacher who possessed great personal magnetisie hilany of the other idealist
philosophers of his generation, Green was the sdéraw Evangelical clergyman,
and, like the other idealists, he found that modestience and scholarship made
adherence to orthodox Christianity impossible. F@reen an idealist philosophy
drawing on the German thinkers Kant and Hegel prded a rational substitute for
religion. As he put it, his interest in philosophyas wholly religious, in the sense
that it is Othe reasoned intellectual expressiorttaf effort to get to God.O GreenOs
philosophy, like that of all the British idealistsyas highly technical and ridden with
Germanic jargon, yet it became the dominant stylgphilosophy in the British uni-
versities in the late-Victorian years.

The idealists sought to see all thingsNnature, theniverse, experienceNas a
whole and to show how the mind itself plays a roleconstituting what we perceive
as reality. In this regard, it was antiscientifiépr scientists liked to investigate
nature one piece at a time and to regard each Isitexisting independently of the
human mind. Moore and Russell after 1900 led a ifezrattack on idealism on
behalf of the scientific outlook, but in the meamtie, idealism had become the
influential mode of philosophy. To Green, God whs tnfinite and eternal unifying
feature of the world, expressed in people as gemgand altruistic morality. People
express their Obest selvesO and find unity with i§obigh-minded, socially ori-
ented behavior. In other words, people reach thieighest ethical potential only in
society and only in sacrifice of their own intersstor others. Thus for Green, and
for his many disciples among the New Liberals, widualism was related not to the
pursuit of self-interest but to self-sacrifice.

Green inspired a generation of Oxford students ayjave them a motive for
social action. Many of the New Liberals themsellied lost their religion and were
seeking a substitute. Many of them as members @ diite felt a sense of guilt in
the wake of revelations of poverty and class darisi Some, like Arnold Toynbee,
devoted themselves to healing the gap between waykilass and upper class by liv-
ing in settlement houses, the most important beirigpynbee Hall (founded in East
London in 1884). Others involved themselves in adediucation in the industrial
cities. Still others took up the cause of propagazidg for New Liberal ideas and
programs.

The two leading New Liberal intellectuals were J.Hobson and L. T. Hob-
house, neither of them a thinker on the level of IMiut together an influential duo.
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Hobson (1858D1940) was a heretical economist ardiffar writer on social sub-
jects. He contended that the economic system did regulate itself automatically.
In fact, the unequal distribution of incomes allowehe rich to save too much and
therefore to depress consumption, and underconsuiaptcaused periodic depres-
sion and chronic unemployment. These ideas laterevi influence the work of
the great economist John Maynard Keynes. Meanwhilelmperialism: A Study
(1902), Hobson applied his theory of malfunctionirgpitalism to imperialism, to
show that the motives for empire were not as nobke they professed to be. Hob-
house (1864D1929) was a philosophical sociologist gave an evolutionary and
empirical basis for New Liberal thought. He oftealed himself a OcollectivistO to
distinguish his brand of social evolutionism frompsncerOs. In HobhouseOs view,
human evolution involved progress toward intelle@uand moral improvement;
therefore, the state could (and should) interverationally in society to create the
environment that in turn shapes the developmentioflividuals.

Many of the New Liberals were concerned about tbéeptial danger of class
conflict. C. F. G. Masterman, an effective joursaland politician, emphasized the
connection between the ostentatious consumerism te upper class and the
poverty of the working class. Ifthe Condition of England1909), Masterman drew
on the work of Carlyle and Ruskin to portray Endlisociety as poised on the
precipice of social disaster, for the pursuit oft@wagant wealth by the plutocracy
left the working class without genuine opportunity become fully developed indi-
viduals. In the modern urban crowd there is dangand tragedy:

... one feels that the smile may turn suddenly in  to fierce snarl or savagery,
no less than happiness or foolish praise. But more  than the menace, the
overwhelming impression is one of ineptitude; a kin d of life grotesque and
meaningless.

SOCIALISM

Among the various efforts to find a new orderinginmiple, the one that most
upset conventional middle-class businessmen wadatism. Socialism had (and
has) many different types, but generally it may be defined as any ideology that
holds cooperation rather than competition as the organizing principle of society;
hence socialism focuses on the social as opposed to the individual aspect of human
nature. In the late nineteenth century socialism became widely adopted in Britain
for the first time, and though it has never been accepted by a majority of Britons,
it has exercised a greater influence in Britain th&n the United States. In the late-
Victorian and Edwardian years, many people, moshein from the middle class,
began to think that socialism offered a better aysik of poverty as well as more ide-
alistic values than capitalism.

Socialism had first appeared in Britain in the epsfears of the nineteenth cen-
tury, as some radicals adopted cooperative plangxpress their desire for com-
munity in the face of industrialization. That earlgocialism took two different
forms: utilitarian and romantic. The most famous ilitarian-style socialist was
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Robert Owen (1771D1858), a successful and bendvotgton manufacturer. He
believed that competition destroys natural, commulyeoriented moral values, and
therefore if the social environment were changedggple could learn to live
together in rational cooperation. Owen in the 182@ded to establish utopian
socialist villages in Britain and overseas, the mémmous attempt being a short-
lived utopian community in New Harmony, Indiana.

The romantic variety of early British socialism hdubth Christian and aes-
thetic impulses. Mid-nineteenth century Christiand8ialists like F. D. Maurice and
J. M. Ludlow hoped to reestablish a Christian commealth in which GodOs love,
incarnate in Christ, served as the model for sodialations. The aesthetic strand
derived from the ideas of Thomas Carlyle and Jolusk®. CarlyleOs vehement cri-
tique of industrial capitalist society, with its @sh nexusO as the main relation
among people, emphasized the interdependence akespand the values of work,
duty, and obedience. Ruskin learned much from Clarlsgnd then applied his own
view of the visual arts to Britain with devastatingffect. Ruskin believed that art
and architecture reflect the moral and spiritual b#h of a society; hence the ugli-
ness that he saw in Victorian painting and buildsgeflected the ugliness of social
relations. His own proposals for change were lesative than his critique: they
added up to an impractical vision of an idealizeedieval social order, complete
with a coherent social hierarchy, loyal peasantsdaraftsmen organized in a guild
system.

Karl Marx (1818D1883) offered a very different lorah socialism from either
the utilitarian utopianism of Robert Owen or the mantic medievalism of John
Ruskin. Marx set out a OscientificO analysis s&idal political economy and of
British society under capitalism. Marx, of coursgas German, but he worked as
an exile in London from 1849 until his death. In $iimature work,Das Kapital
(Capital), first published in German in 1867, Marx combin&grman philosophy,
French socialist theory, and British political ecomy. He regarded capitalism, of
which Britain was the most advanced example, asystesn that necessarily
exploited its workers. The key, he thought, is thhe value of any object is equal
to the labor that went into its production; yet aavker in capitalist industry pro-
duces objects worth much more than is needed toeghim or her subsistence.
An oversupply of laborers (Othe reserve army afri@p keeps wages at a subsis-
tence level. The difference between the value ofatmhe worker produces and
what he or she is paid is profit, and the capitaliakes all of it for his own pur-
poses.

Marx also believed that when capitalism had reacheaturity, it would cause
its own collapse. As capitalists exploited theirns&rs more and more ruthlessly,
the workers would spontaneously rebel and establis$ocialist state. The failure of
British workers to revolt in the 1850s and 1860si$trated Marx. He believed that
the concern of British artisans and skilled workets establish trade unions was a
result of Ofalse consciousnessONthat is, they misustood the real structure of
capitalism and their own real interests and thused by unionizing to secure a
place within the system. British trade unionists rsedelegates (along with some
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Owenites and former Chartists) to the InternationdlorkingmenOs Association (the
OFirst InternationalO) in 1864, and Marx becameddrike leaders of this new orga-
nization. On the whole, however, British working meand women held back from
socialism during the flourishing days of the Victan economy, not least because
they disliked MarxOs tendency to look on unionsiseful mainly for recruiting
socialists.

Marxism had little impact in Britain until the 1880s, when the troubles in the
British economy gave it some credibility. Even then, many British socialists
rejected Marxism, and where Marxism was accepted it was usually altered by one
or the other of the native British traditionsCapital was not published in English
until 1887; thus British radicals knew of MarxQOs ideas only through pamphlets or
summaries published by people other than Marx himself. Nevertheless, as Ocollec-
tivistsO of all sorts, including socialists, began to multiply and organize clubs and
societies in the 1880s, Marxist ideas formed one of the traditions that they made
use of.

One of the leading figures in this early socialigvival was H. M. Hyndman,
who was also one of the British socialists most Yigainfluenced by Marx. A busi-
nessman and utilitarian, Hyndman read a French tedation of Capitalin 1880. At
about the same time he began organizing the SoBlamocratic Federation, a club
that included both middle-class and working-clasadicals. In his bookEngland
for All, Hyndman borrowed extensively from Marx (and, muotMarxOs annoyance,
without acknowledgment). But in certain ways Hyndm@s views differed from
those of Marx. In particular, Hyndman tended to th that significant change
could occur through gradual state and local sodiaforms, whereas Marx preferred
not to cooperate with existing institutions.

In any case, Hyndman had a domineering personatyl this caused a break
with the most creative and brilliant of British saalists, William Morris
(1834D1896). Morris went on to found a new orgatieg the Socialist League.
Morris was a multitalented geniusNpoet, painter, signer, architect, social critic,
and founder of the British arts-and-crafts movemehte followed a path from High
Church Anglicanism to socialism because of the umfhce of RuskinOs aesthetic
rejection of British society. Morris wrote:

Apart from the desire to produce beautiful things, the leading passion of my
life has been and is hatred of modern civilization. ... The struggle of
mankind for many ages had produced nothing but this sordid, aimless, ugly,
confusion.

Like Ruskin, Morris was a romantic medievalist, admirer of the Gothic style, the
coherent medieval culture, and the craftsmanship thfe medieval guilds. He
wanted above all to create a society in which thidivary worker took joy in pro-
ducing genuinely useful and beautiful objects.

Morris grafted Marxism onto this aesthetic visiofle believed that Marx
explained what Ruskin had observed: that modernusitly turned the craftsman
into a cog in the industrial machine. He thought profound revolution in both
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William MorrisOs bed
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social relations and individual values was needsd to this end he devoted him-
self, not to politics or trade union organizationub to raising the consciousness of
both the middle class and the working class by wgif and speaking. IlNews from
Nowhere(1891) Morris presented an anarchistic utopia: @iety in which all polit-
ical, economic, and social regulations had disappéaand the individual was free
to create spontaneously. Such aesthetic views weoeimpractical to attract more
than a small following, but in a more general wayely became very influential in a
romantic and idealistic stream of British socialisiMorrisOs ideas have repeatedly
emerged in Christian, guild, and anarchist typessafcialism in Britain.

The dominant form of British socialism in the yealsetween 1880 and 1914
could not have been more different: Fabianism. Feabsocialism was utilitarian,
practical, and gradualist, and it was committed swmcial efficiency and rule by
experts in social science. The leading Fabian$efday were middle-class intellec-
tuals, most of whom had close friends and assosia®ong the New Liberals. Fabi-
anism grew out of an organization characteristiclate-Victorian BritainNthe Fel-
lowship of the New Life, a society of young men amgimen of deep ethical con-
cerns, looking for a new principle to live by. THeunders of the Fabian Society in
1884 were the more practical members of this gro@pver time, they developed
from their ethical interests a distinctive sociati@utlook and program.

The leading Fabians were George Bernard Shaw, GnafAfallas, and Sidney
and Beatrice Webb. Shaw was a brilliant wit, plaigivt, and publicist, at heart a
radical individualist and anarchist. At first a Mdst, Shaw in the latter 1880s aban-
doned the labor theory of value but retained the ian interpretation of the his-
torical development of production and exploitatioivallas was the son of a clergy-
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man, but he abandoned his parentsO religion withgiving up his deep ethical
commitment. He eventually became a social scientigvoted to creating a just
society. Sidney and Beatrice Webb became the mdhtential of all the Fabians.
Husband and wife as well as partners in economid ancial research, the Webbs
had a high regard for bureaucrats and expertised(fely was a civil servant and
Beatrice a professional social scientist). As Bieatwas later to say, she and Sidney
were Obenevolent, bourgeois, and bureaucratic.Q Weee also people of unflag-
ging industry, a formidable if rather strange palt.was Sidney who, although well
informed in Marxian theory, rooted Fabian economicsthe British tradition of
political economy.

The essence of Fabian doctrine was that socialtimbns, not the whole cul-
ture or human nature itself, needed reform. Parliamt and local government pro-
vided the means to reform; thus revolution was rfe#t necessary nor desirable.
Sidney Webb even accepted the importance of indiaidself-interest: Olt is the
business of the community not to lead into temptati this healthy natural feeling
but so to develop social institutions that indiviédl egoism is necessarily directed
to promote the well-being of all.O The key to implenting this idea was to extend
the idea of rent, as it had been set out in claasjpolitical economy, to other forms
of property. Ever since the early 1800s, Britishlifical economists like David
Ricardo and J. S. Mill had argued that rent in meodesociety goes up because of
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Imperialism: missionaries at a dispensary in East Africa. Late-Victorian Britain was
inspired by the humanitarian impulses of imperialism.

the growth of the population and the economic dempment of the community, not
because of the landownerOs efforts. The commusiystified, therefore, in taxing
this Ounearned incrementO of rent to its full valaed in turning it to the use of
the community. The Fabians extended this theorycapital and Ospecial skills,O for
they believed that these forms of property wereoadscially created wealth and eli-
gible for state expropriation for the good of all.

The FabiansO admiration of the expert and the stagér practicality, and their
interest in social efficiency led them into some usual alliances in the early twen-
tieth century. In the 1880s and 1890s, the Fabiawmight to OpermeateO the Lib-
eral party, hoping to accomplish their goals throbghis well-established reformist
party. But the WebbsO concern for national efficieand their belief in the superi-
ority of progressive nations like Britain made theenthusiasts of empire. Such
views linked them to the imperialists in the Consative party as well as the Lib-
eral party. At the time of the Boer War (1899D19a@8% WebbsO imperialism caused
a controversy among the Fabian SocietyOs leadertipnany socialists blamed
the war on capitalism, but the Webbs kept the Sogim line.

This orientation attracted the interest of the yogrsocial and utopian novelist
H. G. Wells. As an advocate of science and teclgypiells believed in rule by an
expert administrative elite, which he sometimes leal the OSamurai.O This gave
him common ground with the Webbs. But Wells was awarick and was much
more devoted to the radical transformation of sdciastitutions than were the
Webbs, who intended to reform and build on suchtingions. Wells eventually
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challenged the Webbs for leadership of the Fabianaking the Edwardian years
troublesome for the Webbs. However, by 1909, théh¥ehad prevailed, and Fabi-
anism remained on its gradualist, administrativegihocratic, and reformist path.

This would prove to be the mainstream of Britishcsalism for the next seventy
years.

IMPERIALISM

The years between 1870 and 1914 are rightly knowrihe OAge of Imperial-
ismO in British history. The British Empire expardiat a rapid rate as areas that
had been part of the Oinformal empireO came unatendl rule and as new areas
were annexed (see Chapter 5). In 1871, the Empickuided 235 million people and
almost 8 million square miles; in 1900, it encomyszxl 400 million people and 12
million square milesNalmost one-fourth of the eart®s land surface. Yet just as
important as expansion itself in designating thegears as the Age of Empire was
the elaboration of an ideology of imperialism. Thugh most of the nineteenth cen-
tury the British had increased their imperial holdgs but had lacked a positive
rationale for empire. As one statesman said, théonies seemed to have been
acquired Oin a fit of absence of mind.O But froen1870s, new foreign rivalries and
economic pressure caused the British not only toperd aggressively but also to
justify their actions by an imperial ideology.

British imperialism was a strange compound of catédnce and anxiety. The
more confident element arose from long-standing ¢ei in British achievements
overseas and above all in British governing institms. People of all parties shared
this feeling. As an editorial iThe Times(1867) put it, OWe are all proud of our
empire, and we regard our Colonies and dependenagthe various members of
such a family as earth never yet saw.O This praeaensistent with the view of the
so-called Little Englanders that as the coloniesvdifite settlement grew to matu-
rity they would drop like ripe fruit off the impeal tree. Increasingly in the late
nineteenth century, however, the Little Englanders@look came to be rivaled by
the imperialistsO notion that the colonies shoule liound more closely to Britain.
Imperial consolidation came to be associated wittetConservative party, though
there were OLiberal imperialistsO who believed asiwell. As early as 1872, the
Conservative leader, Benjamin Disraeli, in a fam@peech at the Crystal Palace,
had committed the Conservatives to protection ofetmationOs institutions and
preservation of the Empire.

Pride in the Empire included a sense of trusteesttiiyat all members of the
governing elite could share. The British regarddtkeinselves as the new Romans,
bringing religion and progress to backward peoplasd as specially talented in the
techniques of government. Justifiably proud of theiarliamentary system, they
believed that they had much to offer the world. Arad the Empire, declared the
colonial secretary in 1878, OWe have races strngdgt emerge into civilization, to
whom emancipation from servitude is but the foretasf the far higher law of lib-
erty and progress to which they may yet attain.Ge British governing class was
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confident in BritainOs ability to carry out this ssion of noble trusteeship. Joseph
Chamberlain, perhaps the most eminent imperialisoliician, put it bluntly in
1895: Ol believe that the British race is the gessatof the governing races that the
world has ever seen.O

The more anxious and defensive side of imperialemse from the perception
that Britain was locked in a global economic andligoal rivalry with other
nations, most notably Germany. In this regard, imaism was a matter of power:
the British simply wanted to continue to count he#y in the councils of the world.
Realpolitik (OrealisticO geopolitics) became the fashion itigrgoverning circles,
and imperialism was part of it. According to theall Mall Gazettein 1885:

In times past . . . we did what we pleased, where w e pleased, and as we
pleased. All that has changed. . . . At every turn  we are confronted with the
gunboats, the sea lairs, or the colonies of jealous  and eager rivals.

The imperialists believed that Opegging our clairas@und the world would
give Britain refuge from the huge economic and niélry powers that seemed to
threaten Britain. The issue, they thought, was whet Britain would rise to the
challenge of international struggle and imperial gansion or go the way of Rome.
Biological metaphors dominated their minds: OThetlris,O one imperialist wrote
in 1896, Othat what we call national rivalry isath intents and purposes part of the
universal scheme that makes Nature Ored in toott ataw.O OO British national
interests demanded self-sufficiency through empiszcuring of imperial posses-
sions as markets and investment opportunities fortBh goods and capital, and
cultivation of colonies that would assist Britaimiglobal rivalries, including war.

Social Darwinism contributed to this concept of irepalism. Many Social Dar-
winists believed that the British had to achieveegiter Osocial efficiencyO to survive
in international competition. Empire requires an @perial raceO; thus, oddly
enough, many imperialists were also social reformeiSocial Darwinists thus
shared a widespread concern about the Odegeneftiminwhat they called Othe
British race.O Some Social Darwinists like Karl Rea put their hope in eugenics;
others, like Benjamin Kidd, argued for reforms sues improved education and
nutrition to make the working class stronger and hkhier potential soldiers. Like-
wise, they hoped to inculcate through sports andagmilitary organizations habits
of order and discipline. The cult of school sportag Boy Scouts (1908), and the
numerous cadet brigades were all results of the sfuler social efficiency. As the
Social Darwinists put it, the struggle was racial:

The facts are patent. Feeble races are being wiped  off the earth, and the few,
great incipient species arm themselves against each  other. England, as the
greatest of theseNgreatest in race-prideNhas avoide d for centuries the only
dangerous kind of war. Now, with the whole earth oc cupied and the move-
ments of expansion continuing, she will have to fig ht to the death against
successive rivals.

As this passage shows, the racist quality of imaksi thought was ambiguous:
imperialists tended to be both anxious about thealjty of Othe British raceO and
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confident of BritainOs racial superiority. One Fabsocialist said, OIf we are breed-
ing the people badly neither the most perfect cohgtion nor the most skillful
diplomacy will save us from shipwreck.O On the othand, imperialists believed
that the British or OAnglo-Saxon raceO (note theesion of the Celtic peoples) was
superior to black, brown, and yellow races (notrtention Slavic, Mediterranean,
and Celtic peoples), and that this justified rulg the British. Indeed, they thought,
the OcoloredO races were childlike and incapabigliofy themselves, whereas the
British stood at the top of the evolutionary mourita The Daily Mail caught this
racial pride in exclaiming about the white troops ithe Jubilee parade of 1897:
O. . . every man such a splendid specimen andnesty to the Greatness of the
British race . . . the sun never looked down unyi¢sterday on the embodiment of
so much energy and power.O

Racial pride and the sense of BritainOs unique minvg ability enabled British
imperialists to think of imperialism as a duty ra#r than as a naked expression of
economic and political power. Psychologically thigas very important. All over
Britain, upper middle-class and professional faredi sent their sons out to the
Empire in the spirit of sacrificing self-interesiota noble burden. This helps explain
why British proconsuls in fact set such a high stdard of fairness and incorrupt-
ibility, if not cultural sensitivity. The spirit ofduty was caught perfectly by Rudyard
Kipling in his OWhite ManOs BurdenO (1899):

Take up the White ManOs Burdenb
Send forth the best ye breedb
Go bind your sons to exile
To serve your captivesO need.

Take up the White ManOs Burdenb
And reap his old reward:

The blame of those ye better,
The hate of those ye guard.

Racial pride, noble sacrifice, global struggle, bieradventures, faraway exotic
placesNall constituted a heady brew that affecteappilar emotions more than did
Liberal collectivism or socialism. The imperialisia the elite had an instinctive
sense of public relations. Imperial pride was incated in the new state schools;
every child learned to recognize the pink or receas on the map as Otheirs.O His-
tory textbooks glorified the exploits of soldiersea captains, and explorers. Mass-
circulation newspapers celebrated jingoism, and apeliterature for children
linked imperialism with enthusiasm for the monarchgnd the armyThe Boys Own
Paperand dozens of other magazines played on relatedrnie of athleticism, mil-
itarism, violence, and empire. The most famous wrifor the youth market, G. A.
Henty, thrilled a generation of boys with his eightwo novels, many of which pur-
veyed an imperial ideology: the superior vigor,tiative, decency, and pluck of the
British race. The monarchy itself became identifigdth empire: in 1876, Parlia-
ment granted Queen Victoria the title OEmpressnafia,O and in 1887 and 1897 the
queenOs jubilees treated the London masses toapdat parades of British and



38 Partl The Decline of Victorian Britain

imperial troops. Just how far working people accegtthe ideas behind imperial-
ism is subject to debate, but it seems clear thaipierial patriotism was an impor-
tant counterbalance to class consciousness.

AESTHETICISM

New Liberalism, socialism, and imperialism were ditected toward political
and social action. But the other main OismO ofyibars between 1870 and 1914 was
a very different kind of movement: aestheticism.€Fa were many varieties of aes-
thetes in late-Victorian and Edwardian BritainNculiral critics, bohemian poets,
urbane dandies, ardent modernistsNbut all of thenejected conventional Victo-
rian attitudes in favor of art, beauty, and intetle each to be exercised for its own
sake. Out of this anti-utilitarian and antimoraligt revolt was born the dominant
theme in twentieth-century British high cultureNmocernism (a cultural move-
ment devoted to aestheticism, formalism, experimatibn, and anti-Victorianism).

In producing an aesthetic movement in art and liggure, the British were
about a generation behind the French, whose aesttiein blossomed in the works
of Gustave Flaubert and Charles Baudelaire. But British aesthetes were part of
a long native tradition of opposition to industriadociety and its dominant middle
class. From the time of the romantic poets througBarlyle and Dickens, many
British writers had tried to speak as prophets arepchers to the general reading
public, warning of the disastrous cultural consequees of industrialization, self-
interest, and greed. Now, in the 1860s and 187Q#ers sympathetic to this tradi-
tion began to turn away from the public, to writ@f each other, and to preserve a
refuge for art. They consequently adopted from Fatt and Baudelaire the doc-
trine of Oart for artOs sake.O

How can this turn in the romantic tradition be explned? Partly, it was due to
the receding of the tide of religion, which left mg British intellectuals stranded
on the shoals of doubt and disbelief; for them beicame yet another substitute for
religion. Partly, this turn was due to the loss obnfidence characteristic of so many
late-Victorians, an unease that the aesthetes stlaRartly, it was due to the disil-
lusionment they felt on realizing the failure of é#r prophets like Carlyle and
Dickens to reverse the values of upper-class Brigsciety. And partly, the aesthetic
turn of mind was due to the sense among seriousters that they were losing con-
trol over their audience. In the earlier Victoriaperiod, writers knew their audience
was relatively compact, middle class, and influahtiand they instinctively under-
stood this audience. But with the spread of statdhagols, a new, massive, semilit-
erate, working-class audience came into existendeurnalists and hack writers
given to sensationalism could reach this audienbeyt serious writers felt bewil-
dered and threatened by it. They lost confidencetlemselves as prophets or
preachers and increasingly sought to write only feach other.

The seeds of this aesthetic tendency began to geatai in the ideas of John
Ruskin and Matthew Arnold in the 1860s. Ruskin(igtihat the moral and social
conditions of a society inform its art clearly pat art against life. For him, art is
superior to society. Arnold (1822D1888), the greatéerary critic of nineteenth-
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Bloomsbury: Bertrand Russell, John Maynard Keynes, and Lytton Strachey in 1915.
These three intellectuals were among the members of the Bloomsbury Group, which
dominated British high culture in the early years of the twentieth century.

century Britain, was also a profound social obser¥ée believed that the Victorian
age, with its materialism, its devotion to self-iatest, its class conflict, its political
battles, was a supremely un-poetic age. Moderndéemed to him diseased, Owith
its sick hurry, its divided aims/Its heads oOerthits palsied hearts.O By the latter
1860s, Arnold believed that class conflict, in wihidhe middle class (or
OPhilistines,O as he labeled them) was dominarst,ongating a kind of spiritual
anarchy. He believed that because Christianity nader could supply the neces-
sary coherence, culture must be the antidote to erfay. He definectulture in a
highly intellectualized wayNthe pursuit of perfeatin by the study of the best that
has been thought and said in the world.

Both Ruskin and Arnold still held on to the hoperfsocial revitalization. But
many of their disciples in the late-Victorian yedimund it impossible to sustain that
hope. Many of them felt so alienated from the vagf bourgeois society that they
could not engage in socially constructive writingn reaction, they idealized a life
spent in the rarified atmosphere of art, spirit, dnintellect. They aggressively
rejected the notion that society had any claims threir art. They insisted that all
artNpainting, writing, musicNought to be judged bystandards peculiar to itself.
Art was for artOs sake only.

The twin themes of aestheticismNthat oneOs lifeeitshould be a work of art
and that art is independent of social usefulnessigared in much late-Victorian
literature, including the novels of Henry James, i8ael Butler, and George Giss-
ing; the poetry of Algernon Swinburne and WillianuBer Yeats; and the painting
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of James McNeill Whistler. But they were expressaabt clearly in the life and
work of Walter Pater, an Oxford tutor, literary tig, and novelist. Pater insisted
that art is to be judged by its own standards offpetion and that the goal of life
Ois not action, but contemplationNbeing as distinfom doingNa certain dispo-
sition of mind.O One should seek always to burrhwitOhard, gem-like flameO of
aesthetic ecstacy. For such aesthetes, art had ibecthe new religion.

In the 1890s, this doctrine spawned a small circteartists who took it to the
extremeNthe decadents, as they came to be calldte host famous of these glit-
terati were the novelist and playwright Oscar Wildad the artist Aubrey Beards-
ley. They loved to shock the bourgeoisie of Londiyntheir clever and ironic turn
of phrase, their praise of exotic (and erotic) beatheir exploration of the plea-
sures of evil, and their dandified dress and marmeanilde confronted Victorian
values with decadent epigrams in the Preface to imwel, The Picture of Dorian
Gray.

The artist is the creator of beautiful things . . .

They are the elect to whom beautiful things mean

only Beauty.
There is no such thing as a moral or immoral book.
Books are well written, or badly written. That

isall ...
All art is quite useless.

Decadence was a dead end, but aesthetic ideas $ifmand art helped shape
the outlook of the most famous literary and intetteual circle of Edwardian Britain,
the Bloomsbury Group (named after the area in Londia which many of them
lived between 1905 and 1925). Most of the male merslof the Bloomsbury Group
(Leonard Woolf, Lytton Strachey, E. M. Forster, ahdV. Keynes) were students at
Cambridge around the turn of the century, and mdstd been members of a secret
undergraduate society called the Apostles. The dant figure of the Apostles
was the unworldly but personally charismatic youpdilosopher G. E. Moore. He
taught his students and friends to adopt a refrasfjly rigorous analytical style of
thought and to accept the elitist view that the twhighest values were states of
mind: the contemplation of beautiful objects andahenjoyment of personal friend-
ships. The Apostles believed that these doctrinlesrated them from the restric-
tions and oppressions of Victorian convention. Agy moved to Bloomsbury from
Cambridge and rounded out the group with two sisterVirginia and Vanessa
Stephen (who married Leonard Woolf and Clive Bed#lspectively), they made
MooreQs philosophy into a creed: OWe repudiatedlg@ Keynes wrote, Ocustom-
ary morals, conventions, and traditional wisdom.O

The aesthetic theory of the Bloomsbury Group wdsandation stone of mod-
ernism in Britain. Because, in their view, contengilon of beautiful objects is a
complex and learned activity, in practice it is gnéuitable for an artistic elite. The
OBloomsberriesO were snobs, and by the same tiilegnthought that art is the
only refining activity in life, apart from cultivaibn of the most exquisite personal
relationships. They tended to think that all pol@al and social policy should be
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directed to the creation and support of art. Theyought that ultimately art would
recivilize society, but not by direct social actioworks of art, they believed, are not
the servants or the mirrors of society; their role not social instruction or propa-
ganda. A true work of art is autonomous: a paintiisgnot a photograph, a biogra-
phy is not a slavish chronology, nor is a novelealistic description or a moral les-
son. Art calls for an emotion of its own (Othe &esic emotionO), which arises from
the relations among the formal elements of the wéithe lines, volumes, colors,
images, and symbols. Bloomsbury theory thus addednflism, an important
ingredient of modernism, to aesthetic values.

The aesthetic belief in the special role of the artist or intellectual revived the
romantic belief in symbolism. Symbolists believed that by symbols alone can
truths about the OunseenO or supernatural world be communicated. The greatest
symbolist poet writing in English in this period was the Irishman William Butler
Yeats, about whom more will be said in Chapter 3. Here it should be noted that
Yeats was one of the founders of modernism. Symbolism was also practiced by two
English Edwardian novelists, who were in other ways about as different as two
writers can be: E. M. Forster and D. H. Lawrence. Forster (1879D1970) was from
the upper middle class; was a Cambridge graduate, a writer of mild temperament,
and an unforceful Liberal; and had a refined sensibility.Howards EndForster
took a country house as the symbol for England itself; its inheritance, like that of
the country itself, is viewed as contested for by the pushy business class and the
sensitive intellectuals.

D. H. Lawrence (1885D1930) was the first great Ehgivorking-class novel-
ist. He was the son of a coal miner and had to lgathe industrial and class sys-
tems themselves to break through their constrictisron his life. He also had to
break away from the oppressive affection of his hast an emotionally tortuous
process that gave him a homegrown Freudian insightb personal relations and
individual development. Together, his social andyplsological vision gave
Lawrence a unigue perspective on society, persayatind sexuality and informed
a series of novels of astonishing energy and omdjty, including Sons and Lovers,
Women in LoveandLady ChatterlyOs Lovekawrence was not the greatest mod-
ernist novelist (that honor goes to the Irishman dees Joyce, who will be discussed
in Chapter 3), but his hostility to Victorian moralsocial, and literary convention
clearly showed that modernism had emerged in fulide.
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