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Preface

The essays that make up this volume — biographies of eminent post-
Victorians — are meant to serve a dual purpose. First, they seek to
contribute to a better understanding of intellectual life in our own
century by employing some of the techniques and striking some of the
themes already successfully developed in writing about the Victorians.
They treat twentieth-century intellectuals and reformers as psychologi-
cally complicated individuals whose life stories, private as well as
public, are closely bound up with their public philosophies and actions.
In doing so, they portray men and women who still felt as strongly
as their Victorian parents that the privileged and propertied had the
responsibility to shape national life. While changes in society and econ-
omy were obviously working to limit the effectiveness of such indi-
vidual interventions, nevertheless the persistence of these Victorian
values is worth asserting. And we find them in an increasingly diverse
range of activities: not only in high politics, religion and philanthropy,
those characteristic Victorian theatres of reform, but also in town plan-
ning and architecture, social and economic policy, imperial adminis-
tration and missionary work, broadcasting and publishing.

Our second purpose is to pay a tribute to an historian who contributed
so signally to that full psychological as well as sociological grasp of the
Victorians that we feel we have today. John Clive, for many years
Professor of History at Harvard University and best known to a wider
public as author of a classic biography of Thomas Babington Macaulay,
was friend, mentor, teacher — or all three — to each of the contributors.
Initially this volume was conceived as a tribute to John on his retirement,
but we were sadly overtaken by his death early in 1990 at the age of
sixty-five. We offer it instead as a memorial to a man whose life and
writings bear many of the characteristics of his Victorians and our post-
Victorians: a tender conscience, a gentle liberalism, a belief in the mean-
ing and value of individual striving. The plan of the book reflects this
dual purpose. In the introduction, the editors offer an overview of the
situation of the cultivated elites in Britain from the end of the Victorian
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PREFACE

period to the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. There
follow ten biographies drawn from roughly three generations of thinkers
and writers, from Henrietta Barnett born in the year of the Great Exhi-
bition to John Summerson born in the reign of Edward VII. Although
contributors were free to choose their own protagonists — we make no
claim for the selection to be fully “representative” of anything — the
biographies feature common themes that we point to in the introduction
and affirm the value of biography in giving deeper texture to our
understanding of twentieth-century Britain. Finally, Simon Schama con-
cludes with a parallel meditation on the life and art of John Clive,
conveniently representing one further generation and bringing our book
of lives nearly — but, sadly, not quite — up to the present day.

That this volume has not had the elephantine gestation of many
similar collections is owing to the efforts of a team of civic-minded
collaborators. We thank them first and foremost. We are also grateful to
John Clive’s many friends and colleagues at Harvard who encouraged
us in this project, particularly Bernard Bailyn and Wallace MacCaffrey.
The Center for European Studies at Harvard kindly hosted a two-day
symposium on the themes of the volume; we thank Guido Goldman,
Abby Collins and Brigitte Carangelo for their hospitality. Susan Kingsley
Kent, Robin Kilson, Janet Oppenheim, Susan Pennybacker and Jim
Cronin provided helpful commentary on versions of these essays pre-
sented at the symposium. Claire L'Enfant at Routledge offered a safe
berth for the kind of book-project editors nowadays rarely smile upon,
and supplied shrewd substantive suggestions at crucial stages.

The editors and publishers wish to thank the following copyright hold-
ers for permission to reproduce illustrations: First Garden City Heritage
Museum, Letchworth for Plate 4; Harry Ransom Humanities Research
Center, University of Texas at Austin for Plates 5 and 6; University of
Liverpool for Plate 7; Private Collection for Plate 8; Mrs Trekkie Parsons
for Plate 9; National Portrait Gallery for Plate 10; Mary Evans Library for
Plates 11 and 12; Architectural Association for Plates 13 and 14(b) (Plate
14(b) © Arnold Whittick); Illustrated London News Picture Library for
Plate 14(a); Professor Bernard Bailyn for Plates 15 and 16.



Introduction

The British intelligentsia after
the Victorians

Peter Mandler and Susan Pedersen

“In or about December, 1910, human character changed.” What Virginia
Woolf meant by this famous dictum was, of course, that in or about 1910
her intellectual friends began to perceive human character differently.
Specifically, she drew attention to a movement in literature beginning
with Samuel Butler and George Bernard Shaw and culminating with her
soulmate Lytton Strachey that had begun to throw off the overpowering
weight of Victorian social convention and form, and to reach towards a
somehow truer estimate of human feelings and relationships: how they
were and how they might be.!

Woolf’s dual formulation - first, demarcating her generation strictly
from the Victorians, and second, identifying private feelings and
relationships as the crucial sphere of the later generation’s achievement
- was echoed by much of the fiction and critical writing of her time,
not least in Strachey’s Eminent Victorians. It has, if anything, gained
further credence from the torrent of introspective biographies that have
poured forth as the last of Woolf’s contemporaries leave the scene. It
has also had a decisive influence on thinking about twentieth-century
intellectual and high-cultural life, with historians falling roughly into
two camps. One tendency has been to depreciate the biographical
importance of such characters, to see their introspection as a necessary
retreat from a public realm dominated after the First World War by
different players — “masses” and “classes” - and different values — the
material rather than the moral or aesthetic. A second tendency, evident
in Noel Annan’s recent (auto)biography of “Our Age” (his age, the
children of the Victorians), has been to celebrate the turn to private life
as a kind of victory over a public life dominated by hypocrisy, repression
and corruption.?

In this introduction, and in the essays that follow, we want to question
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PETER MANDLER AND SUSAN PEDERSEN

both of Virginia Woolfs assumptions, and equally to challenge both of
the historiographical tendencies that have followed her lead. We hope
to show that the liberal intelligentsia after the 1880s by no means simply
rejected the values of their Victorian forebears. Far from “retreating”
into an intimate realm, the writers and reformers we examine sought
to maintain not only a quintessentially “Victorian” tendency to link
private behavior to public morality, but also their parents’ concern to
reconcile democracy with those cultural and aesthetic values that they
usually described with the laden term, “civilization.” True, post-Victor-
ian intellectuals splintered, in comparison with their Victorian forebears,
over where and how such values might best be maintained, and we
can trace in the lives of the individuals discussed here that widening
diversification of view. Individual service gave way to institution-build-
ing, and essayists became professionals — yet it is the continuity of
their activism and the consistency of their analysis that is striking. To
understand the roots of both, we need to return briefly to the tenets of
Victorian liberalism itself.

I

Victorian liberalism, even at its birth, could be the creed of a gentleman.
Thus Alexis de Tocqueville, that “most typically English French liberal,”?
when visiting John Stuart Mill in 1835, aptly found the social position
of the political and philosophical Radicals quite as significant as their
reforming views. The extremism, anti-clericalism and violence of intel-
lectuals in France were inevitable corollaries, Tocqueville feared, of their
social marginality, poverty and ignorance; English radicals, by contrast,
being “in easy financial circumstances,” versed in history and political
economy, and “recognized as ‘gentlemen,” ” were correspondingly firm
believers in the rights of property, respectful of religious belief, and civil
in method as well as profession.* Position and ideals were inextricable
and mutually reinforcing: this is the central insight. Noel Annan’s semi-
nal essay on that cousinhood of Darwins, Huxleys, Wedgwoods, Arnolds
and Frys who brought the moral rigor of the evangelicals into a secular
age once again reiterates the point: Britain presents “the paradox of an
intelligentsia which appears to conform rather than rebel against the
rest of society.”>

If we move forward a generation, to the heyday of Victorian liberalism
between the Second and Third Reform Acts, and to the decades in
which the first figures discussed in this book reached the age of majority,
we find a similar linkage of social place and moral or political belief.
Thus Stefan Collini, in describing the world inhabited by the intellectual
heirs of Mill - the generation of Henry Fawcett, Leslie Stephen and
Bernard Bosanquet — unconsciously echoes many of Tocqueville’s obser-
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INTRODUCTION

vations. Established men of letters in the high Victorian period, writes
Collini, were well-connected, well-educated and successful, yet still
sought to diffuse the comforts and virtues of their position to an increas-
ingly elusive “public.” They remained part both of the educated and of
the governing classes of the day, almost invariably on the right side
of that “most sensitive dividing line in Victorian society ... between
those who were and those who were not recognized as ‘gentlemen.’ ¢
Even as professional expertise grew in importance and specialist journals
came from the 1890s to supplement the great Victorian quarterlies,
liberal intellectuals continued to write in an accessible language and to
seek an audience beyond the restricted circles of the universities or the
professions. They were seen, and saw themselves, as (in Collini’s phrase)
“public moralists,” determinedly in the world but not irredeemably of
it, exhorting their fellows “to live up to their professed ideals.””

But what ideals were these, exactly? Certainly social position (as
Tocqueville thought) provided intellectuals with an incentive to devise
an ethic reconciling social stability with individual freedom, and
material progress with morality. It was John Stuart Mill, however, who
most coherently linked the two key values of his class: the belief in the
widest scope for individual liberty — a value dear to a class forged in
the effort to establish a meritocratic ideal in the face of “old corruption”
— and the equally powerful belief in a fixed moral hierarchy. Especially in
Considerations on Representative Government, Mill made these two values
interdependent. Self-government, he argued, was the “best” form of
government, being conducive equally to the happiness and the growth
of popular virtue; it was possible, however, only among people who
had reached that level of moral and intellectual development — that
“stage” of “civilization” — which would enable them to make decisions
with sufficient wisdom and impartiality.? One could gauge the level of
civilization, he quite characteristically thought, not only of individuals
but of whole cultures: India, for example, he defined as being in a stage
of “semi-barbarism” and (as yet) too crushed by past despotism and by
custom to exercise self-rule effectively. Yet India, like the working class,
could be brought to a “more advanced stage”: the test of British adminis-
tration there, like that of government at home, would be its capacity to
help the people, both individually and collectively, to advance.’ With
this formula Mill provided liberals with a justification for their own role
(both as imperial proconsuls and domestic moralists) and a basis from
which to criticize any more populist politics or less “disinterested”
foreign adventurism: a “civilizing” framework only effectively
challenged with the rise of more pluralist ideals after the First World
War.

To bring “the people” to exercise self-government (individually, collec-
tively and — when they felt especially optimistic — in the empire and
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internationally) in ways conducive to “civilization”: this was the ulti-
mate goal. But how could an intellectual elite inculcate the moral quali-
ties that would enable people to exercise these powers virtuously? How
would they be able to foster and judge the progress of civilization?
Victorian liberals looked to three values in particular when measuring
moral progress — the values of competition, cultivation and domesticity.
Or, to put it another way, they sought to make mutually supportive the
market economy, the education of the people, and the bourgeois family.
Each part of this triad was important, and could school the citizen in
necessary virtues, but together the three could act as a kind of loco-
motive pulling the nation as a whole along the track of material and
moral progress. Market forces and meritocratic public services would
train the citizen in self-restraint and industry; a self-confident cultural
establishment would teach him to distinguish between the higher and
lower pleasures; while the family, that “immediate and primitive relation
which holds men together,”® would not only provide him with the
softening influences of love, but also spur him to renewed efforts in
the competitive world beyond the threshold. Small wonder that dom-
estic idioms pervaded political discourse, that men of all classes pointed
to their exemplary familial behavior when arguing for political rights,
that they justified colonial rule with a rhetoric of subject men’s effemi-
nacy or lasciviousness. Women, by contrast, were both central and
effaced: as Mary Poovey has argued, they anchored and defined men’s
status as productive, public, even cultured by representing the presum-
ably timeless values of the domestic, private and natural.”

Such was the ideal, but it was not only an ideal. The politics, writings
and everyday life of the liberal intelligentsia were all conducted in its
reflection. Gladstone as much as Mill is an emblematic figure here, both
in his unremitting efforts to lead an exemplary private life and in his
own commitment to bring “morality into politics” — which, equally
characteristically, he first thought would be achieved by the Established
Church and later thought more reliably guaranteed by a rigid adherence
to free trade, financial austerity and franchise reform. His plan in 1866 to
extend the franchise to all men liable to income tax perfectly captures
the concern to make morality and politics mutually reinforcing: to craft
a polity based on the bourgeois virtues of thrift, industry and self-
improvement, and to admit to citizenship progressively those who by
demonstrating those virtues demonstrated also their material interest in
preserving that polity.’> Mill, conscious that these bourgeois virtues were
crucial to but not the same as the higher cultural values, would have
preferred an educational qualification, but fell back on the idea of plural
votes for businessmen, professionals and university graduates, in order
to retain the tie between cultivation and power while continuing to
court the uncultivated.”® Democracy, in this view, offered opportunity
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as well as danger — the opportunity to draw civilization and politics
closer together, the danger that as they approached they might not in
reality be so easily blended. The transition to democracy therefore
required managers, and in their more optimistic moments Victorian
intellectuals conceived themselves as the ideal agents of enlightenment
and political acculturation, inducting successive sections of the popu-
lation — suitably virtuous and instructed - into the liberal polity.

One of those more optimistic moments came on the eve of the election
of 1880, when the success of Gladstone’s barnstorming attack on the
excesses of “Beaconsfieldism” — corruption at home and adventurism
abroad — seemed to offer the Liberals a chance to inaugurate a new rule
of virtue, meritocracy and tolerance. Viewed retrospectively, that Indian
Summer of British liberalism marked the beginning of the end. For the
next two or three generations of liberal intellectuals, the generations
covered by this book, the challenge of keeping all three legs of the
Victorian tripod on level ground simultaneously was to become more
and more difficult. In the following three sections, we look at three
challenges to the cohesiveness and centrality of liberal Victorianism.
First we consider those political changes — the widening franchise, the
rise of the Labour Party and the challenge to imperialism — that alarmed
many intellectuals and led others to doubt whether democracy and their
conception of civilization could ever be made mutually reinforcing.
Second, we look to the successive assaults on bourgeois domestic values,
and especially on the ideals of separate spheres and of sexual repression
— an assault that the sons and daughters of the Victorians themselves
began, but that also left them unable to point to their own familial
ideals as the model for reconciling hierarchy and mutuality. With both
their public authority and their private confidence wavering, the intellec-
tual elites came to realize that their influence would increasingly depend
on the ability to demonstrate expertise, especially in the realm of culture.
Finally, then, we turn to those cultural spheres, where the hegemony of
elites was also under threat, but where their institutional position made
them more resilient. All three challenges began but by no means culmi-
nated before the Great War. In this introduction and the essays that
follow we will trace them up to and just beyond the Second World War,
when the allegiances and analyses of the liberal intelligentsia seemed,
finally, to have so fragmented as to limit their impact on the public life
of the nation.

II

How perfectly their formula for harmonizing individual cultivation and
social progress suited liberal intellectuals becomes clear when in the
1880s its seeming breakdown became the source for so much political
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and intellectual disarray. The principal source of breakdown was, as the
liberal intelligentsia saw it, that the progress of democracy, for which
they themselves had worked, had outpaced the progress of civilization.
In the course of the 1880s, as a result of shortsighted party bids for
popular favor, an approximation of democracy had been installed: some-
thing approaching universal manhood suffrage in the Third Reform Act,
an end to the weighted voting system traditionally maintained by
unequal electoral districts (and favored by figures as disparate as Mill
and Bagehot) in the Redistribution Act, and local government reforms
that substituted elected councils for the rule of the magistracy. Yet such
reforms could, many feared, merely institutionalize the demagoguery
towards which the established parties had already long been tending.
Instead of acting as a meritocratic filter, democratic politics were only
amplifying sectional demands. Civic values were being supplanted by
caucus-driven municipal socialism or populist conservatism: which was
worse?

If Gladstone’s Liberal Party at first appeared less infected by these
viruses than Salisbury’s Tories, Gladstone himself seemed determined
to guarantee that his party would play no active role in the resistance to
them. On the contrary, his obsession with Irish Home Rule - in his view
the very climax of the historic struggle for individual expression — was
perceived by many intellectuals as at best a fatal abdication of state
responsibility for the making of citizens, at worst an unprincipled cav-
ing-in to the worst kind of sectionalism. Many educated dissenting
professionals shared Millicent Garrett Fawcett’s view that the Irish were
“idle, priest-ridden and shiftless”; had Henry Fawcett lived, she assured
The Times, he also would have opposed Home Rule.* Not a few
accompanied her into the dead-end of Liberal Unionism — not the last
time intellectuals would gravitate towards an “independent” (but
peripheral) political party.’® The high Victorians had assumed that politi-
cal change would march hand-in-hand with intellectual renewal; their
late-Victorian heirs, as Richard Shannon has put it, “shared this general
radical assumption as to the badness of the old political order yet could
find no comfort in the conditions of the new.”%¢

Still, one has to be impressed by the large section of the cultivated
classes that stuck by organized Liberalism, and attempted to make a
New Liberalism that preserved as much of the Gladstonian formula as
possible in modern conditions. The boldest and most charitable such
attempt involved a recognition that the eruption of “sectionalism” and
“materialism” in politics might not after all stem inevitably from the
advent of democracy. There was, indeed, plenty of empirical evidence
for this assumption in the 1880s and 1890s, the classic decades of the
“social question.” What if, the New Liberals asked, “‘materialism” repre-
sented merely a just rebuke to the failure of laissez-faire adequately to
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stimulate and reward manly enterprise and thrift? What if misfortune
and poverty were not symptoms of moral failure, but rather lack of
moral opportunity? If this injustice were rectified by the interposition
of an active or at least an enabling state, and men’s capacity for self-
support restored, the Gladstonian engine would be set back on the
tracks. The virtuous would better themselves, qualify as full citizens,
and exercise self-government again, at which point perhaps the enabling
state could be allowed to wither away."”

Such a strategy, for an emergency state apparatus to restore true
liberal conditions, naturally had its appeal to the educated upper-middle
classes whose enlightened philosophy would call the state into being
and whose offspring would fill its budding bureaucracies. But by chal-
lenging the market and with it the economic base for the existing social
hierarchy, gentlemanly New Liberals had always to worry that they
might be abetting the gathering of class sentiment and forcing them-
selves to make an unappetizing choice between the proletariat or the
governing classes. One way around this difficulty was to target as
the enemy only the very cream of the governing classes, big landowners
whose philistinism and unearned income in any case cast doubt on their
virtue. Death duties and taxes on unearned income thus had the double
advantage of funding state programs for the relief of poverty and apply-
ing to the rich the same moral standard - i.e., that income must reward
individual effort — that liberals had always applied to the poor. In the
long run, however, mobilizing public opinion against even a thin stra-
tum of aristocrats would prove too demagogic and too statist for most
liberal professionals, as the fastidious revulsion from Lloyd George and
Winston Churchill in the prewar People’s Budget and Land Campaigns
(and a fortiori from Lloyd George’s wartime regime) would demon-
strate.’®

For most of the liberal intelligentsia, indeed, support for the enabling
state was only made possible by a continuing, gut-level confidence
in the traditional governing classes. This confidence underpinned the
extraordinary flowering of intellectual conclaves around the turn of
the century, such as the Rainbow Circle and the Co-Efficients, in which
“young” elements of all parties came together to agree on the necessary
extent of state action. In its more extreme form, this governing-class
solidarity manifested itself among progressive intellectuals in a sneaking
envy for the “efficiency” of German authoritarianism, fascination with
the biologically-determinist explanations and “eugenic” fallacies of
Francis Galton and Leonard Darwin, or in an otherwise inexplicable
affection for Arthur Balfour.” Democracy did not really come into it.
By persuading themselves that sectionalism and social protest were a
symptom of economic and political exclusion rather than an expression
of a new type of politics, the question of their own response to that
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new politics could be neatly avoided. At best, they were optimistic
that the action of the enabling state and the efforts of the conscientious
section of the governing classes were, as Graham Wallas put it, gradually
awakening “an absorbed and indifferent public to realise its own oppor-
tunities.”?

For all its “socialism,” therefore, the New Liberalism was at root a
Gladstonian project, one which required only a minimal amount of
casuistry or special pleading in order to keep liberal values alive and
integral in twentieth-century politics. During and after the First World
War, however, the New Liberalism was first disrupted and then gradu-
ally destroyed by a whole host of factors, and thereafter no single cause,
flag or rallying cry can even in the loosest sense be identified with the
cultivated elite as a whole. This failure of the New Liberalism has
offered one of the strongest arguments for taking the Great War as a
watershed, after which the intellectuals — like their party — fragmented,
following no single model in their response to the problems of public
life.

For the war and its aftermath not only damaged the institutional
edifice of New Liberalism, they undermined its intellectual project as
well. The carnage of the First World War was clearly disillusioning
as much for “New” as for “Old” Liberals, leading many to doubt
whether international politics could be governed by “reason” at all. A
generation of junior officers and (even more) conscientious objectors
came to question the political capacity and disinterestedness less of “the
democracy” than of their own high-minded class. A vindictive peace
did little to restore faith in the morality of Britain’s foreign policy, while
the pledge that, in Campbell-Bannerman’s words, Britain’s colonial wars
and policies would not be conducted with “methods of barbarism” was
all but bankrupt in the wake of the Amritsar massacre and the Black
and Tans. Equally disheartening for those schooled in Gladstonian prin-
ciples was the tremendous expansion of the state’s expenditures and
functions that took place, not only during and due to the war, but also
consistently thereafter. Even the New Liberals thought that an expanded
state should encourage rather than replace individual effort: by 1918,
they were disconcerted to find a coalition Government led by a New
Liberal acquiring new Ministries and functions with abandon, openly
responding to the loud chorus of sectional demands. Worse, what looked
to many like a return to old corruption was funded increasingly from
income tax and thus from earned income, hitting directly at the pro-
fessional’s pocketbook.

And democracy, instead of biding its time until further civilized, was
making more impetuous demands. The Fourth Reform Act of 1918
achieved something short of (but approaching) universal suffrage, and
the new groups could not easily be incorporated into established politics
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or established ideas. The loyalties of Liberal women had already been
sapped by a decade of Liberal Party vacillation over women'’s suffrage;
the wartime and coalition Governments’ pledges to roll back women’s
wartime economic gains drove some activist women to abjure the
“male” parties well into the interwar period.* Worse, although liberals
had defined themselves in terms of their sensitivity to the “social ques-
tion” (even viewing women’s suffrage as a distraction from this more
central problem), they were sometimes discomfited by the form in which
it was posed between the rise of a militant labor movement in 1917 and
the collapse of the postwar boom in 1921. In 1910, the New Liberal
Nation looked to the “artisan classes” to save Britain not only from the
Tories but also from the clamorous voice of “the public house and
unorganised labour.”?2 In 1918, by contrast, the enthusiasm within the
labor movement for measures that were frankly rights-based and redis-
tributive rather than selective, enabling or contributory — programs like
universal, tax-funded pensions for widows, orphans, the aged and even
mothers with young children - showed that demands on the state
could not be contained within the still-individualistic and moralizing
framework of New Liberalism. Finally, Liberals in the 1920s no longer
had a viable party within which to face these dilemmas. The unappetiz-
ing choice was between a small and vacuous Asquithian fragment, or
a small and authoritarian Lloyd George fan club, both wings resem-
bling “a cluster of shepherds without a flock and possibly — as the
cynics said — with more crooks than sheep.”?

Faced with this spectacle, some of the intellectual aristocracy’s most
distinguished political offspring — among them H.W. Massingham,
Arthur Ponsonby, C.P. Trevelyan, Leonard Woolf, Josiah Wedgwood and
Charles Roden Buxton — determined to entrust the Radical heritage into
new hands and cast in their lot with Labour?* Many of them were
motivated primarily by opposition to the war or disgust at the Irish
and Indian policies of Grey and Lloyd George: by the 1920s, at least
some of Labour’s intellectuals were beginning to criticize not only the
degree to which Britain fell short of its own “civilizing” ideals but also
the intolerance inherent in the “civilizing” framework altogether.
(George Orwell, for example, came to the conclusion that British rule in
Burma rested not on superior “civilization” but on terror.)* Yet relatively
few of the new recruits from the Liberal Party (with the notable excep-
tion of Trevelyan, Christopher Addison and William Wedgwood Benn)
were drawn by Labour’s social and economic agenda, and even these
had few ties to the trade unions and little understanding of the import-
ance of their consent. Most assumed that the Labour Party, like the
Liberals, would be influenced by an assortment of high-minded and
humanitarian lobbies — a perception that may have been true for foreign
policy, but would be sharply disproved whenever Cole, Brailsford,
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Trevelyan, Cripps or other of Labour’s “intellectuals” tried to advise
Ernest Bevin or Walter Citrine on economic policy.*® This conflict
between the intellectuals’ vision of Labour as an alliance of all progress-
ive forces, and the trade union movement’s view of Labour as a party
of working-class defense, latent in the 1920s, broke into the open during
the years of the Second Labour Government: a divergence summed up
in Sidney Webb’s famous verdict that “the General Council [of the TUC]
are pigs.”%

Yet much of the intelligentsia could not make this leap — and not only
because (as Keynes put it) Labour was “a class party, and the class is
not my class.” Many also shared his doubts “that the intellectual
elements within the Labour Party will ever exercise adequate control,”
and continued to see the Liberal Party as “still the best instrument of
future progress.” Yet Keynes admitted that “the positive argument for
being a Liberal” was in 1925 “very weak”; only by managing the tran-
sition to “a régime which deliberately aims at controlling and directing
economic forces in the interests of social justice and social stability”
could New Liberalism revitalize itself.? When put to the test, however,
Keynes’s colleagues failed him: although Lloyd George ransacked the
economics departments of the universities to put together a sophistica-
ted expansionist program in the run-up to the 1929 election, when
confronted with the financial crisis of 1931, most Liberals showed them-
selves more willing to destroy their party and jettison their volatile
and creative leader than ally with Labour or abandon their inherited
commitment to balanced budgets and retrenchment. True, the Manchester
Guardian, ever the conscience of the left-leaning intelligentsia, endorsed
the Labour Party in 1931 - but only because it saw Labour as the last
refuge of free-trade liberalism.” Unable to convince anyone of their
domestic relevance, some of the Party’s intellectuals fell back on the
empire to provide one last justification of the “civilizing mission.” As
late as 1940, the historian Ramsay Muir, the Liberal Party’s most faithful
servant in the 1930s, was defending British expansion in Africa in exactly
the same terms as he had in 1917 — as a means of bringing “backward
peoples” out of “the unchanging barbarism in which they have mostly
rested since the beginning of time,” inducting them “into the ways of
civilization . .. and enabl[ing them] to train themselves in the difficult
art of self government.”*

The failure of Labour and fragmentation of Liberalism also encour-
aged some to drift to more eccentric orbits. Perfectly peaceful and
thoughtful characters like Cyril Joad, the philosopher and rambler, or
Harold Nicolson, the quasi-aesthete diplomat, put themselves in the
hands of Oswald Mosley in 1930 in the ludicrous hope that something
called the New Party would wish away their difficulties.®* Yet adhesion
to the authoritarian movements of right or left was rarely lasting: these
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choices, after all, entailed an embrace of the corporate state, of illiberal
means that were almost more unpleasant than illiberal ends, and over
the long term an opting out from real public life which not all that
many children of good family were happy to make, no matter how
disoriented they were by the horrors of war and the collapse of the
Liberal Party. Here the traditional historiographical lens may well have
been distorted by the fact that the first and strongest statements about
interwar Britain were furious envois written by refuseniks, like Robert
Graves from Majorca and George Dangerfield from America. We need
to listen more carefully to the evidence about those who remained.

Among them we can detect a resurgent Victorianism, taking the form
of a reassertion of the civilizing or moralizing mission, often still within
a recognizably political framework. A democracy which consistently
returned Conservative Governments, as the interwar democracy did,
was very far from the enlightened, participatory citizenry of the liberal
ideal, but it was also very far from the Bolshevik horde of contemporary
nightmare; it seemed a pretty toothless tiger, that one might ride. While
cultivated men (and, now, women) might scruple to support the
National Government, there were increasing opportunities to serve
along non-parliamentary channels. This could mean policy advice, not
so demeaning as official civil service, if rendered on a freelance basis,
as Keynes, Beveridge and Hubert Henderson discovered. Or it could
mean pressure-group activity, not as sectional as Victorian faddism if
offered across party lines and under the cloak of professional expertise.
Conservative Governments also continued the Labour Government’s
policy of relying on Liberal MPs and (more often) ex-MPs to bring their
signature tone of high-minded impartiality to crucial industrial and
colonial inquiries. Of course, it was hard to forego the glory of parlia-
mentary service: hence the revival of interest among disgruntled Liberals
in proportional representation and the stiff competition for the few
accepted non-partisan seats, such as those for the universities.> But
realistic analysts understood that in the era of the corporate state and
the dictatorship of the parties, pressure groups and experts often had
more influence on policy than independent MPs or backbenchers. Best
of all would be to combine a number of these roles at once, as did
Eleanor Rathbone.

So it was possible to co-exist with democracy. Was it possible to co-
exist with the corporate state? Many disappointed liberals undoubtedly
felt that the policy guidance they offered and the pressure they exerted
could only divert or reform the growth of a state that was fundamentally
anti-progressive, being more about the protection or redistribution of
wealth than about the creation of virtue. True, Conservative dominance
in the 1930s did ironically make some mild collectivist experiments
tolerable or even appealing to many who would have rejected outright
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Labour’s more thorough-going plans. Yet the causes of industrial
relations or social insurance reform were taken up in the late 1930s
more by the forward-looking industrialists and technocratic experts of
Political and Economic Planning and the Management Research Groups
than by liberal intellectuals, at least until 193940, when war, party truce
and the fall of Chamberlain brought Beveridge and others back into the
service of the state. Two-party politics and corporatism remained hard
to swallow; in 1945, even leftish intellectuals were as likely to try to
revive (once again) the embers of the Liberal Party, or to flirt with the
participatory ideals of Richard Acland’s Common Wealth Party, as they
were to join a party dominated by the “massed battalions” of the TUC.*

Organized politics thus offered an ever chillier climate for intellectuals
after 1914, for all their efforts at adaptation. Yet the late Victorian intelli-
gentsia had always defined morality as much in terms of “right feeling”
as right doing: as Collini remarks, their thought was “marked at least as
much by an obsession with the role of altruism and a concern for the
cultivation of feelings as it was by any commitment to the premisses of
self-interest and rational calculation.”* The turn to voluntary action,
cultural politics or even private life thus need not be seen as a retreat
if those arenas were also recognized as key to the definition of the good
society. The children of the Victorians agreed; but they lacked their
parents’ confidence in the universal fixity of their own domestic norms.
By the end of the century, the realm of the “private” had been opened
up to experiment, discussion and political reform itself — confronting
intellectuals with a second challenge, and one that evoked their most
creative response.

I1I

The family lay at the heart of the Victorian moral economy: it was the
school for the formation of character, the cradle of all social life. The
affections and responsibilities of marriage and parenthood, late Victorian
moralists characteristically thought, would train both men and women
in the (different) virtues appropriate to their sex, driving men towards
assiduity, temperance and self-control and women towards patience and
unselfish love. It was the fear of stunting the development of manly
independence that led social reformers from Chadwick to the Bosan-
quets to deplore interference in the labor market and “indiscriminate”
doles; how to foster and protect the womanly virtues (seen almost as
innate) was a more vexed question. Mill, of course, optimistically
believed that absolute legal and political equality would only strengthen
women’s domestic authority, enabling them to devote themselves to
familial duties without losing their independence or their dignity. The
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regulation of domestic relations could safely be left to opinion rather
than to law.*

Mill’s reconciliation of sexual complementarity with equal rights gave
heart to a small group of feminists, who stoutly asserted that women'’s
capacity for self-government was as great as men’s, and their national
services, if different, equally necessary. Yet his views were anathema to
most of the Victorian liberal elite, who insisted that women'’s gifts were
at once too precious and too fragile to withstand the seductions of the
market and the public sphere. Once again, Gladstone won out over
Mill, both by argument (he opposed both divorce reform and women’s
suffrage) and by example. Catherine Gladstone, unlike Harriet Taylor
Mill, provided for her husband’s comforts without questioning his judg-
ment, and demanded that her daughters do likewise.* Julia Stephen
offered the same unstinting support to Leslie Stephen; when she died,
she left her eldest daughter (suitably trained) as the next victim of
Stephen’s self-absorption.” Love could sweeten duty, of course, but by
the end of the century daughters (if not wives) were chafing under
domestic tyranny. It was another of Julia Stephen’s daughters, after all,
who decided that art could not be founded on selflessness, and that one
of the tasks of the woman writer was “killing the Angel in the House.”*®

Yet the fin-de-siécle crisis of the bourgeois family began not with
murder but in the most indirect of ways, with the elaboration of those
single-sex institutions and ties that were the inevitable complement of
“separate spheres.” Men had always been able to escape the society
of women at the public school, university or political club; those who
wanted to do without it entirely could (and did) seek refuge in the
homosocial worlds of the regiment or the settlement house. In the
rarified atmosphere of Cambridge, leavened by agnosticism, Idealist
philosophy and homosexuality, the generation of Keynes and Lytton
Strachey explored the rituals and ideas of that most famous of male
Societies, the Cambridge Apostles. Their sisters were less likely to find
their way into women'’s colleges only a decade or two old; when they
did, however, their paths rarely crossed those of male undergraduates
and they were soon caught up in more ephemeral and sexually-innocent
versions of the Apostles. A lifestyle that would have seemed repressive
to their brothers was experienced by these women as a blessed respite
from the too-tight bonds of familial love. Helena Sickert (later
Swanwick), who entered Girton in the 1880s, later recalled that only the
acquisition of a room of her own - complete with door, to close when
she wished - made her realize how deeply she had resented her
mother’s demands, and how determined she was to preserve her new-
found freedom.*

And, by the 1890s, there were a variety of ways for her to do so.
Even the more patriarchal mid-Victorian liberals had conceded that
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middle-class women had a special mission to the downtrodden and the
poor: their daughters pushed this logic further, founding communities
of nurses and teachers, religious orders and settlement houses, all
devoted to using the feminine virtues of selflessness, purity and empa-
thy for social ends.* Feminists like Emily Davies, anti-feminists like Mrs
Humphry Ward, socialists like Beatrice Webb and — as Seth Koven shows
in this volume - married social reformers like Henrietta Barnett all
agreed that single women could exercise their “maternal” influence in
the public rather than private sphere. As single-sex professions and
sociability grew in interest and variety, however, they threatened to
supplant rather than supplement family ties. Ostensible “new men” like
George Gissing and Grant Allen discovered with consternation that Mill
had been wrong; that, given a choice, “new women” might well prefer
to do without home and family altogether.*!

Bourgeois domesticity, one of the main supports of Victorianism, was
thus under threat by the 1890s — and from women who preferred to
preach its virtues to others than submit to its limitations and hierarchies
themselves. And their choices, even if veiled in an older rhetoric of
mission and duty, raised worrying questions. If women preferred hard
work in public to pedestals in private, perhaps the Victorian conception
of marriage was not, after all, so very “civilized.” The model in which
female love sustained and whetted male enterprise (or, more crassly, in
which women exchanged love for material support through a marriage
contract that feminists were fond of calling “legalized prostitution”)
seemed outdated, even mercenary, when women were also enterprising
and love the aim of both spouses.”? The tentative reexamination of sex,
marriage and the economics of the family that began in scientific, free-
thinking or even free-love circles (the Marx—Aveling coterie, the Men
and Women’s Club) had, by the turn of the century, some rather more
respectable offshoots — not least the collections of students who flocked
to the Fabian Summer Schools.® Even the Apostles began to look staid:
Robert Skidelsky singles out 1909 as the year in which the aesthetic,
idealist and homosexual style of Lytton Strachey was supplanted by the
athletic, socialist and (sometimes) heterosexual style of Rupert Brooke.*
By the time Dora Black (later Russell) went up to Cambridge in 1912,
Wells’s Ann Veronica (whose eponymous heroine found a truer emanci-
pation in sex than in suffrage) was the Bible of the Girton under-
graduate.®

For perhaps twenty years, then, between (say) Woolf’s watershed of
1910 and the deepening of the slump in the early 1930s, a domestic
drama that had begun with the revolt of their daughters was played
out between the husbands and wives of the cultivated classes. It is easy
and common to dismiss the sexual revolution of this period as simply
an instinctual revolt against “repression,” a rush for gratification in any
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form, but to do so would be to overlook the extreme self-consciousness
with which many post-Victorians set out to live in a new way, the
almost impossible burden of honesty they imposed on their new
arrangements. True, honesty could be a substitute for responsibility:
the “openness” of Bertrand Russell’s serial monogamy or H.G. Wells’s
philandering did not necessarily lessen the pain they caused. Many
women also discovered that work, liberty and love were less easily
reconciled in practice than in theory, especially when children compli-
cated the picture, and were forced into unpalatable compromises.
Dorothy L. Sayers deposited her newborn (and illegitimate) son with a
cousin and returned to her job writing advertising copy; Storm Jameson
found it impossible after a divorce to care for her son and pursue her
career, and, with much anguish, left him in care. Rebecca West, by
contrast, kept Anthony (her child by Wells) at least intermittently with
her, although Wells resented the boy’s claim on her attention and West
herself the distraction from her writing.* But not all efforts were so
mixed. Fred Pethick-Lawrence never asked Emmeline to sacrifice her
interests and career for his, and with Leonard Woolf the balance almost
swung the other way: with such couples, as in the rational if unconven-
tional living arrangements of Vera Brittain, George Catlin, Winifred
Holtby (and children), we do find a real and successful replacement of
the Victorian ideal with an equally close but more egalitarian model
of private life.# Mill, unlike Gladstone, had always feared the stultifying
effects of social conformity, and argued that society should tolerate and
even encourage “eccentricity” in behavior and “experiments in living.”*
In an entirely unexpected way, the 1920s were Mill’s decade.

And the personal became political, as Mill would have expected.
“Emancipated” women, to begin with, began to propagandize about
their views. Uncharacteristically writing on the “Problems of a Woman's
Life,” Rose Macaulay characteristically urged women simply to abandon
that useless occupation — keeping house — conventionally considered
their responsibility: “At the worst, a house unkept cannot be so distress-
ing as a life unlived.”* Vera Brittain agreed, denouncing “the present
nightmare of domesticity” as a waste of women'’s talents and a destroyer
of marital happiness.*® Some of the new sex radicals also used their
own lives didactically: thus, Bertrand and Dora Russell not only tried
to raise their own children in a progressive manner; they opened a
school to extend the experiment. (One of their pupils was the young
Richard Pankhurst, whose mother Sylvia — in much the same spirit —
had publicized her own pregnancy and birth in order to call attention
to the plight of unmarried mothers.)** And some went further, insisting
not only that couples live in new ways, and that women be admitted
to full (individual) citizenship, but also that politics and state institutions
be used to rework the family itself: to guarantee economic and personal
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independence to married women. The enthusiastic campaigns of the
1920s for the state endowment of motherhood and the public provision
of birth control advice — which pitted “new feminists” against old, and
divided the Labour Party within itself — perfectly express this optimism
about the malleability and perfectibility of the hitherto sacrosanct sphere
of “the private.”>

But the trends of the times were not entirely welcoming. By the mid-
1930s, we find the attempt of post-Victorian progressives to construct
and popularize a new ethic of civilized private life succumbing to its
own contradictions and to new economic and international priorities.
Under the influence of psychoanalysis, sexology and a depression-era
reaction against married women’s work, the elevation of personal life
could metamorphose into a new domesticity — a harrying of women
into sexual or marital roles that it was deemed “prudish” or “abnormal”
to avoid. “When I was a child,” wrote Winifred Holtby in 1935:

an unmarried woman who had compromised her reputation for
strict chastity was an outcast; she was called fallen, unfortunate or
wicked, according to the degree of charity in those who mentioned
her. Today there is a far worse crime than promiscuity: it is chastity.
On all sides the unmarried woman today is surrounded by doubts
cast not only upon her attractiveness or her common sense, but
upon her decency, her normality, even her sanity.®

In 1936, when Alison Neilans, feminist and moral reformer, looked back
over fifty years of feminist campaigns for “changes in sex morality,”
she admitted that “the end of the double standard is in sight, but it is
not ending in the way anticipated by the pioneers who fought for it.”>
In the wake of Freud, Havelock Ellis and the First World War, the
concern of an earlier generation of feminists to foster a single standard
of sexual morality was reinterpreted as prudery, their passionate com-
mitment to their own sex as perversion. Small wonder Eleanor Rathbone
and Elizabeth Macadam left instructions that their correspondence be
burned after their deaths, thus shielding a lifetime of loving companion-
ship from inquisitive and uncomprehending eyes.

Nor could the politics of the private survive long in the face of the
economic and political crises of the 1930s. Jarrow, Fascism and the war
in Spain — as well as the long campaigns over unemployment benefit
and the means test — all pushed the concerns of the 1920s to the sidelines.
By the late 1930s, private life was once again defined against politics,
nowhere more brilliantly and scathingly than in Orwell’s plea for a
“decent” and “English” socialism (“present society with the worst
abuses left out, and with interest centring round the same things as at
present — family life, the pub, football, and local politics”), a socialism
that would no longer be a refuge for “every fruit-juice drinker, nudist,
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sandal-wearer, sex-maniac, Quaker, ‘Nature Cure’ quack, pacifist and
feminist in England.”*®* When Cyril Connolly published Enemies of Prom-
ise in 1938, ties of affection, whether homo- or heterosexual, featured
not as a subject for introspection and literary examination, but among
those “parasites on genius” that distracted aspiring writers from their
true creative task.*

Such writers of the 1930s did, to their credit, increasingly turn to and
explore the ways in which the identities and intonations of class marked
all aspects of British social life, thus tracing in imaginative literature the
same course that Llewellyn Smith, Seebohm Rowntree and other “pov-
erty experts” were following through social investigation.¥” But if the
rediscovery of poverty offered some intellectuals a new field of action,
it also disposed them to see the sexual obsessions of the 1920s as trivial
or selfish. Employment and welfare policies that would abate class
inequality became the priority (and to some extent the creation) of
Liberals like Keynes and Beveridge, even when such policies assumed
(and bolstered) a “Victorian” ideal of a male head of household and
dependent wife, an ideal to which their own lives often scarcely con-
formed. Even socialist intellectuals in 1910 had exhorted people to throw
off the imprisoning shackles of Victorian respectability; one generation
later, ].B. Priestley and Richard Hoggart were as apt to try to preserve
working-class “decency” and familialism as a bulwark against national
and cultural decay.

By the fall of the Labour Government in 1951, sexual complementarity
and domesticity were back in vogue, embedded equally in “New Look”
fashions and in pronatalist and welfare policies. Few noticed the extent
of the shift from the sexual-egalitarian ideals of the 1920s. The immedi-
ate postwar governments, whether Labour or Conservative, had little
interest in such questions; both assumed (possibly rightly) that their
policies simply mirrored the preferences of the vast majority of the
population. Intellectuals may not have participated in the “new domes-
ticity” of the 1950s — they may, as Noel Annan insists, have preserved
Bloomsbury’s emphasis on civility in private life — but they ceased to
posit their own affective choices as political acts. What was radical in
the Edwardian era or the 1920s seemed hedonistic or even retrograde
in the 1950s. “The pleasures of human intercourse and the enjoyment
of beautiful objects,” as Moore so famously put it, remained core values
for the “cultivated elites,” but they offered only restricted scope for
public action. Barricaded from party politics, increasingly reluctant to
advertise their own lifestyles, they fell back on their most comfortable
activity: the defense of cultural and aesthetic standards.
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Yet even in this realm the cultivated classes confronted the specter of
dispossession. The forces propelling mass culture forwards were also
more alarming because less easily explicable than the revolutionary
impulse that intellectuals had been analyzing at least since Burke. Tech-
nological change, in contrast, was almost inhuman in its impact. Steam
and electric power rapidly narrowed cultural as well as geographical
gaps, making the production and distribution of printed matter unthink-
ably cheap - and, said critics, making its content unthinkably cheap,
too. It has been argued that the advent of commercial telegraphy was
already having the effect in the late nineteenth century that is usually
attributed to the broadcast media of the twentieth century, degrading
the processing of information by speeding up its flow.*® Telegraphy
was combined with photography, new printing techniques and modern
graphic design to produce before the First World War racier, sleeker,
more popular newspapers which were also inevitably written in a racier,
sleeker, more popular style: the New Journalism.® Even before the
gramophone record, the mass marketing of pianos and sheet music was
having a similar effect on the production of music. And of course
technology had in store entirely new forms of cultural product, of which
the motion picture was the first and most immediately successful: 400
million tickets were sold in Britain in 1914, including more than a few
to schoolboy-elitists like Evelyn Waugh.® Sustained economic growth
from mid-century, the disproportionate expansion of the better-educated
white-collar sector, and indeed virtually universal primary education
from 1870 ensured that there would also be a growing market for these
products at all levels.

It might be thought that the popularization and mass marketing of
old forms, as well as the invention of new forms, should have widened
the earning opportunities of traditional cultural producers and needn’t
have appeared to them as a threat. But change on this scale was difficult
to assimilate. The explosion of popular cultural goods seemed liable to
swamp, rather than to augment, the supply of elite goods. Thus George
Gissing bemoaned in New Grub Street (1891) the fate of writers scraping
a living from the underpaid mass market, while perhaps not appreciat-
ing the positive implications of the heavy demand he noted on seats in
the British Museum Reading Room. The coincidence of this burst of
cultural democracy with rapid political change, and with a deterioration
of the value of unearned incomes, made it appear all the more likely to
be subversive of elites’ position and culture alike.

One reaction among the cultivated elite to the onslaught of popular
culture was a fastidious distaste, and if anything a stiffening of the
barriers between - indeed, perhaps the invention of the distinction
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between — high and low culture. Lawrence Levine has drawn a connec-
tion between assertions of cultural hierarchy in Europe and America at
the end of the nineteenth century across a wide range of media and
institutions: from the performance of Shakespeare to the institutionaliz-
ation of the modern symphony orchestra to the arrangement of
museums to the policing of public parks.®! Yet the revulsion from popu-
lar culture that was part of the aestheticism of the 1890s was neither
very intense nor longlasting in Britain — although there was no enthusi-
astic about-face either, no counterpart to the continental avant-garde’s
celebration of the more “authentic” values of the quartier or cabaret.5
Here again the cultivated elite’s close connections to the governing
classes ensured a moderate response. An intelligentsia that had accepted
and profited from the commercialization of so many profane spheres
was unlikely to recoil too forcefully from the commercialization of cul-
ture. John Galsworthy’s token Forsyte aesthete in The Man of Property
(1906) was grimly realistic about the degree of independence his Bohem-
ian friends could expect — or desire — from the Upper Ten Thousand:

It’s their wealth and security that makes everything possible — that
makes your art possible, makes literature, science, even religion
possible. Without Forsytes, who believe in none of these things,
but turn them all to use, where should we be?%

These connections between the cultivated and governing elites were
not severed by the death of Liberal England. The standard acculturating
mechanisms of that order — public schools and ancient universities —
were still functioning long after the Liberal Party effectively died its
death. The horrific experiences of the Great War did not displace apprec-
iably the Officer Training Corps from its relatively new position at the
center of public school life. Nor did the schools stop functioning as
feeders for the standard professions — home, and especially colonial,
civil service (the latter enjoying an Indian Summer in the 1920s and
1930s), the law, politics, even the Church. Despite the great anti-public
school revolt that “Our Age” is supposed to have fomented, most of
the revolutionaries continued to bear the stamp of their schools through-
out their life, to retain close ties with their non-revolutionary school
friends, and indeed to send their children to the same schools. Similarly,
if Oxford in the 1920s was riven by the well-publicized arty versus
hearty divide, one must remember that even the arties were careful as
a rule to distance themselves from the epicene 1890s. To the contrary,
among Oxford aesthetes of the 1920s Victorianism was back in vogue,
often in its more muscular, self-assertive and self-advertising forms.

What did happen in the interwar period was a kind of fragmentation,
a search for new arenas for action, and new media for the message. A
decade of world war and sex war had made the task of communication
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and understanding ever more urgent, but the forms and tone of such
communication were newly in question - all taste for high-minded
sermonizing having succumbed to four years of official propaganda and
a censored press. In cultural as well as party and sexual politics, then,
the 1920s were a decade of experimentation and innovation, a decade
in which Baldwin’s Home Secretary Sir William Joynson-Hicks and the
Daily Mail fought a losing battle against night-clubs, the Sitwells, The
Well of Loneliness, and the distressing idea that pluralism, irony and
detachment might be more civilized values than repression, purity
and patriotism.* Perhaps self-interest also spurred the search for new
styles and markets, since interwar intellectuals were also professionals
who lived by writing journalism, reviews and even advertising copy. A
sizable slice of such writing continued to be done for the political
weeklies, of course, but D.L. LeMahieu has written recently of the wide-
ranging efforts in the 1920s and especially in the 1930s to send highbrow
messages through the mass media as well, from obvious instances like
Reith’s BBC - taken up again in his essay in this volume - to the
less familiar crusade by Compton Mackenzie to raise the status of the
gramophone record or Sir Stephen Tallents’ experiments in film at
the Empire Marketing Board.®

Yet just as the successive crises of 1899-1902 revived the fortunes of
liberalism, so too the crises of 1929-31 seem to have played a crucial
role in turning the cultivated elites away from personal politics. The
sense that politicians had failed in their traditional duties, that the nation
needed gluing back together by other means, caused many intellectuals
who had flirted with a more alienated stance to return to the cause of
crafting a national culture. Martin Green and Patrick Wright have
pointed to a “country turn” in the early 1930s, when 1920s experiments
with a more pointedly modernist, international style yielded to tradition-
alism and a deliberate appeal to a common national history. One explicit
appeal was Noel Coward’s Cavalcade, serialized in the Daily Mail in
October 1931; another, subtler sign was the shift from the harshly satiri-
cal Evelyn Waugh of Decline and Fall (1928) or Vile Bodies (1930) to the
more countrified Waugh of A Handful of Dust (1934) and, of course,
the frankly elegiac Brideshead Revisited (1945).% The resonance of the
“country turn” can be seen in the posthumous popularity of Mary
Webb’s lush and fantastical rural romances or equally in Winifred
Holtby’s moving chronicle of the passing of the old order, South Riding
(1936). But some intellectuals also rediscovered in the 1930s an urban
culture that was colorful, popular and almost Dickensian, rather than
alienated, elite and “modern.” “Come to Paddington!,” wrote the “large-
limbed, high-coloured Victorian” Robert Byron to the unrepentantly
Italian Harold Acton. “Paddington is the symbol of all that Bloomsbury
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is not. In place of the refined peace of those mausolean streets, here are
public-houses, fun-fairs, buses, tubes, and vulgar posters.”*

Even Bloomsbury — with its self-consciously introspective ethic, its
prioritizing of connections among the cultivated rather than between the
cultivated and the people — had its Victorian, evangelical side. Osbert
Sitwell once described the Bloomsberries as children of George Eliot by
John Ruskin - that is, children who had wedded the proselytizing
rationalism of the mother to the proselytizing emotionalism of the
father.®® Lytton Strachey and Virginia Woolf may not have cared how
limited an audience they reached (so long as the bills were paid), but
even Woolf wrote a moving introduction to her friend Margaret Llew-
elyn Davies’ edition of autobiographies from the working-class members
of the Women'’s Cooperative Guild, and produced, in 1938, one of the
most influential pacifist polemics ever written, Three Guineas. And Roger
Fry and Clive Bell in art, Raymond Mortimer and Desmond MacCarthy
in literature strove aggressively to shape not only highbrow but also
middlebrow taste.®

In seeking allies for this new civilizing mission, proselytizing intellec-
tuals turned instinctively at first to private patronage. The twin Renais-
sance ideals of a national audience for high culture and disinterested
patronage by the rich figure often in 1930s evocations of the Elizabethan
era”” The Pilgrim Trust, actually endowed by an American, Edwin
Harkness, answered the need nicely, offering seed-money for projects
as diverse as the National Buildings Record and the Council for the
Encouragement of Music and the Arts.”” But the fiscal realities of the day
were such that enterprises of this kind could only be permanently
sustained by Treasury grant — as John Summerson came to realize, when
surveying the sorry state of architecture in the 1930s. This raised the
question of whether the corporate state could be simultaneously the
friend as well as the enemy of cultivation. Reith, obviously, had
answered this question to his satisfaction, and Keynes confronted it
head-on in an influential essay, “Art and the State,” which originated
appropriately as a radio broadcast in 1936. Keynes, who had already
come to terms with the corporate state’s role in the economy, predictably
concluded that the state had a crucial place in the culture as well,
offering collective resources to make the individual citizen “finer, more
gifted, more splendid, more carefree than he can be by himself.””

But this easy resolution of a difficult question did not satisfy others.
How could the uncultivated individual actors in a democracy create a
state that might cultivate them collectively? The pressing material con-
cerns that faced the state in the 1930s — that it had been facing since
the Great War - hardly looked like giving way to moral and ethical
issues very quickly. And if the corporate state were to intervene decis-
ively in the culture, was it not more likely further to homogenize and
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generalize popular culture than to introduce the fine distinctions and
discriminations beloved of Keynes and his kin? In the 1930s, when the
great majority of the people were still voting Conservative, intellectuals
could still resolve this dilemma in the language of the colonial mandate:
thus, it was possible even for a “socialist” like Cyril Joad to imagine
that the democratic state could hold high culture “in trust” for the
people, preserving it for them until they were ready to appreciate it.”
But during and after the Second World War, this fond hope began to
shiver and fade. As the cultivated elites came to realize that their true
role in the democracy was as one, comparatively small section in the
vast, national sectional scramble they had been deploring since the late
nineteenth century, a growing number came to divorce aesthetics from
the didactic goal of “improvement,” and to condemn the latter as philis-
tinism. The turn to culture, as the pursuit of politics by other means,
was thus a potent resort for the “Brideshead generation,” but one which
had hit the buffers by 1945, as Waugh observed bitterly in Brideshead
Revisited, published in that fateful year. “The age of Hooper” — Waugh's
Modern Man, half-educated, aggressively material and philistine, matey
and coarse — had begun; or, as Waugh put it in a private letter, “the
Hooper-Attlee terror”: “I face [it] with fortitude.””

v

The year 1951 marks an appropriate endpoint, for its two main events
— the election that ended Labour’s first period of majority government
and the Festival of Britain — were both significant turning points for the
remnants of the “intellectual aristocracy.” 1951 was the year in which
Labour famously “lost” the middle class — the year that Gilbert Murray,
Mary Stocks, Barbara Hammond and Lawrence Stone (to name just a
few) all chose to vote Conservative. Labour’s share of the vote actually
increased in 1951, but the Liberal poll plummeted and, Attlee remem-
bered, “when it came to the point, more Liberals were Conservative
than Labour.””” The Labour Governments of 1945-51 had posed even
more starkly the problem liberal intellectuals had confronted during the
Home Rule crisis, with Lloyd George, and during the 1929-31 Labour
Government — the problem of whether to support a progressive politics
that had as its goal a redistribution of power or goods rather than
individual regeneration. Nor could they delude themselves, by 1951,
into believing that they had some other, more palatable, choice. Object
they might to Labour’s “socialism” and the Tories’ “populism”; they
could offer no Third Way.

Except, of course, in the sphere of culture: here they retained a hold.
But in what form, exactly? Michael Frayn famously saw the Festival of
Britain as the source of a “domestic split in the privileged classes,” the
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point at which the moralizing but philistine “Herbivores” (“the do-
gooders; the readers of the News Chronicle, the Guardian, and the
Observer; the signers of petitions; the backbone of the BBC”) and
the apolitical and aesthetic “Carnivores” (“the readers of the Daily
Express; the Evelyn Waughs; the cast of the Directory of Directors”)
decisively broke ranks.” In retrospect, however, the division between
the species seems less sharp; or perhaps over time, some of the Herbi-
vores had developed a taste for meat. If some intellectuals joined John
Summerson in viewing the Festival as a new and fresh articulation of
the old ideal of a common culture, more shared Waugh'’s opinion that
it pandered to (not elevated) vulgar tastes, and determined to keep their
culture unadulterated.”

During the first half of this century Britain’s liberal elite learned (if
slowly) that they could not remake “the democracy” in their own image,
and that the process they sought to direct could dispossess them. Some,
as a result, learned tolerance, coming to see their values as specific and
not universal, or even looking to hitherto despised cultures or classes
for the mutuality and empathy they found lacking in their educated
brethren and the ostensibly advanced West. More, however, fought back
in the way they knew best and for the things they cherished most,
defending (both on utilitarian and purely aesthetic grounds) the “civiliz-
ing” institutions from which many derived not only their pleasures but
their livelihood. “Our standards are not lowered, but almost all that we
love is in danger and must be saved,” Gilbert Murray, that archetypal
post-Victorian liberal, concluded in his ninetieth birthday broadcast in
1953; privately, however, he was convinced that “civilization” was suc-
cumbing everywhere to “barbarism.” Socialism had sapped the work
ethic; international self-government (his old ideal) had become a disor-
ganized squabble among a “horde of little semi-civilized states”; even
the educated elites had abandoned the cause of public instruction to
devote themselves to narrow “research.””® Bertrand Russell, his foe in
earlier battles, agreed. By the 1950s, Russell rather pretentiously recalled,
“our mood was like that of St Jerome and St Augustine watching the
fall of the Roman Empire and the crumbling of a civilization which had
seemed as indestructible as granite.””

The younger generation were more often bemused than apocalyptic,
yet they too had trouble imagining a new basis for public service or
political commitment in a collectivist age. Born too late to participate in
the liberal intelligentsia’s more optimistic moments, many concluded
less that the intellectuals’ project had failed than that it had been based
on false assumptions all along. Michael Oakeshott offered one critique.
In his inaugural lecture as Professor of Political Science at the London
School of Economics (a chair previously held by Graham Wallas and
Harold Laski), he broke not only with his predecessors’ political ideals
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but also with their assumptions. Intellectuals had been too quick to
follow Mill’s lead, he argued, and to treat political institutions not as
cultural expressions in their own right but rather as mechanical forms
which could then be “regarded as proper to any society which had
reached a certain level of what he [Mill] called ‘civilization.” ’® It was
Raymond Williams’s Culture and Society (1958), however, that pointed
out the narrowness of the intellectuals’ definition of culture and began
to propose a new one. Picking up on and radicalizing the hints dropped
by Orwell and Priestley before the war, Williams took as his task not
to bring “civilization” to the masses but rather to understand the culture
that was already present.®” Some intellectuals would follow Oakeshott’s
lead and others Williams’s, but in either case most would reject — yet
find difficult to replace — the framework for public action they had
inherited from the Victorians.
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Henrietta Barnett 1851-1936

The (auto)biography of a late Victorian
marriage

Seth Koven

On 4 February 1872, the “pretty, witty and well-to-do”* Henrietta Octa-
via Rowland received a letter that “surprised [her] very much.”? It was
a marriage proposal from a singularly unattractive older clergyman
named Samuel Barnett. He conspicuously lacked those qualities that a
fashionable young woman was taught to cherish in her suitors: wealth,
social standing and personal ambition. It was not, however, the unsuit-
ability of this particular match that shocked Miss Rowland. She was
troubled by different matters. She had heretofore interpreted his interest
in her as entirely dependent on their common work to improve the
lives of the London poor in Marylebone. What place could there be for
private passion and sexual desire among men and women joined
together in the “passionless”® comradeship of social reform? Was matri-
mony compatible with female independence of thought and action?
Henrietta Rowland Barnett’s life, and the way in which she chose to
depict it in her monumental two-volume biography of her husband,
Canon Barnett, His Life, Work and Friends (hereafter referred to as the
Life), offer one set of answers to these questions and form the subject
of this essay. Born in the year of the Great Exhibition of 1851, she died
a much honored (CBE, 1917; DBE, 1924) and still “wonderful old lady’*
in 1936. By dint of sheer longevity alone, her life forms an unbroken
bridge between the moral certitudes and convictions of the late Victorian
urban gentry and the growing intellectual, political and cultural doubts
that engulfed this class on the eve of the Second World War.
Henrietta’s public activities were wide ranging and influential. She
was a respected architect of state policies for Poor Law children; her
husband’s partner in the development of the famous university settle-
ment in Whitechapel, Toynbee Hall; an early advocate of women’s suf-
frage and a life-long critic of war; initiator and organizer of the
Hampstead Garden Suburb, a suburban housing development commit-
ted to cross-class communitarian ideals; and founder, honorary secretary

31



SETH KOVEN

and president of many organizations and institutions to improve the
lives of working-class girls and women. The City and East London
Observer declared in 1932 that she occupied a “place all to herself”
among “those notable women of the first quarter of the twentieth
century” “who rendered most distinguished public and social service.”

In a brief essay, it is difficult to do justice to a career in public service
that spanned more than sixty years. And this task is even more difficult
because not a single scholarly essay — much less a full-scale biography
- treating Henrietta’s ideas and accomplishments has ever been written,
despite considerable academic interest in her husband and in Toynbee
Hall.® I have long been puzzled by this gap in scholarship, especially
since women’s historians for the past three decades have examined the
lives and ideas of many of her less influential peers.”

In attempting to explain why posterity has ignored Henrietta, I found
myself returning to her own ideas about singleness and marriage, to
her partnership with Samuel Barnett, and to her biography of him.
Despite the fact that she wrote or edited eight books and numerous
pamphlets and articles, only the biography is read today. The Life
remains the most important source of information about both its osten-
sible subject, Samuel Barnett, and its author, Henrietta Barnett. It is an
autobiography manqué. Any attempt to write a biographical essay about
Henrietta Barnett must reckon with her strategies as biographer, as
well as with how posterity has interpreted her deliberate blurring of
autobiography and biography in the Life. This essay thus examines how
Henrietta Barnett sought to construct for herself a life of social action
first as a spinster and then as a married woman, while paying close
attention to how she chose to represent spinsterdom and marriage in
the Life.

HENRIETTA ROWLAND: SPINSTERDOM AS VOCATION

It is easy to forget that men and women who later married were not
necessarily destined for matrimony, or bachelors and spinsters for an
unmarried life. It seems inconceivable to us, for example, that the spin-
ster “heroine of [Henrietta’s] life,” Octavia Hill, hoped to become Mrs
Edward Bond as she approached the mature age of forty.® Similarly, in
light of the fact that Henrietta Rowland married at twenty-one, there
initially seems to be something faintly absurd about calling her a spin-
ster at the time she met Samuel Barnett. Nonetheless, despite her youth,
beauty and social position, Henrietta Rowland saw herself as committed
to spinsterdom as a social vocation during the short interval between
leaving her home in 1869 and her marriage to Samuel Barnett in 1873.
Many factors, some political, others personal, contributed to Henrietta
Rowland’s identity as a spinster in 1872.
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Single women were better positioned than their married counterparts
in the 1860s and 1870s to take advantage of expanding work, educational
and political opportunities for women.’ In the years that Rowland came
into young womanhood — the late 1860s and early 1870s — the disabilities
of married women were widely discussed in middle-class circles. Groups
like the extra-parliamentary lobby, the Married Women'’s Property Com-
mittee, sought to establish a measure of legal equality within marriage,
but with only limited success. Only single women retained unambigu-
ous control over their purses and their persons, and, with the passage
of the Municipal Corporations Act of 1869, some spinsters and widows
gained a local franchise as well. As historians have recently recognized,
local government was the linchpin of the Victorian state and the key
arena for the design and provision of social welfare. Possessing the right
to vote and hold local office gave single women rate payers access to
precisely the political venues that were most vital to the education and
welfare of the poor.® Henrietta Rowland was well aware of spinsters’
legal and electoral privileges in local government. In 1870, she canvassed
on behalf of the pioneering medical woman, Elizabeth Garrett (later
Anderson), who was elected to the first London School Board."

A broadening of political opportunities for single women was
accompanied by the construction of a new voice. The archly polemical
but playful writings of Frances Power Cobbe in particular revealed
unmarried women as happy and useful members of society for whom
singleness was a choice, not an unfortunate accident.> To be sure, many
spinsters’ lives were dogged by financial insecurity and social isolation,
but Henrietta Rowland, like Cobbe, had ample money to support herself
in comfort. Orphaned by the death of her indulgent father in 1869, she
was free to make choices about her future unfettered by financial worries
or parental social ambitions. For Henrietta Rowland, spinsterdom
offered freedoms that most marriages could not.

While the wider political climate made the single life especially attrac-
tive for women seeking independent and useful lives, Henrietta’s con-
ventional upbringing seems scarcely to have prepared this high-spirited
young girl for a life of social action. No bluestocking intellectual, she
was raised by her father and a maiden aunt — her mother died giving
birth to her — who “did not agree with girls being educated.” While the
battles to establish the first women’s colleges were waged in Cambridge
in the late 1860s, her formal education consisted of only “three glorious
terms” at a boarding school at Dover kept by three ladies, the Haddon
sisters.” Why she decided to leave the pampered luxury of her pet dogs
and horses to embark on a single life devoted to helping the poor
remains something of a mystery. The only clue Henrietta offered about
her social awakening consisted of a short vignette from her school days
with the Haddons. A school visit to the boy inmates from the Dover
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Workhouse stimulated her “ignorant mind” to revolt “against the social
injustices made evident by boys, odorous of institutionalism, dulled to
inanity.”*

As is so0 often the case, Henrietta’s omissions are at least as revealing
as her statements. Henrietta must have been aware of the extremely
close ties of marriage and intellectual discipleship binding her beloved
teachers to James Hinton, the controversial moral and social philosopher
and aural surgeon. Hinton had been married to Margaret Haddon and,
after his death, Caroline Haddon edited and elucidated his writings.
Henrietta must have been exposed to Hinton’s radical views about
women and his passionate belief that personal service to humanity
was necessarily linked to pleasure, not asceticism. Hinton anticipated
Henrietta’s own path: he longed to live among the poor of Whitechapel
and loaned his collection of fine art for exhibition there in 1870. Perhaps
scandalous rumors about Hinton’s private life which circulated in the
1880s after his death explain Henrietta’s distancing silence.’> We cannot
know this for certain.

Grieving but perhaps also liberated by her father’s death, and under
the influence of the Haddons, she sought to give purpose to her life by
joining ranks with that selfless paragon of spinsterly civic duty, Octavia
Hill. Henrietta believed that her short apprenticeship with Hill marked
a formative epoch in her life and that her later achievements could not
be properly understood apart from it. Hill and her band of mostly
female and unmarried workers were in the vanguard of the experiments
in housing and charitable relief in London associated with the newly
established, mixed-sex voluntary organization, the Charity Organisation
Society (COS). The COS aimed to promote thrift and self-help through
scientific investigation of the circumstances of each applicant for relief.
The work of visiting the poor was, in Hill’s eyes, preeminently though
not exclusively suited to women. The more strictly the COS applied its
parsimonious principles, Hill explained, “the more tenderly gentle, the
more patiently watchful should be the messenger and interpreters of
those decisions.”?® Samuel Barnett was a founding member of the
COS, and it was through Octavia Hill that he and Henrietta met in
1870.

These were the political and personal circumstances surrounding Hen-
rietta’s receipt of Barnett’s unanticipated marriage proposal. In her biog-
raphy of her husband, she offered her own account of her feelings about
the proposal. It is a noteworthy passage, not the least because it recap-
tures her ambivalence toward Samuel and the uncertainty of the out-
come of his suit.

He [Samuel Barnett] dressed very badly, generally obtaining his
clothes by employing out-of-work tailors in the district. He always
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wore a tall silk hat which, as he had purchased by post, never
fitted, and so was usually tilted over his forehead or rammed on
at the back of his head. His umbrella was a byword, and he always
bought his black cotton gloves two or three sizes too large ... he
was often at the same time both shy and aggressive, defects which
he covered by a frequent nervous laugh. . . . Insignificant as were
these externals, they happened to be peculiarly unattractive to a
girl who had been reared in a luxurious home, accustomed to
lavish living and entertaining, who revelled in hunting and garden-
ing and outdoor life. . .. He was entirely different from any of the
men I had known, and in the plans I had formed for spending my
life in Bethnal Green [in the East London slums] I could see no
place for marriage with its obedience and its ties. My inclination
was to give a decisive ‘No’ to his beautiful letter, but I knew that,
if I did so, either he or I would have to give up Miss Octavia’s
work; and to injure her schemes at that juncture was an impossible
conception, worth the demand of any sacrifice on the part of either
of us. I therefore wrote to tell him that my feeling for him was
only that of respect, and suggested that we should go on with
our work for six months and not refer to the matter during that
period.””

The courtship narrative frames the entire Life and explicitly connects
questions about spinsterdom, marriage and social action with strategies
of (auto)biographical representation. It highlights Henrietta’s role as the
vehicle by which Samuel’s manliness and powers can be realized. It sets
up Samuel’s wife, who also happens to be the author of the biography,
as the central figure in the courtship and its representation. It thus raises
the question of who is the actual subject of the biography, Samuel or
Henrietta. As the reviewer for the Morning Post approvingly observed in
1918, the book was a “commingling of biography and autobiography.”’®

The passage also performs the vital task of establishing Henrietta’s
credibility as biographer. It anticipates and deflects readers’ doubts
about her ability, as the grieving widow and (auto)biographer, to present
us with a truthful portrait. By so often finding imperfections in her
husband, Henrietta precludes the need for her readers to do so. Contem-
porary reviewers consistently noticed and applauded the unbiased
candor of her criticisms of her husband and the veracity of the biog-
raphy.”® The trappings of biographical objectivity and critical distance
coexist with autobiographical subjectivity and intimacy in the text.

Finally, Henrietta Barnett’s desire in 1918 (the year she completed the
Life) to represent Henrietta Rowland in 1872 as an independent spinster
allowed her to develop a central but unstated thesis of the Life about
marriage. Henrietta Barnett believed that marriage could be a partner-
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ship of equal-but-different beings because she believed so strongly that
it was possible to live a purposeful and happy life as a spinster. Thus,
Henrietta Rowland’s independence before marriage is a precondition
for the unfolding of Henrietta Barnett’s interdependent marital relation-
ship with Samuel. Similarly, Samuel’s lack of distinction as a bachelor
curate sets the stage for his growth to greatness as her husband. The
intertwined trajectories of their lives illustrate the ways in which each
perfected his or her individuality within a partnership that made it
virtually impossible to distinguish the impulse and activity of the one
from the other.

The generic elision of biography and autobiography is thus not only
a literary conceit, but also an expression of Henrietta’s true subject in
the Life: the expansive possibilities of marriage for women and men.
She assures her readers that it has cost her dearly to share the intimate
and private story of the love letters she has published. But share she
must, for the story of their marriage is at once private and political, a
matter rooted in the particularities of their lives and a tale of love and
duty to guide readers in the social and sexual confusion of the postwar
world.

MRS SAMUEL BARNETT: MARRIAGE AND SOCIAL
REFORM

Overburdened with cares for her voluntary work and anxious to dis-
tance herself from her ardent and persistent suitor, Henrietta Rowland
escaped to Germany in the spring of 1872. But her studies there were
cut short when Alice, her beloved older sister, beckoned her home to
attend her hastily arranged wedding to Ernest Hart, a philanthropic
doctor and agnostic Jew. Alice, with whom she had shared a flat in
Bayswater since 1869, suggested that she resume residence with their
spinster aunt — an arrangement that must not have pleased her. With
virtually no explanation, Henrietta tells her readers that she returned
home and the very next day “plighted” Samuel her troth. In a passage
remarkable mostly for what it does not say, she concluded that “the gift
of his love was too holy to refuse.”?

Most Victorians, even those polemicists like Mona Caird and Annie
Besant who were its harshest critics, acknowledged that marriage ought
to be the sacred foundation of the family, and most concurred with
Samuel that “family is and must be the unit of society.”* In the months
of their engagement, Samuel and Henrietta exchanged views on the
proper roles of men and women within marriage and in society. Samuel
compensated for his lack of physical and social charms by his unusual
appreciation of women’s independent powers and abilities. He deplored
the ways in which the record of women’s achievements was hidden
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from history. “Have you ever noticed how much women'’s influence has
been wanting in history?” he asked Henrietta in April 1872. “It is hard
to mark the mighty work it doubtless has done because it works
secretly.”2 In one particularly revealing letter, he assured her that he
had no intention of displaying her like a pretty doll or ornament. “We
will talk the books over together,” he continued, “and in Queen’s
Gardens marvel among King’s Treasuries.”?

Of course, Samuel was alluding to the chapter titles of the immensely
popular book, Sesame and Lilies, by the art critic, John Ruskin. Although
often interpreted today as a paradigmatic expression of the separate
spheres ideology that legitimated women'’s subordination, many readers
at the time, including Henrietta and Samuel, found in Sesame and Lilies
quite a different vision of marriage. Ruskin wrote Sesame and Lilies as
part of his radical assault on capitalism and the value system that it
generated in private and public life. For Ruskin, women’s control over
consumption (which he believed was more important than production
in determining economic life), reproduction and social values placed
them in the vanguard of his crusade to remake society. Women’s moral
sensibilities and powers were greater than those of men, he insisted. It
was therefore incumbent upon them to bring their exquisite moral force
to bear not only upon their husbands and children, but upon their
wider communities. Female disciples, including Octavia Hill, had fol-
lowed Ruskin’s lead and combined a commitment to improving society
with his aesthetic ideals.”

Ruskin’s exposition of sexual difference as the foundation of comple-
mentarity between men and women and his vision of women’s moral
imperative to help others appealed deeply to Henrietta and to many
other Victorian women committed to both social action and the emanci-
pation of their sex. In her 1885 book, The Making of the Home, A Reading-
Book of Domestic Economy for School and Home Use, Henrietta offered an
extended commentary on Sesame and Lilies. She asked her readers to
heed Ruskin and “take all the duties which fall to our queenly lot.” “A
woman’s mission is a high one. On her, to a large extent, depends the
good and the happiness of the family, and through the family, of
the nation. . .. Women’s duty, though it begins in the home . .. does not
end there.”” Yet Henrietta followed Ruskin to conclusions far different
from those of the master himself. Her admiration for women sometimes
pushed her beyond notions of complementarity to espouse the position
that women were innately superior to men. She once candidly admit-
ted that “I like the female nature far better than the male nature, and
think women much more influential in the world than men.”?¢ And, in
marked contrast to Ruskin, she was an enthusiastic and early supporter
of women’s suffrage. Like so many other Victorian suffragists, her
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justification echoed Ruskin’s faith in what she called women’s “keener
sense of morality.”%

While we will never know what conclusions they drew from their
discussion of Sesame and Lilies, Henrietta clearly believed that marriage
to Samuel Barnett would give each wider scope and authority in public
life. Her marriage, unlike Beatrice Potter’s two decades later,” reinforced
rather than ruptured her ties with the female world of charity and social
welfare. It had been extraordinary for a wealthy and vivacious young
woman like Henrietta Rowland, barely out of her teens, to spend most
of her time visiting the poor; by contrast, it seemed quite natural for
Mrs Samuel Barnett, the wife of the new vicar of St Jude’s, Whitechapel,
one of the poorest parishes in the metropolis, to assist her husband and
undertake parochial responsibilities for women and children. She
quickly established herself as the leader of a band of devoted, mostly
single, women workers. Together they conducted mothers’ meetings,
and introduced COS principles, friendly visiting and rent collecting to
dismayed female parishioners accustomed to less discriminating and
more generous female charity. After almost fifteen years of marriage,
she still resented as a “blasphemy” the “common opinion that a woman
is a nonentity unless joined to a man.”?

Henrietta’s involvement with the community of single women social
workers was a notable continuity between her public and private lives
before and after marriage. Her chief helper in all her work was Marion
Paterson, who joined the Barnetts in 1876, never married, and remained
inseparable from Henrietta. Marion seems to have combined several
different roles in Henrietta’s life: friend, confidante, secretary and nurse.
It is difficult to say precisely when Marion ceased to be merely one of
many talented single women in Henrietta’s orbit and became “Dear
Childie” (Henrietta’s term of endearment for her) and a member of her
household. Marion certainly accompanied Samuel and Henrietta on
most of their extensive travels around the world beginning in the 1880s
and was an integral member of their family from the 1890s onwards.
In the Life, Henrietta specified the circumstances of their first meeting
and, in marked contrast to her description of Samuel’s unattractiveness,
she remembered Marion as a “girl of nineteen, whose childish face and
violet eyes spoke of innocency.”® In the decades after Samuel’s death,
Marion even more visibly shared the cares and duties (though little of
the glory, or so it seems) of Henrietta’s public and private life.

While marriage did not interrupt her close relationships with single
women, it did facilitate her entry into a new arena: a crusade against
sexual impurity among working-class girls and women. “Impurity”
loomed large in her imagination as “the main factor in debasing women
from a status of independence to one of physical dependence.”*! As a
married woman, she had much greater freedom than she would have
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had as an innocent, young, and single woman to undertake social work
that assumed familiarity with the facts of human sexuality. The projec-
tion of a womanly and motherly persona was crucial for those few
women who dared to speak in public about sexuality in the 1870s. For
example, Josephine Butler, Henrietta’s senior by twenty-three years, was
always careful to represent herself as a Christian wife and mother as
she led the successful campaign to repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts.*
Annie Besant’s failure to do this, compounded by her well-publicized
separation from her husband, her loss of legal custody over her children
and her ties to Charles Bradlaugh, severely compromised her effective-
ness as an advocate of marriage reform and birth control.®

Marriage also gave Henrietta a quasi-official role in the lives of female
parishioners as the vicar’s wife. With its scores of doss houses and open
traffic in prostitution, St Jude’s was an ideal place for Henrietta to
inaugurate her “purity” work. “If the girls left the [Poor Law Lock
Ward of the Whitechapel] infirmary and flung themselves back into
their ungodly lives,” she remembered, “I went after them, to woo them
to take the hard self-restraining path which leads to righteousness.”*
Like so many other Victorians, she was simultaneously drawn to and
repelled by the figure of the fallen woman. Having “arrived at woman'’s
estate in a condition of almost incredible innocence,” she explicitly
acknowledged that she was “absorbingly interested” in but physically
sickened by the depravity she encountered in the East End sexual under-
world.* Despite her intimate knowledge of the personal circumstances
that led women to prostitution, she insisted on viewing prostitution as
a moral and not an economic issue. She appears to have played no part
in Butler’s crusade to repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts, nor did she
challenge the prevailing sexual double standard that condoned male
vice. Her readiness to blame women for impurity may well have stem-
med from her higher expectations about women’s morality. A par-
ishioner in St Jude’s apparently once overheard her “declaring her
conviction that men were what women made them.”%

As the Barnetts’ first wedding anniversary approached, Octavia Hill
wrote approvingly to Henrietta that,

it does me good thus to follow you in your work now and again
when I can.... How changed for you is all since this time last
year, surely you are more, have learned much, and done much. I
daresay what solemn wonderful thoughts are gathering around
your Christmas and New Year. God bless you both very heartily.>

While the tone of Hill’s letter is still very much that of a mentor writing
to an apprentice, only three years later the balance of power between
the women imperceptibly began to shift in favor of her married former
student. In 1876, Hill hesitated to accept an invitation to address
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Henrietta’s workers in Whitechapel. “My own feeling,” she explained,
“was that as the people will be those who gather round you it would
be your thoughts about them, their work, and their relations to one
another that they ought to be hearing.”*

In the next few years, Henrietta enjoyed the security and status of
marriage, as well as her increased visibility as a creative, independent
social reformer. She was the first nominated woman guardian and man-
ager of the Forest Gate District Schools, where she developed that
intimate knowledge of the deplorable conditions of Poor Law children
that led the Prime Minister, H-H. Asquith, to call her the “unofficial
custodian of the children of the state.”* She launched an experimental
scheme to send London children into the country for summer holidays
that later became the immensely successful and long-lived Children’s
Country Holiday Fund. Finally, she helped create MABYS, the Metro-
politan Association for Befriending Young Servants, a society of lady
visitors who advised Poor Law girls as they entered domestic service.

Biological motherhood was the one element conspicuously absent
from her life during these expansive first years of marriage. Why the
Barnetts had no children of their own, and what the impact of childless-
ness on Henrietta’s life was must remain matters for speculation. Samuel
and Henrietta were entirely reticent about this subject.* Samuel’s dis-
approval of birth control* raises the question of whether infertility or
some combination of abstinence and sexual incompetence accounts for
their childlessness. The weight of fragmentary evidence suggests the
former. Despite her initial physical revulsion toward Samuel, Henrietta
later described him pointedly to Jane Addams as “the man, my lover,
the humble Christ follower.”* She exalted motherhood and motherliness
as the essential and defining qualities of true womanhood.® “It is a
privilege to be allowed to be a mother,” she declared, and the gift of
bearing a child was “the most valuable thing in the world” that “God
the All-Father” had granted women.* In light of these views, it seems
unlikely that, having chosen marriage, she would then have voluntarily
forsaken motherhood.

Despite (or perhaps because of) her childlessness, Henrietta worked
hard to promote the welfare of children. One commentator observed
that “if Canon Barnett was called to ‘the ministry, Mrs Barnett was
called just as certainly, and equipped also, for the ministry of
‘mothering.” ”** The image of her as a social mother caring for all the
strays and waifs who crossed her path is a recurring one — and one that
she encouraged.** The composition and organization of her own private
household with Samuel reinforced this image. She arrived at their first
home, the small vicarage of St Jude’s, accompanied by her nurse Mary
Moore and her brain-damaged, child-like older sister, Fanny. Fanny,
“sweet tempered” and “generous” but “deformed in body, frail,
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incapable of thought, and unable to learn,”# lived with Henrietta for
fifty-eight years until her death. Henrietta also regularly offered sanctu-
ary to rough and wayward Whitechapel girls and eventually outfitted
a succession of homes for them and for aged poor women within or
near the Barnetts’ Hampstead residence. She became the legal guardian
of Dorothy Noel Woods, the sickly, orphaned daughter of a co-worker,
whom the Barnetts treated as if she were their own child.*

Henrietta’s marriage with Samuel Barnett, far from constraining the
life of social action she first had imagined for herself as a spinster,
opened up new and more explicitly maternal roles for her while allow-
ing her to maintain close ties to the community of independent women.
But did Henrietta’s ostensible embrace of Victorian notions of comple-
mentarity and her social maternalism mean that in practice the Barnetts’
married lives conformed to traditional expectations about men’s and
women’s roles?

SAMUEL AND HENRIETTA BARNETT:
SUBVERSIVE COMPLEMENTARITY IN MARRIAGE

We so often associate marriage with the shibboleths of high Victorianism
that we all too often overlook its possibilities and usefulness, not as a
site of female oppression, but as a site for reworking social and sexual
conventions. When we examine contemporaries’ recollections of the
Barnetts as well as Henrietta’s own account, we see that for her, mar-
riage, even more than spinsterdom, made it easier to challenge Victorian
gender roles and hierarchies. Published and unpublished descriptions
of Henrietta and Samuel suggest an untraditional but complementary
distribution of masculine and feminine traits between them. C.R.
Ashbee, an early resident at Toynbee Hall, struggling to understand his
own homosexual identity, both admired and disliked the gender ambi-
guity he observed in the Barnetts. At first he revered Samuel, but soon
he grew disillusioned and described Samuel as a “moral eunuch.” If
Samuel struck Ashbee as sexless and indecisive, Henrietta seemed
refreshingly to combine masculine and feminine traits. Ashbee wrote in
his diary that “Mrs Barnett is ... the Prior and Prioress of this place -
the worthy head. A fine, noble, bright-eyed, vigorous woman she
appears; and one that will have her own way and not be sparing of her
own opinion.”* Ashbee had no way to resolve his feelings about the
Barnetts since he was seeking male (not female) role models, someone
like the homosexual apostle of the simple life, Edward Carpenter.
Beatrice Webb also detected something disconcerting about the Bar-
netts’ sexuality. Samuel, she felt, possessed the moral insights of a
woman while Henrietta’s directness and sense of humor struck her as
distinctly “masculine.” Webb, however, felt compelled to reassure herself
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and her readers that while Henrietta was “the direct antithesis of her
husband . .. exactly on that account, she served as complement to him,
as he did to her.”*

G.P. Gooch’s description of the Barnetts reiterated some of Ashbee’s
and Webb'’s impressions.

Identity of thought and aim was combined with a striking diversity
of temperament. Though there was nothing the least flabby or
sentimental about him, the Canon [Samuel] was almost feminine
in his gentleness and tenderness, whereas the inflexible will of his
wife is almost suggestive of the stronger sex. The one seemed born
to persuade, the other to command.... I occasionally heard
rumour of ruffled feathers when Dame Henrietta had been on the
war-path. Despite their differing natures, it was a perfect part-
nership.”

Gooch attempted to resolve the potential gender dissonance of their
roles by viewing them within a “perfect partnership.” Their disturbing
individual sexual identities almost (but never quite do) disappear into
the larger, harmonious and productive social institution of marriage.
Gooch also rehabilitated Samuel’s sexuality by distinguishing between
acceptable (“gentleness” and “tenderness”) and undesirable (“flabby”
and “sentimental”) “feminine” qualities.

When we return to the Life, we find that Henrietta also deliberately
destabilized accepted gender categories — albeit less obviously and for
a somewhat different purpose. She often presented her husband as
feminine: he was a “docile” son who accepted criticisms with “patient
meekness” and openly acknowledged their mutual “dependence” on
one another.®> Even when she described him as occupying an ostensibly
patriarchal position within the female world of their private home, she
hints that he was as much a member of his harem of “Canon’s ladies”
as its male dominator.®® He had, she informs us, an extraordinary gift
for friendship with women whom he treated as his equals.

Likewise, Henrietta’s self-portrayal in the Life corroborates descrip-
tions of her as “masculine.” She presented herself as a “bold,” “aud-
acious,” decisive and independent-minded person.>* As the reviewer for
the New Statesman noticed, “the wife acted as a lightning-conductor
to hostile criticism.” Without challenging notions of complementarity
between men and women, Henrietta’s depiction of this aspect of her
relationship with Samuel reverses Ruskin’s expectations of male and
female roles. She was the public warrior who battled their detractors
thereby allowing him to remain in the feminine position, “in the back-
ground as conciliator and peacemaker.”*

What are we to make of the representation of the Barnetts’ ambiguous
sexual identities in the Life and by contemporaries? And what does this
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tell us about marriage and social reform in late Victorian Britain? Let
me take up these interrelated issues in turn.

At first glance, Henrietta’s representation of their fluid gender roles
in marriage seems incompatible with her essentialist vision of male and
female difference. However, with great literary ability, she extends her
representation of the indeterminability of their gender roles so as to
force the reader to ask who should be credited for their most important
public achievements. In narrating the stories of many of their key
accomplishments (the founding of Toynbee Hall, the Children’s Country
Holiday Fund, the Whitechapel Art Exhibitions and, later, the Gallery,
among others), she recreates “verbatim” conversations with Samuel. She
does this in order to create the illusion that her readers are eavesdrop-
ping on the actual moment of inception of a great idea. As “witnesses”
to events, we should be able to make a clear assessment about which
of them should be given credit as the prime mover. But Henrietta
constructs her dialogues so ingeniously as to make such a judgment
impossible. Ideas begin with one but are then taken up and given form
by the other. In the end, we must accept her view that the achievement
was neither his nor hers, but their joint work. These episodes in the Life
are juxtaposed with others that retell their separate work. For example,
Henrietta devotes an entire chapter to her own independent work for
barrack school children and she felt so unfamiliar with Samuel’s influ-
ence on university reform that she asked one of his protégés, R.H.
Tawney, to write the chapter. The total effect reinforces Henrietta's view
that marriage respects and encourages individuality even as it creates
harmonious and productive solidarity among unlike types of people.

This conception of marriage mirrored and perhaps helped to shape
her vision of social relations as a whole. Her ideas about the benefits of
gender difference in marriage elided into her views on class difference
in society. She believed that differences between the sexes were innate
and salutary, but her own persona, her partnership with Samuel, and
her public work contradicted the simple bipolarities of male and female.
So, too, she (and Samuel) accepted class difference as an inalterable and
potentially enriching fact of modern life. Her (and Samuel’s) “practicable
socialism” never hinted at a more Utopian longing for a classless society;
and she was, compared to Samuel, less democratic and more intolerant
of others. Her disparaging attitudes towards her Jewish neighbors in
Whitechapel and Blacks in the United States contrasted markedly with
her faith in the essential goodness of the English working class.® But
in their work, they both decried the segregation and alienation of classes
from one another and struggled to forge a common culture that would
bind all sorts and conditions of people together.

The Barnetts never doubted for a moment that elites, men and women
like themselves, were the rightful arbiters of the content of this unifying
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culture, what Matthew Arnold had called the “best that had been
thought and said.” However, Henrietta, perhaps more fully than Samuel,
also argued that the values she associated with the working class were
indispensable to the moral health of society. Loyalty, generosity to others
in need, mutual aid and communal solidarity were the special gifts that
the working class (even the most demoralized prostitutes) had to offer
elite men and women blinded by their pursuit of wealth and status.
The creation and supervision of the Hampstead Garden Suburb, which
preoccupied the decades of her widowhood, celebrated the ways in
which differences among people — differences in class, occupation, sex,
marital status, age and even physical capacities — could be knit together
to create a vibrant society. Henrietta insisted that the Garden Suburb
set aside affordable housing for spinsters, the elderly, disabled veterans,
rich and poor alike.”

The Barnetts’ marriage partnership also illuminates the relationship
between men’s and women'’s philanthropic and social welfare activities.
The practice of charity, like so much else in Victorian society, was
endowed with gender-specific attributes. Men like Samuel Barnett
expressed their discomfort with a hardened, disengaged bourgeois man-
liness by their attraction to certain features of Victorian culture that were
coded “feminine.”*® Perceptions of Samuel’s feminine nature cannot be
dissociated from his championship of a “feminine” style of philanthropy,
one that gave greater weight to “right” feeling than to doing. Both
Samuel and Henrietta stressed the centrality of personal ties, friendship,
and neighborhood as bulwarks against the impersonal forces of the
market, bureaucratization and urbanization. If Toynbee Hall resembled
an Oxbridge college transplanted into the heart of Whitechapel, it was
also self-consciously a domestic space whose occupants were encour-
aged to see themselves as members of an extended, albeit unnatural,
family. The artificiality of Toynbee Hall’s domestic arrangements - it
was a transitory and all-male household - in part inspired Henrietta to
build the Hampstead Garden Suburb. The suburb, with its carefully
planned mingling of different kinds of people and dwellings, expressed
in bricks and mortar Henrietta’s belief that the architecture of private
life was essential to the production of the public good. Toynbee Hall,
and even more insistently, the Suburb, expressed the Barnetts’ view of
the ways in which domestic arrangements and relationships ought to
influence public welfare and social life.

The ease with which Henrietta and Samuel moved between largely
single-sex charitable networks calls attention to the distinct but also
interlocking character of men’s and women’s charity in late Victorian
England.® Samuel’s all-male world of Toynbee Hall functioned along-
side the (virtually) all-female work of mothers’ meetings, rent-collecting
and parish visiting superintended by Henrietta. “My wife and I had a
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great deal to do with starting Toynbee Hall, my wife quite as much as
myself,” he insisted. “That always has to be remembered. In such a
work the woman element, which is sometimes forgotten, is often, after
all, the most potent.”®

The Barnetts’ marriage and their ideas about social reform outline a
quintessentially Victorian pattern of transgression but also recuperation
of public and private gender and class roles. Let me examine this pattern
first in relation to their views of gender roles and then turn to class
relations. By representing their marriage within the traditional frame-
work of complementarity, the Barnetts and their contemporaries mimim-
ized the disruptive possibilities of their ambiguous sexual personas.
Henrietta’s social motherhood on behalf of working-class children and
youths not only conformed to larger patterns of female philanthropy in
the nineteenth century, but also appeared to rectify the most glaring
irregularity in her private life: her failure to be a “real” mother and
produce offspring.

At a time when Edwardian feminists like Cicely Hamilton linked
marriage to women’s involuntary servitude,* Henrietta saw her mar-
riage not as a site of oppression but as one of liberation, self-expression
and achievement. Her partnership with Samuel emphatically affirmed
the Victorian ideal of the compatibility of marriage and morals. As
Henrietta Rowland’s sacrificial acceptance of Samuel’s marriage pro-
posal was meant to illustrate, private duty was the wellspring of public
life — and, in this case, of personal fulfillment and happiness as well.

We find a similar pattern of transgression and recuperation in their
ideas about class roles in society. The Barnetts’ jeremiads, individually
and as a couple, against the callous indifference of the wealthy toward
the needs of the poor appeared to threaten but ultimately reaffirmed the
worth and status of their class and its culture. After all, it was men and
women like the Barnetts who presumed to define what culture was,
and what it was not. And Henrietta never questioned her right to
instruct and superintend the lives of the domestic servants and fallen
girls whom she wooed and exhorted to live righteously.

Henrietta and Samuel felt free to challenge so many of the accepted
conventions and ideals of their time about relations between men and
women and between social classes not in spite of, but because of their
profound faith in the high Victorian values and aspirations they
embodied. Marriage lay at the very heart of those values and aspirations.
Not surprisingly, it was their fictive children - the children of the high
Victorians — who could imagine no more fitting stage than the institution
of marriage on which to perform their first acts of adult rebellion. In
retrospect, we might surmise that it was this younger generation, and
not their parents, who paid the higher price for their rebellion.
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HENRIETTA BARNETT’S DISAPPEARANCE FROM
HISTORY

Henrietta wrote her Life to ensure her husband’s place in history and
her own as well. In July 1913, she unburdened herself to Jane Addams
that “what now I feel chiefly is torture of memory of his long illness and
all he suffered, and almost a terror in case it remains foremost and that
the dear bright loving spirit shld be hidden by it.” The act of writing
was how Henrietta strove to “revivify his spirit.” She wondered whether
she was equal to the task of writing “his life” and quite explicitly
acknowledged that writing “his life” was a means of helping her recap-
ture her own life with him. She lamented that “the newspapers are too
full of his doings, too little of his being wh. is what I shld try to write
if I am worthy.” She concluded that “we have so interwoven in our
work that I feel uncertain of what I can do without him.”

Writing the Life was the first major task she undertook “without him.”
Its composition was a long, painful but therapeutic process for her and
almost forms a subplot within the Life. She frequently interrupts the
narrative to specify the time and circumstances under which she has
written any given chapter.®® At one point, she unfolds a bundle of letters
about long forgotten, unhappy controversies and decides, seemingly at
the very moment we read the passage, that the letters “will now be
burnt.”* These interjections not only amplify her and our active pres-
ence within the Life but redouble the nature of her authority over the
representation of their lives. She asserts her irrevocable control not only
over the actual documents which she has used to compose their lives,
but their interpretation as well. If every marriage consists of two distinct
marriages — and marriage stories as well — Henrietta ensured that only
her authorized version would be available to posterity.

The peculiar and self-conscious doppelginger form of the Life — the
insistent presence of Henrietta’s autobiographical narrative clothing
Samuel’s biography — must not be dismissed as merely a literary anom-
aly. It is also a revealing piece of historical evidence about her. The
renowned child welfare reformer, Margaret McMillan, adopted a similar
strategy of self-revelation and self-concealment when she inscribed her
life story within her biography of her sister, The Life of Rachel McMillan
(1927). Carolyn Steedman has recently argued that McMillan’s choice of
narrative form reflected her deeply rooted insecurity about herself, her
social position and her self-worth. McMillan literally erased herself from
old photographs so that she could depict Rachel standing alone.*® Henri-
etta, by contrast, included as many photographs of herself as she did
of Samuel, and several of the two of them together. Her choice of
narrative form reflected no lack of self-esteem, but rather her immense
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self-confidence that Samuel’s story could not be understood apart from
her contributions.

“My friends often ask me to write my reminiscences,” Henrietta
explained in 1930, “but I do not do so for many reasons.” “For forty
years, 1873-1913, I spent my life with Canon Barnett, and in writing his
biography, I had perforce to chronicle much in which I was concerned.”
After listing over twenty-five significant initiatives with which she was
intimately associated with Samuel as either “playwright” or “actor,” she
concluded,

I have all my life felt honoured by the close co-operation between
my husband and myself, and have no wish to disentangle it now,
and as I had to tell of these activities in his “Life,” it is neither
possible nor desirable for me to write my biography or deal with
them again.%

For Henrietta, autobiography threatened to negate, to violate, the guid-
ing principle of her life and its representation in her Life: her vision of
marriage as a union of unlike but “interdependent” and complementary
equals.

Posterity, however, did not scruple to represent the Canon without
Henrietta. The many historians who have mined Henrietta’s Life for
information about class relations and social reform in Victorian and
Edwardian Britain are in effect accessories to Henrietta’s disappearance
from history. By contradicting Henrietta’s own vision of her equal part-
nership with Samuel, they have imposed precisely those hierarchical
assumptions about women and men that the Barnetts worked so hard
to undermine.

Henrietta Barnett’s removal from history has its own history which
can be poignantly illustrated by two short vignettes. The first illustrates
a seemingly willful misrepresentation of Henrietta, the second, an extra-
ordinary imaginative act of erasure. William Beveridge, the father of the
postwar welfare state, paid fulsome homage to Canon Barnett’s influ-
ence over his life in his autobiography. At the end of his chapter, almost
as an afterthought, he included a short paragraph about Henrietta.

The Canon had with him another creature of equal force. As curate
of a fashionable church in Kensington he had been offered the
vicarage of St Jude’s at the moment when he and Henrietta Row-
land, devoted to country pursuits and pleasures, were coming
together. So he took Henrietta to look at Whitechapel and she
decided then and there both that she would marry him and that
he must accept the offer. It is a heartening story of young courage.
We young people of the Canon’s House often spoke irreverently
of Henrietta, but our irreverence was a cloak for profound respect.s’
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Beveridge seems to have intentionally overlooked Henrietta’s prior
social action and her central role in the Barnetts’ joint work.®

Even more striking, however, is the posthumous divorce of Henrietta
and Samuel enacted by another former Toynbee Hall man, the journalist
Henry Nevinson. Like Beveridge, Nevinson devoted a chapter of his
autobiography to his Whitechapel experiences and to Samuel Barnett’s
influence on him. To help his readers visualize Samuel, Nevinson
described two portraits of the Canon. He contrasted G.F. Watts’s portrait,
which captured Samuel’s “impatient expression” with Hubert von Herk-
omer’s. Herkomer, he explained, “caught the interested and almost
benign, though half-satiric, smile with which he [Samuel] listened to
something humourous or outrageously paradoxical.”®

What Nevinson did not tell us is that Herkomer’s canvas, like Henriet-
ta’s Life, is a double portrait of Samuel and Henrietta Barnett. Just as
Nevinson never mentioned Henrietta in his autobiography, so too he
chose to ignore her presence in the Herkomer portrait — an exclusion
reproduced in historical writing.”

Yet Henrietta, at least as much as Samuel, is the active focus of
Herkomer’s picture. Samuel stands behind his seated wife and gazes
gently at and beyond the viewer to the unseen spiritual world. Henri-
etta, by contrast, strikes an attitude that combines thought and action.
In a characteristic gesture,” her right hand touches her face suggesting
a moment of inspiration. Her left hand draws the eye to papers dealing
with the realization of an ambitious idea, the creation of the Hampstead
Garden Suburb. When the Prime Minister, H.H. Asquith, came to Toyn-
bee Hall to unveil the portrait, he told the audience that “it was a happy
thought that has united Mr and Mrs Barnett’s portraits in one picture,
for united they always have been in their ideals, in their work for this
parish, for London and for England; happily united in their love of,
and confidence in, one another.””? Herkomer’s portrait and Asquith’s
speech perfectly captured Henrietta’s fondest vision of her marriage and
social reform. The day of its unveiling must have deeply gladdened her.
It is a portrait that we need to look at once again; critically, to be sure,
but also with new eyes.

NOTES

My thanks to the Spencer Foundation for supporting me at the time I researched
and wrote this essay and the Osrins for housing me. Susan Pedersen provided
very effective editing, and comments by Nancy Hensler, Adele Lindenmeyr,
Lucy McDiarmid, Sonya Michel, Janet Oppenheim, Chris Waters and Judith
Walkowitz in various ways helped me clarify my thoughts.
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George Alfred Lefroy 1854-1919

A bishop in search of a church
Jeffrey Cox

After George Alfred Lefroy’s death in Calcutta on New Year’s Day in
1919, the obituaries and memorial sermons spoke of him as an influential
man. It might be said that his entire life had been intended to produce
that description, for the idea of influence dominated to an extraordinary
degree the rhetoric of Lefroy and of the movements and institutions
that he represented. The Delhi Mission News described him as “one of
those Christian lads from our great English public schools of whom
Archbishop Benson once said: ‘The army of heaven which follows the
Son of Man on white horses has no more fair, more beautiful recruits.” "’
After leaving Cambridge for Delhi in 1879, he ascended the ecclesiastical
hierarchy in India, from Head of the Cambridge Mission to Delhi, to
Bishop of Lahore, finally becoming Bishop of Calcutta and Metropolitan
of India, first among equals of the Bishops of the Anglican Ecclesiastical
Establishment.

Although disestablished in Ireland and Wales, the Anglican church
remained an established church in India, performing important ritual
and rhetorical functions for the government in return for considerable
subsidy. The Tribune of Lahore, a nationalist newspaper that had fol-
lowed Lefroy’s career, mourned “the passing away of so true-hearted
an Englishman,” and quoted Lord Morley’s comments on Lefroy in a
letter to the Viceroy of 1908: “Yesterday the Bishop of Lahore called,
one of the most attractive men I ever met. In the midst of a rather
heavy day, he not only interested but excited me and carried me for a
while into the upper ether. Why did you not recommend him to be
Lieutenant Governor of the Punjab? There is an experiment for you. His
ideas delighted me.”?

The Times of London attributed to him influence extending beyond
the high circles of government to the religious elites of India: “The
Mahomedans held the late Metropolitan in especial esteem, and he was
one of the few Europeans who have been invited by the Maulvies to
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visit the mosques and discuss religious questions with them. His rare
linguistic gifts and wide knowledge of the religions of India gave him
great influence among all classes.”®> According to The Mission Field, “he
seemed to have the gift of thinking like an oriental.”* The journal of the
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, East and West, stressed Lef-
roy’s devotion to India, citing as evidence of self-sacrifice the fact that
he had not only lived there but, like many other Bishops of Calcutta,
died there.® (Lefroy had at least avoided the fate of one of his prede-
cessors, Bishop Cotton, who slipped on the gangway to a boat and
drowned in the holy waters of the Ganges.)

The pious conventions of eulogy make obituaries an unlikely source
for critical judgments on the significance of a person’s influence, but
there is considerable continuity between judgments made about Lefroy
before and after his death. Late Victorian clergymen possessed a sturdy
sense of self-confidence about their ability to influence those around
them. The sheer physical presence of a clergyman in a poor parish was
believed by nineteenth-century Anglican partisans to have a beneficial
moral effect. The moral improvement, they felt, would be even greater
in parts of the world lacking several centuries of exposure to Christian
influence. Early in Lefroy’s career, a former headmaster of Rugby pre-
dicted success from Lefroy’s residence in Delhi, for it was impossible to
think that “men of such high quality, so devout, so earnest, so disin-
terested, so intelligent, should live years there without making a deep
and durable impression.”¢

By the time of Lefroy’s death, however, such sweeping claims for
Christian influence were becoming increasingly unpersuasive outside of
missionary and government circles. As the smoke settled from the
Amritsar massacre in the spring of 1919, it would have been difficult to
think of an institution farther from the minds of most Indians than the
Anglican church in India, or a person more remote than the Metropolitan
of India. The entire missionary enterprise, then at its peak strength, had
been judged and found marginal by educated Indians and excluded
from the rhetoric of India’s national movement in any role except as
notably presumptuous agents of imperial arrogance. This judgment has
found its way into the writing of Indian nationalist and post-nationalist
history, where missionaries only appear in lists of “dominant foreign
groups” such as “British officials of the colonial state and foreign indus-
trialists, merchants, financiers, planters, landlords and missionaries.””
There is no recognized scholarly rhetoric for the history of imperialism
in a post-imperial age that does not either run the risk of sounding neo-
imperial, thereby losing almost any conceivable audience, or treat the
cultural legacy of colonialism as an undifferentiated “other,” or reduce
all aspects of western culture in an imperial context to one of several
“masks of conquest.”®
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The dismissive judgments of educated Indians were spreading even
among missionaries during Lefroy’s last years in India. Lefroy had been
one of the key figures in an ambitious late Victorian attempt to extend
the influence of the Church of England to India: the Cambridge Mission
to Delhi, affiliated with the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel
(SPG). Writing in the SPG'’s journal East and West, a veteran missionary
summarized the predicament of the missionary movement in 1920: “We
are asked to accept the sweeping dictum that the West, because it
has been the West, has failed, and must fail, in the interpretation and
manifestation of Christ to the East, that the Christ shown forth by the
Englishman is, almost necessarily, a strangely disfigured and weirdly
Anglo-Saxon representation of our Lord which no Eastern nation, with
its finer spiritual intuitions, and its firmer religious grasp, could possibly
expect to receive.”® This he blamed on “those in Britain who complain
that the whole relationship of Great Britain with India now ... is one
miserable failure,” and portray eastern culture “in such glowing terms
that no one would possibly want to be a foreign missionary.”’° Even
before Lefroy’s death one of the Cambridge Mission’s most talented
recruits, C.F. Andrews, had resigned. In an eloquent and moving parting
sermon in Lahore Cathedral in 1914, he condemned the mission for its
complicity with imperial rule, and asked whether “the modern, aggres-
sive wealthy nations of the world, armed to the teeth against each other,
trafficking in the souls of men for gain, can be for long the dwelling
place of the meek and lowly Christ.”"' God’s work in India, Andrews
argued, lay with the nationalist movement, not the missionary move-
ment, with Tagore and Gandhi rather than Lefroy.'?

In England many educated men and women had also concluded by
1920 that religion had little influence in the modern world, but for
different reasons. Very few people regarded the institutional decline of
the Protestant churches in England as in any way puzzling or excep-
tional or in need of explanation. The rapid decline in church attendance
was explained by the deeply rooted Eurocentric conviction that the
decline of religion is a natural part of the historical development of
every society in the modern world, a consequence of the secularization
of thought or the progress of scientific and utilitarian assumptions about
social organization. The churches were part of the colorful or menacing
or hypocritical apparatus of Victorianism, perhaps, but they belonged
to the past century. Serious inquiry into the nature and causes of
religious change became the victim of secular habits of thought, which
marginalized all religion in the twentieth century and with it the
missionary movement.

In India it was difficult to argue, with any plausibility, that religion
in general was unimportant or likely to become unimportant soon. That
India was “caste-ridden” was an axiom of almost all western thought
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about India, and of much progressive nationalist thought in India as
well. Furthermore, Hindu-Muslim tension over politics kept religious
issues prominent in public debate. The failure of Christianity in India
was thus seen not as the inevitable corollary of a wider secularization,
but rather as the failure of the missionary movement to influence decis-
ively the history of India. This failure was in part a question of conver-
sions, or the lack of them. The Christian community in India had been
growing more rapidly than any other religion since the 1880s, but
missionaries were the victims of their own optimism. The slogan of the
Anglo-American Student Christian Movement, “The conversion of the
world in this generation,” had created expectations which made even
mass conversions appear insignificant. Furthermore, in India a large
number of people may form a small percentage of the population.

The Cambridge Mission had an extraordinarily dismal record of fail-
ure at converting Indians, taking four years to baptize even one adult
convert after the arrival of the first missionaries. Delhi was the only
major north Indian city with a declining Indian Christian population in
the 1880s. Yet the important question was one of influence rather than
numbers: the Cambridge missionaries, although hoping for converts,
principally sought to affect the course of national life through their
association with an Indian social and educational elite. As this elite
repudiated the imperialism with which the church was also associated,
however, the Anglican missionaries’ influence became difficult to dis-
cern. Lefroy himself admitted in 1906, in his Third Triennial Charge to
the Diocese of Lahore, that the British in India and educated Indians
have “come to a parting of ways.””® In 1914 a senior student at St
Stephen’s College, which Lefroy had helped to found in the 1880s,
commented that “the period of decline in the progress of Christianity
among educated Indians is, curiously enough, contemporaneous with
the birth and growth of a national consciousness in India.”** C.E
Andrews was only responding to broader public opinion with his ver-
dict that educated Indians had consigned the missionary movement to
the imperial establishment and ultimately to the dustbin of history. Just
as serious inquiry into religion has been obscured by the secularization
of thought in Europe, so has serious inquiry into the importance of the
missionary enterprise in India been hampered by its association with
imperialism, a discredited cause.

Lefroy’s attempt to export late Victorian clerical and academic culture
to India through the Cambridge Mission to Delhi appears to have been
one of history’s blind alleys. But if his career was a failure, perhaps it
was an instructive failure. Lefroy’s behavior in India throws into sharp
relief some aspects of the mind of the educated late Victorian elite. He
and his colleagues were playing out an Indian imperial-clerical drama
that reached its peak of influence at precisely the time when imperialism
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became discredited in India, and at a time when both imperialism and
unembarrassed elitism became much more difficult to defend in Britain.
The schools and hospitals that he and his colleagues created became
important institutions in a very different India from the one that Lefroy
had imagined. But the sheer durability of some missionary institutions,
even in independent India, raises the possibility that Lefroy had a long-
term influence of a kind anticipated by no one, and therefore difficult
to recognize.

I

Lefroy was born in 1854 in Ireland, where his family was prominent in
an institution described by Macaulay as “the most absurd ecclesiastical
establishment that the world has ever seen,”** the Church of Ireland.
He was sent to Marlborough and then went up to Trinity College,
Cambridge, where he fell in with the religious set, frequenting meetings
of the Cambridge University Church Society and the Cambridge Gradu-
ates Mission Aid Society, and teaching in one of the most important
missionary recruiting grounds of late Victorian England, the Jesus Lane
Sunday School. In this atmosphere, orientalist scholarship and mission-
ary idealism blended to produce a vision of a special mission from
Cambridge to the Orient, a vision which would produce a new reinter-
pretation of Christianity based on oriental insights, but valuable for
Europeans as well. Presiding over this enterprise was the Regius Pro-
fessor of Divinity, B.F. Westcott, who believed that “the Universities are
providentially fitted to train men who shall interpret the Faith of the
West to the East and bring back to us new illustrations of the one
infinite and eternal Gospel.”*¢

Westcott’s influence extended into many worlds other than his special
field of biblical scholarship. He promoted Anglican social Christianity,
advocated an active role for the church in social reform at home, and
used the insights of his biblical scholarship to outline a missionary-
oriented ecclesiastical orientalism. In his missionary lectures, he encour-
aged idealistic undergraduates to think in terms of recreating the
achievements of the Alexandrian School of the second and third cen-
turies. The Alexandrian theologians Clement and Origen had, in his
view, used Greek thought to reinterpret the Christian message in a way
intelligible to educated citizens of the Roman Empire. Westcott urged
Cambridge undergraduates to travel to the banks of the Ganges or the
Indus and use the wisdom of the East to convey the same message to
educated Hindus and Muslims. The Greeks and Jews of the Classical
World had been in some sense, he argued, orientals, and Cambridge
missionaries were to exploit the oriental dimensions of Christianity in
an appeal to the oriental mind."”
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Six Cambridge men responded to proposals to establish a moderately
high church, celibate brotherhood for missionary and literary work in
India. They inaugurated the Cambridge Mission to Delhi with a break-
fast at Pembroke College in 1877; two years later the same six met in
Delhi “for breakfast and a truly ‘common’ life.”*® Lefroy and his friend,
S.S. Allnutt, became the effective leaders of the Delhi mission during
its formative years. Both served in India for another forty years, dying
within a year of each other. Lefroy plunged into Delhi with great self-
confidence and conviction, bringing with him a mixture of imperial
providentialism, Anglican clerical assumptions about the relationship
between clergyman and parishioner, and Westcottian orientalist lib-
eralism.

Westcott's ideas have much to commend them even from a late twenti-
eth-century liberal point of view. His theories were part of a larger
attempt in the nineteenth century to disentangle Christianity from west-
ern culture, not only for missionary purposes, but to allow a newly
formulated Christianity to survive and even thrive in a pluralistic, secu-
lar society. Westcott encouraged insular Cambridge undergraduates to
listen to other cultures instead of merely addressing them. He held out
the prospect of a universal gospel unbounded by western civilization,
a gospel which could only be discovered by extricating Christianity
from western culture. Four of his sons served as missionaries in India.
His calm approach to the modern world, whether it appeared in the
form of German biblical scholarship or Durham trade unionism, helped
to prevent the Church of England from lapsing into pure Tory reaction.
In the iconography of late Victorian England, detractors of Westcott are
difficult to find.”

However, one of the things that Edward Said has taught us is to cast
a skeptical eye on western scholars who claim to be special friends of,
or have special knowledge of, the non-western world. In some ways
the more the Victorians learned about other religions, the less they
understood, and Westcott understood hardly anything about Hinduism
and even less about Indian society. He not only treated Indians as if
they were Hellenistic Greeks, he avoided altogether questions of gender
and caste which provided immediate dilemmas for Lefroy in Delhi. His
male, clericalist imperial drama generated multiple levels of exclusion
in the Cambridge Mission to Delhi, both in its rhetoric and in the
allocation of power within institutions. That gender must have been an
issue of overriding importance for Lefroy in his early years is not at all
obvious from either the standard histories or the archival records of the
Delhi mission, which are organized around records of men’s work even
though women missionaries outnumbered men by a factor of at least
three to one.?

If the woman’s voice has been excluded from missionary histories
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and even from the missionary archives, even more so has the Indian
Christian voice, male and female. (It is also largely missing from
nationalist and post-nationalist histories of India, a victim of its associ-
ation with missionaries.) Yet Indian Christians were a presence, even if
neither the classicist/orientalist view of Indians nor the traditions of
Anglican parochial care and missionary practice provided any guidance
for Lefroy’s encounter with their community. In Delhi it is possible to
see how Westcott’s social Christianity took a more virulent form in an
imperial setting, and also to see with great clarity the consequences of
Victorian clerical professionalism, which has left the Church of England
one of the most helpless and ineffective institutions in modern Europe.
Lefroy never expected to find a community of Clements and Origens in
Delhi, but as Westcott’s disciple he hoped to find a community of
potential Clements and Origens, and the Delhi Christian community
could hardly have provided a more striking disappointment.

II

In the 1880s Lefroy found himself with parochial responsibility for
several hundred Anglican Christians drawn from the outcaste leather-
worker community, the Chamars. They had become Christians in the
1860s and 1870s as a result of work by an SPG missionary, R.R. Winter.
As Lefroy’s predecessor, Winter had adopted a relatively relaxed and
tolerant set of requirements for Christian Chamars who were actively
incorporating some elements of Christianity into their communal life.
Winter had set up chapels in the Chamar Christian community scattered
around Delhi, and had hired leaders designated as “catechists” who
carried out minor parochial functions, acted as conduits for small
amounts of missionary patronage, and endured a certain amount of
anti-clericalism from Chamar Christians, who repeated proverbs about
the easy lives of their catechists.? They were also facilitators for worship,
and co-authors and composers with the missionaries of the Christian
hymns, or bhajans. Missionaries were as bored with the details of
Chamar hymnody as they were with Chamar social structure, leaving
us with little information about bhajans, but it is clear that song was
from the first the main attraction of Chamar worship services and the
primary focus of Chamar Christian piety.

Lefroy’s first accounts of Chamar Christians show a mixture of Angli-
can clerical attitudes to poor parishioners exacerbated by stereotypes
about the Indian national character. In June of 1880 he attended a
Chamar worship service in Daryaganj, where the largest Christian com-
munity lived. “Of the melody,” Lefroy wrote, “I shall not easily forget
the impression they made on me the first night I heard them.... I am
compelled to hope that the people won't get really excited over them
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as they sometimes do.”? Suspicious from the first about the motives of
the Chamars, he encountered an inquirer after the service and called
him into his presence: “We had better have a word with him if only to
make sure that the catechist or reader has been regularly to see him
during the week, and to find out what progress he has made — he knew
about half the Lord’s Prayer when I saw him last. “‘Come here, Lai
Singh, and say me the Lord’s Prayer. That's better.” There is a good deal
to be done still before he can be ready for baptism, but there is some
progress.”?

Soon Lefroy became convinced that Winter had gotten things off on
the wrong track, and that the mission’s association with the Chamars
was “one more and most formidable obstacle to be added to all those
which make our work in this country seem to be almost humanly
hopeless.”? When confronting Indian social distinctions, Lefroy thought
naturally in terms of English social class. Anglican clergymen for the
most part believed that Christian influence trickled down from the top
of society. Consequently, the Indian culture that interested them could
only be found among the Indian elite. They had never accustomed
themselves to the new rules governing religion in a competitive market-
place, where influence depends in part upon popular persuasion. When
visiting a rural village with a small Chamar Christian community, Lefroy
first tried to talk to the caste Hindu farmers, but they “told me most
bluntly that they did not want me, I had better go to my friends the
Chamars. And how much such rudeness means out here — how far
more than it would in England — one sees when one remembers how
naturally polite even to servility all the Hindoos are to any superior.”?

Stung by this lack of deference, Lefroy plunged into a reorganization
of the Chamar Christian community. In 1884 he published a graphic
account of his dealings with the Chamars, a pamphlet entitled The
Leatherworkers of Daryaganj,” which begins with an extensive apology
for adopting this work with untouchables. He attributes the existence
of a community of 800 Chamar Christians in Delhi to bribery by his
predecessor during the famine of 1877-8. This was at least in part
untrue, since Chamars began adopting Christianity in the 1860s —
although the fact that many converted during the famine exposed their
motives to suspicion both inside and outside the Christian and mission-
ary community. The prevalent psychology of religious conversion in the
nineteenth century was primitive and one-dimensional, allowing Lefroy
and others to oversimplify the Christian Chamars’ motives, which were
as mixed and complex as those of the Cambridge Brothers.

Why then deal with them at all? Because, Lefroy reminds his readers,
they are “in name Christians, and as such representing to the people of
Delhi, high and low, rich and poor, the Church of Christ in this great
city.”?® Like most nineteenth-century Protestant missionaries, Lefroy
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believed that the test of the truth of Christianity was its ability to
transform society. The case for Christianity was not intellectual so much
as moral, and the test of morality was its ability to improve both
individual and social behavior. When he looked at the Chamars, how-
ever, he saw only degradation. If Christianity could succeed with the
Chamars, it would “remove a stumbling block and a scandal which
could not but most grievously affect any efforts which might hereafter
be made.””

His extraordinary lack of curiosity about the Chamars was not shared
by other British functionaries in India, who were in the process of trying
to define their ideas of caste in ways that would facilitate a census of
British India, redefine and recreate identities to suit orientalist social
geography, and depict communal relationships in ways compatible with
British rule.® In their accounts, the Chamars were a sprawling com-
munity that constituted both an occupational designation and a caste
label. 1891 census-takers identified 1,156 Chamar sub-castes, and admit-
ted that the category could hardly fit in with any conception of rigid or
fixed caste divisions.

The large majority of Chamars were agricultural laborers in Punjab
and Uttar Pradesh. Associated with leatherworking, some Chamars
worked with leather, others with only certain kinds of leather, some
with none at all. Some Chamars would tan but refuse to do other
leatherwork; some made but refused to mend shoes; some ate carrion
or beef or kept pigs, others did not. Some Chamar women worked as
midwives, others would not. In Punjab the category of Mochi embraced
all shoemakers, Chamar or not, and in some places meant Muslim
Chamar. The Julahas, on the other hand, were defined by some as
Chamars who weave, eat no carrion, touch no carcasses, and separate
themselves entirely from the other sections of the Chamars. Most Julahas
were Muslims, although some were Kabir-Panths, devotees of a six-
teenth-century Hindi poet who had taught a Quaker-like resistance to
all religious institutions.®

What these descriptions depict is an extraordinarily complex com-
munity that can hardly be reduced either to caste or occupation, and
within which variously defined sub-groups struggled for comparative
advantage through self-definition and redefinition. Furthermore, Lef-
roy’s own account shows, however inadvertently, that Chamar Christ-
ianity was far more complicated than he claimed. The adoption of
Christianity was not merely a question of missionary stimulus and
Chamar response, but encompassed a genuine interest in theological
egalitarianism that became part of a struggle for status by various
groups within the Chamar community. How a Christian Chamar was
to be defined in Daryaganj was a matter still to be determined when
Lefroy arrived on the scene. What is clear is that the Christian Chamars
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of Daryaganj were defining Christianity in their own way, and had
incorporated missionary patrons into their own social relationships (just
as they had incorporated English hymn lyrics into their hymnody).

Lefroy found himself in charge of betrothals for the Christian Cham-
ars, and complained that this took considerable time, although his con-
descending account of his activities betrays a certain relish for the job.
Chamars who remained non-Christian continued some of their commu-
nal ties with baptized Chamars, who reciprocated by continuing to
tolerate inter-marriage between non-Christian women and Christian
men. Lefroy wanted to insure that Christian Chamars only married
other Christians, and so began to keep a registry of the names of
daughters aged between two and twelve of Christian families. He then
tried to match each of them with a Christian boy who, in his account,
had living parents or guardians, was lighter or at least no darker than
the prospective partner, and was unconnected by either blood ties or
friendship.

His fame as a matchmaker spread after he arranged a betrothal
between a boy aged eight, and a girl aged six, perfect in all respects
except for objections of the boy’s father to Christian rites. Lefroy went
to the village near Delhi to meet the entire adult male population, and
in a two-hour meeting “urged my case so vigorously that in a couple
of hours time a successful issue was reached, and the engagement there
and then (in the absence it is true of the girl, but of what consequence
was that?) formally completed.”*> Chamar Christian women had become
objects of exchange in negotiations between Lefroy and Chamar Christ-
ian men.

In these activities Lefroy treated Indian Christians in a way that he
might behave toward parishioners at home, with an ironic sense of
affection for their shortcomings which is displayed in his account of his
demise as a matchmaker: “This piece of successful diplomacy brought
my fame as a matchmaker ... up to a fever heat, and applications for
engagements flowed in apace. Unfortunately amid this press of business
an accident, such as may occur in even the best managed institution,
happened, which, for the moment at least, caused a complete reaction,
for, by the slightest clerical error in the entry of the names in my book,
I almost succeeded in bringing together in the important betrothal rite
two young persons admirably matched in almost every other respect
but both, by an amusing coincidence, of the male sex. For a time this
unfortunate incident, causing, as it somehow seemed to do, a most
unfavourable impression, completely stopped the run on my office.”*

If Lefroy had retained his relatively relaxed attitude toward nominal
Christianity, there is every reason to believe that the Chamar Christians
would have settled into a routine position as one variety of Chamar in
Daryaganj and, who knows, perhaps even seen further accessions. But
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another aspect of Lefroy’s professional attitude toward parishioners
came to the fore very quickly in his dealings with this stumbling-block.
Only a small minority of the Christian Chamars were, he charged, “in
any real way affected by their Christianity, the rest remaining in full
fellowship with their caste, sharing in its feasts, idolatrous and other-
wise, adhering to the old ceremonies of birth, marriage, death, wholly
ignoring Sunday, etc. Christians in nothing but name.”

With some small effort of the imagination, that description could
easily be applied to a Protestant parish in England, alcohol-soaked,
snobbish to an idolatrous degree, and nominally Christian by anyone’s
definition. The Episcopal churches of the British Isles had a well-known
record of attempting to drive away the poor, working people and other
unfashionable groups with pew-rents and elitism. On the other hand,
English Protestant parishioners doggedly made use of certain parochial
services, including both rites of passage which were widely used by
working people and public worship which was for the more prosperous,
and had for centuries struggled to build up elaborate systems of defense
against the authoritarian tendencies of their own clergymen. Clergymen
had in turn developed as a matter of necessity a kind of ironic tolerance
for nominal Christianity. In the Indian imperial setting, those defenses
and restraints were gone, and so was the tolerance. Lefroy considered
himself free to define who was and who was not a Christian, and expel
from the community those who failed his own tests, i.e. to treat Indians
in ways that he would no doubt have liked to treat parishioners at
home.

Lefroy had originally rejected the practice of separate living quarters
for Christian Chamars, arguing that the “mission compound” produced
a “more or less exotic life” and dependence on the mission. Later he
changed his mind, responding, he claimed, to the requests of the “best
Christians” who begged us to “give them a place to themselves.” The
mission bought eight houses in Daryaganj, creating a Christian basti
(neighborhood) and giving Lefroy control over religious and social prac-
tices as the price for admission to this housing. Consequently Lefroy
was able to set the standards defining a Christian Chamar, which were:
1. observe Sunday as a day of rest; 2. use exclusively Christian rites for
birth, marriage and death; 3. abstain from smoking intoxicating drugs.*

The natural outcome of this was, in his words, “a constant bickering
between the different families as to what was and what was not consist-
ent with their new and more distinctly Christian attitudes, each member
being inclined to be very liberal in the concessions which he made to
himself ... but very much the reverse where his neighbor was con-
cerned.”* Furthermore, the assumption of the role of landlord by the
mission led to chronic landlord-tenant conflict, which Lefroy interpreted
in the imperial terms natural to one with extensive knowledge of
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Ireland. Some of the newly devout Chamar Christians proposed calling
a caste meeting to renounce all ties defined as heathen. Lefroy portrayed
this sentiment as spontaneous, or rather as the work of the Holy Spirit
when he was out of town, but his own account makes it clear that he
engineered the situation if not the circumstances. Many of the Christian
Chamars were bitterly opposed to any division of the community along
religious lines. Furthermore, non-Christian Chamars were for the most
part perfectly content to live on good terms with baptized Chamars.
They were resisting Lefroy’s attempt to impose clear definitions of
“caste” and “community” on them, but were swept along by the polariz-
ation caused by Lefroy’s allies.

The showdown over communal definition occurred at an overnight
meeting of the panchayat (council) of the three main Chamar divisions
centered in Daryaganj, constituting according to Lefroy 10,000-12,000
males. Several hundred representatives convened at midnight in the
Christian basti. Christian Chamars were apparently all in one of the divi-
sions. After sweet drinks were served at 1 am., a group of Christians
announced that in the future they would have nothing to do with the
Chamar brotherhood as such. This provocative behavior by the more
severe Christians elicited a strong response from non-Christian Chamar
leaders who, after an hour or so of discussion, finally announced that
there would be a sifting of Christians with a pot of Ganges water, which
was procured with extraordinary speed. All Christians were requested
to come forward and raise it to their foreheads. Those refusing would
be ejected from the caste.

Lefroy and the other missionaries present, although pleased at the
prospect of a parting of ways within the Chamar community, refused
to take on the job of identifying the Christians, perhaps out of ignorance,
but Chamar leaders had a clear enough sense of who was and was not
a Christian to begin calling a list of names, summoning alleged Christ-
ians to raise the water or refuse. By 7:30 a.m. the process was complete,
and only eight families of Christians remained to repair to the chapel
for worship, with the status of eight or nine more still in doubt. Even
after this process, the Chamar leaders did not press the question of
immediate exclusion, and Lefroy grumbled that they had not been
severe enough: “even in the case of those who definitely broke the
bond, it turns out far more difficult than we had previously expected
to say what they have given up and how they now stand.”® In 1887
Lefroy complained that the nominal Christians outside the Christian
basti (i.e. the mission property) were “a dead weight around our
necks.”*® Another movement to purge the community was initiated,
another panchayat of 500-600 held, another parting of the ways resulted,
and only 50-60 Christian Chamars remained. “With a great sweep of
the work of years,” he wrote, “we start again anew with this remnant.”*
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It is difficult to avoid seeing in these events clear evidence of the
severe competitive disadvantage that the Anglican churches have lab-
ored under in the modern marketplace of ideas and institutions as a
result of the attitudes and assumptions of their clergy. Of the nine major
British and American missionary societies at work in Punjab in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Cambridge Mission to
Delhi was the most committed to a sensitive approach to Indian cul-
ture.” Yet their understanding of Indian culture, like their understanding
of British culture, was deeply elitist. Hence, the result of putting their
program into effect was the expulsion from the church of those Indian
Christians who failed to conform to their classically inspired image of
a synthesis of East and West. In contrast, the theologically conservative
American evangelical denominations, especially the United Presbyter-
ians, worried very little about sensitivity to Indian culture. But they
responded to the untouchable sweepers of central Punjab who wished
to become Christians by compromising with them in the development of
new forms of Christianity, and fostering the development of indigenous
Punjabi Christian hymnody based on the Urdu Psalms.* The United
Presbyterians encountered a different set of problems based on the
unequal power of missionaries and Indian Christians, but they at least
did not try to excommunicate Indian Christians wholesale.

By reducing the Chamar Christian community in Daryaganj to a
handful of families directly dependent on the mission, Lefroy had
ensured the irrelevance of his own mission to the large, oppressed
Chamar community of Delhi. The Chamars were obviously not merely
free and happy consumers in the marketplace of British imperialisms.
But the religious policies of the British Raj were so immobilized by
contradictions that something approaching a competitive marketplace
in religion existed for many untouchable Indians, who clearly regarded
conversion to Christianity as the least unattractive alternative under
the circumstances. The Chamars were by far the largest untouchable
community in Delhi, and in the entire Delhi district the second largest
of the census caste groupings, constituting 10 per cent of the total
population and exceeded in numbers only by the Jats.*? Their untouch-
able status undoubtedly made them receptive to movements of religious
reform, whether that took the form of allegiance to the Chamar Hindu
saint Ravidas or to the Kabir-Panth or, in the twentieth century, to the
leadership of Dr Ambedkar or the influence of neo-Buddhism.* In rural
Uttar Pradesh there were mass conversions to Methodism and other
forms of Christianity after 1900.# But in urban Delhi, for better or for
worse, religious reform was not to be Christian, largely because Lefroy’s
attitudes made it impossible.
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Although not interested in dealing with Chamars who were attracted
to Christianity, Lefroy was interested in promoting missionary influence
with those Indians who were not interested in becoming Christians.
This behavior makes sense only in the light of the Anglican view of
influence which determined the Cambridge Mission’s attitude to caste
in Delhi. Having dealt with the embarrassing presence of Chamar
Christians, Lefroy turned his attention to a truly worthy opponent, a
great world religion, Islam. Noted for the excellence of his Urdu, he
conducted disputations with Muslim leaders before crowds of as many
as 1,000 at the principal mosques in Old Delhi, encounters noted primar-
ily for interminable wrangling about the relative corruption or purity of
the Koran versus the New Testament.** Christians were at a considerable
competitive disadvantage in that particular argument, given the obvious
contrast in the unity and coherence of the texts. After several years of
colorful controversy, and the successful conversion of one of his leading
opponents and no one else, Lefroy noted how little progress of any kind
could be derived from these confrontations, which the Muslim press
routinely declared to be disasters for Christianity. He was more hopeful
about his position on the Delhi Municipal Committee, where he waited
for “the contact into which it would bring me with some of the leading
men of the city, to whom our mission is especially supposed to address
itself.”46

More important were Lefroy’s schemes to promote Christian influence
among the non-Christian elite by creating Christian institutions to serve
them. Since the Church of England served elites at home without inquir-
ing too closely into their piety, building important institutions to serve
the non-Christian elites of Delhi seemed natural and normal. The
Government of Punjab initiated a request to the mission to create a new
college in Delhi, and by 1882 Lefroy and S.S. Allnutt were deep into
plans for a Christian college for non-Christian students. By 1885 the
Punjab Government was providing 80 per cent of St Stephen’s College’s
budget, and the Delhi Municipal Government another 10 per cent; the
students included forty-eight Hindus, four Muslims, three Christians
and one Parsi.”” In 1889 the provincial government granted a block of
land near Kashmir Gate for new college buildings along with a donation
of 10,000 rupees toward the buildings and the prospect of more.*® Except
for a temporary setback around the turn of the century, the result of
competition from non-Christian colleges (also government funded), the
number of students grew steadily, but the college remained Hindu with
small Muslim and Christian minorities.*

With the expulsion of most of the Chamar Christian community and
the creation of prestigious and influential institutions for non-Christians,
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including not only St Stephen’s College but also St Stephen’s Hospital
for Women, Lefroy set Christian work in Delhi into an institutional
mold which persists today. The institutions created by the Cambridge
Mission to Delhi remain among the most prestigious and important
educational and medical institutions in North India. The institutional
strategy came under recurrent criticism from within the missionary
movement, but Lefroy defended St Stephen’s tenaciously. Lefroy was
convinced that any attempt at broad persuasion would require first the
creation of an institutional setting to foster a Christian moral ethos. In
a letter to the Secretary of the SPG on the progress of St Stephen’s
College, he observed that, “The more one comes to realize the extra-
ordinary degree to which, in many respects, the people of India have
become demoralized and have lost their hold on many of the essential
principles of right and wrong, the more one sees how essential it is not
only to preach the truths of Christ but to recreate as far as possible the
entire character and mental standpoint.” This dark and pessimistic view
of Indian morality helped to justify St Stephen’s College, where the goal
was not outright conversion so much as the creation of a moral atmos-
phere which would, over several generations, “recreate some kind of
moral faculty” among the Indian elite.*

Similar comments about moral depravity in the slums of darkest
England can be found in the writings of the more censorious clergymen
at home. In some ways Lefroy’s comments on Hinduism merely reflect
the scholarly consensus in Europe, where enthusiasts for Hinduism were
few and far between. The best known English expert on Hinduism,
Friedrich Max Miiller, approached Sanskrit texts, in his own words, “as
the physician studies the twaddle of idiots.”** But Lefroy should have
known better than to indulge in vitriolic anti-Hindu polemic. If his
mission was unapologetic about its ties with the colonizing enterprise
and its members unembarrassed about leaving a trail of self-incriminat-
ing pro-imperial comments, Lefroy was also part of an international
missionary movement that had broader goals than the cultural conquest
of India for Great Britain. Furthermore, he came from a tradition that
was specifically committed to learning from Indian culture, and that
recognized explicitly that Christianity is one thing and western civiliz-
ation another. Other missionaries in his own mission, notably C.F
Andrews, took the Westcottian tradition in a very different direction,
and it was not necessary to embrace Hinduism in order to be courteous
about a society where he was, as he knew, an intruder. Moral censorious-
ness and anti-Hindu piety were being expressed in an imperial context
in which Lefroy was associated with imperial power, a fact that he was
perfectly well aware of and indeed took ineffective steps to compensate
for by publicly praising Indian culture in other contexts.®

Lefroy’s generous remarks, however, are overshadowed by his obser-
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vations on the defects of Indian moral character, which were in some
cases so extreme that they make one wonder how any Indian could
associate with him. If Indian morality were as bad as Lefroy thought,
an “atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust on the one hand, with their
invariable correlations of deceit, falsehood, and untrustworthiness,”* it
would explain why his partner, Allnutt, suffered from recurrent night-
mares about being murdered, and could not sleep on the roof in the
hot weather because of the danger that he would awaken screaming
and rush toward the parapet.** (Allnutt’s scream no doubt bore little
resemblance to the scream described by Kipling in Kim, the “terrible,
bubbling, meaningless yell of the Asiatic roused by nightmare.”)*

Lefroy experienced private doubts himself about failure, lamenting
early in his career that “our position as the ruling power puts a dead
weight on the missionary enterprise which nothing but the direct Grace
of God can possibly enable us to lift.” He confessed to the SPG Sec-
retary in 1894 that the work proceeded “so slowly that at times one’s
heart almost fails, and one is ready to cry “How long, Oh Lord, how
long?” ¥ In order to get closer to the people, Lefroy took a room on
Chandni Chowk, the main thoroughfare of Old Delhi: “I go there pretty
often in the mornings and sit most of the day ... I hope that some may
realize my accessibility ... and drop in for a talk and inquiry ... it
seems to bring me closer to them, even if only in my own thought, for
I confess I have not so far been encumbered by the rush of visitors,
inquirers, or the like. Still, they may come.”®

The hoped-for rush of inquirers became even less likely after Lefroy
became Bishop of Lahore in 1899. Punjab was the scene of aggressive
nationalist agitation while Lefroy was Bishop, a position which required
not only the ecclesiastical supervision of Indian Christians but also the
provision of religious services for the extensive military establishment,
larger in the Diocese of Punjab than in any other diocese in the empire
except for Winchester. He continued to promote the Westcottian vision
of a Christian synthesis of East and West, encouraging St Stephen’s
College students to choose the best of each culture. Expressing qualified
support for the national movement in principle, he denounced the atti-
tude of the British in India, the “grim refusal of anything even approach-
ing to a brotherly and sympathetic bearing.”*

Such protestations of commitment to India rang hollow from someone
with such obvious imperial associations. Lefroy made things worse by
his opposition to the appointment of the first Indian Head of St
Stephen’s College. His well-intentioned attempts to promote Indian
church self-government through the appointment of an Indian Arch-
deacon of Delhi ran into the racist objections that an Indian would
have pastoral supervision over English parishioners, and Lefroy had
to improvise with a non-territorial archdiaconate. Hoping to promote
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indigenous forms of piety, he promulgated a new semi-monastic order
called the Brotherhood of the Imitation of Christ centered on the Christ-
ian Sadhu (holy man), Sadhu Sundar Singh. According to C.F. Andrews,
Lefroy “looked upon the founding of this new Order as the greatest
event that had happened to the church in the Punjab during his episco-
pate. He laid his hands upon them at a solemn and beautiful service in
Lahore Cathedral and thus sent them forth to their work with the
blessings of God.” But conflict developed over clerical celibacy and
the order fell apart amidst accusations of racism.® By the time of Lef-
roy’s elevation to the See of Calcutta in 1913, it was clear to just about
everyone in India that the hopes of this mission had never been fulfilled
in any straightforward way.

IV

Faced with a consensus of authoritative judgments that the missionary
enterprise has been marginal to the history of India, it is perhaps time
to reconsider the views of Lefroy’s small band of admirers. In ways that
no one precisely anticipated, Lefroy influenced modern India through
St Stephen’s College and other institutions like it. One need only walk
around St Stephen’s College to soak up some of the atmosphere of
academic elitism that the Cambridge Brothers bequeathed to Indian
academia. Graduates of mission colleges in India, when asked if it made
any difference at all that their schools had been mission schools, will
almost always answer “no,” but it is possible that they are looking for
missionary influence in the form of identifiable, explicit religious teach-
ing rather than in the broader curriculum promoted by Lefroy. The
handful of BA students at St Stephen’s in 1883 were taught Kingsley’s
Hypatia, Macaulay’s Essays on Chatham and Pitt, Shakespeare’s Hamlet,
Milton’s L’Allegro and Il Penseroso, and Tennyson's Passing of Arthur. On
Prize Day Lefroy had the students wear what he called “Urdu dress” as
a safeguard against westernization, which gives you an idea of Lefroy’s
concept of a synthesis of East and West: English literature in Urdu
dress.®! Lefroy believed that intellectual assent to the doctrine of Christ-
ianity was not enough; an atmosphere of moral rectitude had to be
created to foster such assent, and the canon of English literature,
especially the Romantic Poets and Shakespeare, were essential elements
of the proper moral atmosphere.

St Stephen'’s teachers complained that the routine grammatical and
rote nature of the Indian education system had left Indian students
without the speculative faculties necessary to understand Wordsworth.
Yet the Cambridge Mission’s Annual Report for 1887 reported on the
success of the mission in this area by quoting a letter from a non-
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Christian graduate, Shiv Narayan, now Extra Assistant Commissioner,
the “highest post open to Indians in uncovenanted civil service”:

Often on a cloudy morning when I go for field inspection it is
pleasant to see all around a spectacle of verdure and fertility.
The rural scenery is sometimes very picturesque, where a man of
Wordsworthian mood would like to be in a state of “wise passive-
ness” and “silent meditation.”

According to the Report, this citation was meant to “enable you to judge
a little of the extent to which Christian teaching has influenced his
character” and “indicates quite a new departure in its incipient appreci-
ation of scenery to which the Indian student is as a rule quite a
stranger.”

A definition of missionary success as an ability to judge nature from
a Wordsworthian point of view would have struck most contributors to
the British missionary movement as a peculiar one. However much the
missionary enterprise became implicated in the colonial enterprise, it
nonetheless had independent origins in the domestic expansion of
Christian activity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The
missionary movement thus could play a part in the redefinition of
religion as a voluntary enterprise suited to a pluralistic society, but only
by maintaining the distinction between Christianity and western culture
- a distinction that the Cambridge Brothers tended to blur in practice.
In 1913 Lefroy spoke frankly of “the very large amount of material . ..
being prepared for the spread of higher moral and religious standards
and principles of life” in India. “This is to a large extent due to the
influence of Christian missionaries and educationalists. But nothing has
contributed so much to bring about the present welcome change as the
spread of English education has done.”*

By reducing the missionary enterprise to the promotion of English
education, Lefroy left his mark on modern India, but his influence was
far removed in both intention and conception from the universalism of
the nineteenth-century missionary movement or the fruitful synthesis
of East and West discussed at Cambridge in the 1870s. Lefroy’s own
version of Christianity was rooted in Anglican parochial and academic
traditions, which assumed that an educated elite committed to raising
the level of civilization would gradually bring society under the influ-
ence of the most important of all civilizing institutions, the Church.
These traditions have been obstacles to popular recruitment both in
India and England, and Lefroy’s role in this particular civilizing mission
was tainted by religious bigotry and corrupted by moral insensitivity.
But a single-minded devotion to institution-building produced, in this
case, durable institutions. Furthermore, the curriculum that outlived
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Lefroy was, by his own definition of the relationship between religion
and culture, one that promoted religious as well as secular values.

How to talk about the consequences of this form of cultural interaction
is a discussion that is only now beginning. Government as well as
mission schools were promoting the study of English literature, for their
own purposes, as a substitute for the moral training provided by
religious education in England but regarded as unsuitable for India. The
formal study of English literature, as Gauri Viswanathan has shown,
developed earlier in India than in Great Britain as part of an explicit
strategy of colonial rule.®* It is one thing, however, to issue official
government minutes promulgating a particular curriculum, and another
to promote a canon of literature with missionary zeal. Lefroy was not
merely an elitist, but a specialist in the construction of elite educational
institutions. The sheer tenacity of Lefroy’s elitism made possible a con-
vergence of interests with certain sections of the Indian elite, who had
their own reasons to make use of imperial institutions. Like other
missionary schools, and in contrast to at least some government
schools,®* St Stephen’s promoted what was in effect a Romantic canon
with a tenacious moralizing fervor, and became one of the most pres-
tigious schools in twentieth-century India. For better or for worse, Lef-
roy’s eulogists might have been correct in declaring him an influential
man, even though his influence has been obscured by the rhetorical
conventions of public discourse about religion, secularist in modern
Britain, nationalist in modern India.
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3
Raymond Unwin 1863-1940

Designing for democracy in Edwardian
England

Standish Meacham

George Orwell claimed to have been born into “the lower upper middle
class,” insisting that without knowledge of that fact, no one could
comprehend the map of his life or the shape of his mind.! Raymond
Unwin, the architect and town planner, would, if pressed, have acknowl-
edged that he too sprang from that same particular social subdivision,
though he would have argued that the matter was of little importance.
Yet for the historian the matter is important. It provides the avenue to
an understanding of the difficulty Unwin experienced as he attempted
to marry the ideal of democracy to a conception of community, while
designing houses and streetscapes, towns and suburbs in early twenti-
eth-century Britain.

Like Orwell, Unwin was a socialist. Like Orwell, he hoped that the
advance of social democracy would obliterate class distinctions. Unlike
Orwell, however, he seldom addressed the issue of class directly. He
appears to have been caught up in the dilemma that vexed many other
late Victorian upper-middle-class professionals who played a central
role in the reshaping of society at the end of the nineteenth century.
These men and women accepted that Britain was fast becoming a
democracy. Some, like Unwin, welcomed that fact. Others could do no
more than face it — and not without a considerable degree of trepidation.
Yet almost all of them feared the consequences of a democracy whose
political will was driven by class antagonism. And so they did their
best to minimize the existence of class consciousness when forecasting
democracy’s future.

They did this in one of two ways: either they thought of democracy
as the expression of countless individual wills, rather than as the collec-
tive wills of classes in opposition; or, acknowledging the need for some
form of collectivity, they spoke of “community,” understanding that
concept — sometimes consciously, often unconsciously — as it had been
traditionally understood, in rural, local and hierarchical terms that
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recalled a pre-industrial and therefore pre-class conscious society. Unwin
made it his business to improve the quality of life for English men,
women and children - particularly for working-class men, women and
children. He appreciated the fact that those people needed to understand
their lives in terms of some sort of social aggregation beyond their
individual selves and their immediate families. Yet he appeared unable
to work comfortably with the reality of class consciousness. He saw it
as his mission to design houses suitable for a democracy of individual
selves. And he welcomed the chance to plan communities that he
believed would bring those individuals into harmony with each other.
Unwin’s plans, however, tended to brush aside the immediate, implac-
able social reality of class. In that respect we should perhaps understand
them as Utopian. Certainly we should see them as an expression of
Unwin’s own class consciousness.

I

Unwin’s father Edward, about whom little is known, lived a maverick
life. As a young man he worked in the Yorkshire cloth trade, and,
despite the eventual collapse of the family business, was apparently
successful enough to hold on to property in Sheffield, upon which he
later depended for income. Raymond, born in 1863 in the West Riding
village of Whiston, began his schooling at Rotherham. Soon thereafter,
the family moved to Oxford. Edward took up a Fellowship at Balliol
College, where he had received his degree some years earlier. Family
legend has it that he was befriended by Armold Toynbee, the economic
historian, and T.H. Green, the idealist philosopher.? If so, association
with the latter may explain the fact that Edward resigned his fellowship
for reasons of religious conscience, remaining in Oxford, however, as an
academic coach. Raymond attended Magdalen College School and then
began training as an engineer. In 1885, he accepted a position as drafts-
man-fitter in a Manchester cotton mill.

Raymond Unwin’s daughter maintained that at about this time her
father spoke with Samuel Barnett, a family friend, who, as rector of St
Jude’s in Whitechapel, was laboring to create community in the slums
of East London. “Raymond,” he is supposed to have asked, “are you
more interested in making people good or making them happy?”® The
question implies that Unwin was contemplating a career as a clergyman.
The answer, presumably, was given in favor of the latter option. And
general happiness, Unwin soon concluded, depended on the realization
of a socialist society in Britain. Yet in fact Unwin’s particular brand of
socialism, reflecting the high-mindedness characteristic of so many late
Victorian social reformers, promised to make its beneficiaries both good
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and happy. Certainly that was the implicit — often explicit — purpose of
the housing Unwin was to design and the communities he was to plan.

During his years in Manchester, Unwin played a prominent role in
the establishment of a socialist presence within the city. He met William
Morris and Ford Madox Brown, who had come there to supervise the
painting of the town hall murals. That acquaintanceship encouraged
Unwin to join Morris’s Socialist League; in 1886 he was serving as first
secretary of the League’s Manchester branch. When he was 24, in 1887,
Unwin left Manchester for Chesterfield, where he went to work as chief
draftsman for the Staveley Coal and Iron Works. There he designed his
first houses — employees’ cottages — threatening to resign if prevented
from including bathrooms in the plans. He joined the Sheffield Socialist
Society and wrote for Morris’s Commonweal. He began to speak regularly
at outdoor meetings, most of them staged to increase local union mem-
bership. At Clay Cross, in the summer of 1887, Unwin reported in his
journal that at the end of his prepared speech, “I ... just went on
speaking about [the] union and trying to make things better and said
if they did not live to see it they would still be able to die feeling they
had left the world better for their children.”

Unwin was conscious at this time of a need “to make things better.”
He understood evil and misery “as an injunction for us to mend our
lives in some way, or the general conditions of life.”> His high-minded
socialist’s sense of the way things might be drove him to disparage the
banality of the way things were. A constant striver toward what he
believed to be the best, he wanted others striving alongside him. He
had heard John Ruskin lecture at least once at Oxford and, as a young
man, continued to read and ponder what he wrote. In his inaugural
address as president of the Royal Institute of British Architects in 1931,
he declared that he did not feel the least need to apologize for urging
the importance of harmony and beauty at a time of severe national
hardship. “If you feel that I have stressed this aspect too much, I may
perhaps recall that my early days were influenced by the musical voice
of John Ruskin, vainly trying to stem the flood of materialism which
seemed to him to be overwhelming the arts, and much else; and later
by the more robust and constructive personality of William Morris and
his crusade for the restoration of beauty to daily life. Those were times
when it was very interesting to be alive.”®

More than merely interesting: Unwin appears to have leapt at the
challenge that Ruskin and Morris flung at the feet of their materially-
minded fellow countrymen and women. In the same address, he quoted
Morris: “Beauty, which is what we mean by art . .. is no mere accident
of human life which people can take or leave as they like, but a positive
necessity of life, if we are to live as nature meant us to — that is, unless
we are content to be less than men.”” Morris’s insistence that beauty
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was not only to be found but to be vigorously cultivated in all aspects
of daily life encouraged the young Unwin to look everywhere for what
was beautiful, just as it inspired him, as he matured, to design beyond
single buildings to entire landscapes. Walking through the Staveley
factory in 1887, he noticed a man at work making girders, and saw the
beauty — “the higher morality” — in that labor because of the way in
which it was being done. “He took great notice of a bit of praise, and
although he is working piece work he tries to do everything the very
best way even when it was longer.”®

The relationship between beauty — whether in art, architecture or
daily work — and morality was one that Unwin tried hard to express
through his own life. His continual attempt to do so as a young man
was aided not only by the writings of Ruskin and Morris, but also by
his admiration for Edward Carpenter, the man who more than any other
helped Unwin discern the socialist vision that best accorded with his
intentions for himself and his hopes for his fellow men and women.
“From about the year 1881, Edward Carpenter became a great influence
in my life,” he wrote in 1931. The two had met following a lecture
Carpenter delivered in Chesterfield, and Unwin cultivated the friendship
at the Commonwealth Café in Sheffield, founded by Carpenter, and at
his nearby Millthorpe farm. Years later, in an essay in praise of Car-
penter’s life and spirit, Unwin recalled “the sense of escape from an
intolerable sheath of unreality and social superstition” he had experi-
enced on his first reading of Carpenter’s lengthy prose poem, Towards
Democracy’ Carpenter’s socialism, like Morris’s, celebrated the sturdy
individual farmer or artisan: “Who is this, . .. easy with open shirt and
brown neck and face ... through the city garden swinging? ... There
was a time when the sympathy and the ideals of men gathered round
other figures; . .. but now before the easy homely garb and appearance
of this man as he swings past in the evening, all these others fade and
grow dim.... And this is one of the slowly unfolding meanings of
Democracy.”?°

For Unwin, it became the quintessential meaning of democracy. He
wrote critically of a Commonweal article by Belfort Bax, complaining that
Bax’s scientific determinism placed him in that “depressing” camp of
socialists who had no “faith in man.”” Carpenter’s thought derived
from Walt Whitman, and from an American insistence upon a direct,
nurturing relationship between individual men and women and their
natural world. In his tribute to Carpenter, Unwin quoted a passage from
Towards Democracy that had inspired him, linking the beneficiaries of a
socialist democracy with the land that was theirs by right: “I see a great
land poised as in a dream. . .. I hear the bells pealing, and the crash of
hammers, and see beautiful parks spread — as in a toy show. I see a
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great land waiting for its own people to come and take possession of
it.”12

They were to possess that great land as individuals. Beyond indi-
viduals there must, of course, be community. Yet both Carpenter and
Unwin found it difficult to give the term specific definition. “The only
society which would ever really satisfy [man],” Carpenter wrote, “would
be one in which he was perfectly free, and yet bound by ties of deepest
trust to the other members.””> But what was to provide the binding?
Unwin never addressed the issue clearly. He had observed the way
in which class bound men and women to each other, and remained
disheartened by what he saw. Class was the pathological enemy of a
healthy society: “no people can be happy who are divided one against
another by strong class interests. . . . ” Nor could he perceive the benefits
that class consciousness might bring to workers who, linked together
by factory and neighborhood, derived security from the mutuality of
their experience. The curse of capitalism was its insistence that the
individual remain “bound to the actions of his neighbours.”** Cooper-
ation there had to be. But it was to be the cooperation of individual
men and women above class — the strong with the weak. “Our aim is
... to develop a society in which the good things in life shall be shared
— handed round, as it were, to all — not scrambled for, and in which if
there need be any extra burden carried at times, it shall not be thrust
upon the weakest as it is today, but the strong shall take it.”*®

I1

Unwin'’s apparently paradoxical grounding of his socialism in individu-
alism directly influenced the way in which he understood his mission
as architect and planner. He was drawn to a career in architecture by
his desire to design houses in which individual families — from whatever
class — might experience the marriage of beauty and right-living. He and
his first cousin and fellow-socialist Barry Parker established a practice in
Buxton in 1896, Unwin having married Parker’s sister Ethel three years
earlier. Parker had apprenticed with the Lancashire architect G.F. Armit-
age, following attendance at art schools in Derby and London. He spent
several years learning the various crafts that together comprised the
construction, decoration and furnishing of houses, convinced, as a dis-
ciple of Morris, that there was no proper way to subdivide the process
of house design. Parker and Unwin had been close friends for years.
“Before I left school,” Parker later wrote, “we had quite decided that
we would go into partnership someday.”*¢ Both apparently felt the need
for apprenticeship elsewhere within the world that they were deter-
mined to change. Both shared a vision of the way that change could be
made to occur.
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In their early designs for houses commissioned by middle-class
clients, and in a book, The Art of Building a Home, published in 1901,
the partners demonstrated the way they intended to put socialist prin-
ciples into practice. The results resembled the work of other architects
that historians have since loosely confederated together as “arts and
crafts” practitioners. Edgar Wood, M.H. Baillie Scott, W.R. Lethaby,
C.F.A. Voysey, C.R. Ashbee and a score of less distinguished but equally
dedicated designers, all subscribed to tenets absorbed from observation
of Morris’s example: most important, the injunction that form follow
function. “The essence and life of design lies in finding that form for
anything which will, with the maximum of convenience and beauty, fit
it for the particular function it has to perform, and adapt it to the special
circumstances in which it must be placed.””” That declaration, published
in the introduction to Parker and Unwin’s The Art of Building a Home,
remained the credo of their collaboration. The house, the streetscape,
the town, must express directly through their architecture and plan-
ning the purpose of the individual lives lived within them.

Who was to determine those purposes? Unwin believed that responsi-
bility rested ultimately with architects. Their task, as they built for
the citizenry of England’s emerging democracy, was to encourage the
cultivation of “higher natures” and “better selves” as they — the archi-
tects — defined these terms.

Architecture is rightly called a profession only when the architect
advises his client what is best, and brings the whole weight of his
knowledge and experience to persuade him from anything foolish
or in bad taste.... We have just such power of influencing our
clients by helping them towards a more natural life as the doctor
has in such matters as diet.’®

As teachers, architects were to play a role in the improvement of the
lives of their clients not unlike that of the young university-educated
gentlemen who went to live in East London settlement houses such as
Toynbee Hall at the close of the century. Unlike almost all these young
men, Parker and Unwin were socialists. They nevertheless understood
themselves as part of a socially responsive, public professoriat, above
the economic interests of the upper-middle commercial class from which
they were descended, whose task it was to encourage the following of
a more high-minded and hence a “better” way of life among their
fellow-citizens. At Toynbee Hall, Samuel Barnett, its founder, spoke
unequivocally of this mission: “The one thing necessary is that the
attempt be made by those ... who having learnt through feeling what
are the needs of their neighbours, are able to put into language unuttered
thoughts, and who ... are trusted where they are not understood.”*
Parker and Unwin were not, perhaps, as forthright, yet their intention
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was similar. They believed that they understood the needs of their
clients — better perhaps, than did their clients themselves; and they saw
it as their duty to respond to those needs as creatively as they could in
the designs they produced. True, the architect’s compulsion to tell clients
what is good for them is by no means peculiar to Parker and Unwin
or to the period during which they flourished as young designers. Yet
Parker and Unwin'’s prescriptions were as much social as architectural.
They were men of their time and of their class, preaching along with
other men and women to settlement house audiences, in Fabian Society
lectures, to University Extension and Workers’ Educational Association
students a particular brand of high-minded culture which they believed
would bring about the enlightenment of individuals and the creation of
a right-thinking democratic society. The nature and extent of Unwin’s
commitment to democracy must be understood against this insistence
upon the imposition of a moral aesthetic from above. With Carpenter
he could admire what was simple and honest, and disparage what was
elaborated and artificial. He could celebrate the solitary dedicated arti-
san who produced honest work. In that sense — an individual sense —
he proclaimed himself a democrat, as Carpenter and Whitman had
proclaimed themselves. Yet he could not trust the people to define a
worthy moral aesthetic of their own. Capitalism had imposed its gim-
crack standards on a commercial society denied the education necessary
to withstand them. Parker and Unwin saw their designs as just such
education. Once men and women had been taught the difference
between good architecture and bad, through the experience of living
within healthy, liberating environments, they would be able to make
choices for themselves. Until then they would need the tutelage of
disinterested mentors.

The lesson the two young architects were most anxious to impart —
that the way people lived must reflect the increasingly democratic nature
of their changing society — encouraged them to confront the fact that
for most men and women, particularly those without much economic
security, change is a frightening business. In The Art of Building, Parker
and Unwin reassured their readers of their opposition to innovation for
its own sake. “Let us then,” they declared in italics, “do nothing different
from what we have done before, until we feel it to be better than what we have
done before.””® They insisted, indeed, that many of the reforms they
were suggesting were in fact rooted in the past — here echoing the
pronouncements of Morris and of their Arts and Crafts contemporaries.
They acknowledged the paradox implicit in their search for designs
suitable for a democracy within the patterns of England’s feudal past.
Yet where else to look? Too often the new “strikes a note of defiance
with surrounding nature.” And the harmony of individual with nature
remained central to their definition of democracy. Hence the appeal of
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an old building, which seems “almost to grow out of the ground on
which it stands.”*

Were that old building a laborer’s cottage, chances are that its interior
plan would, in Parker and Unwin’s opinion, reflect a more wholesome
- a “better” — way of daily life than that lived by workers in late
Victorian cities and towns. A change dear to their hearts, reflecting
their willingness to idealize the past and their determination to impose
improving patterns upon the present, was the abolition of the parlor.
Parlors bespoke a foolish craving for bourgeois respectability, and thus
encouraged anti-democratic sentiments of class consciousness. A tiny
front room, used no more than once or twice a week, robbed house-
holders of desperately needed living space, often boxing them into
airless kitchens facing dreary, sunless back alleys. “When mankind first
took to living in houses these consisted of one room; perhaps the most
important fact to be remembered in designing cottages is that the cot-
tager still lives during the day-time in one room.” Parker and Unwin
claimed familiarity with the way working-class families lived, and an
understanding of their needs. “Except by a very careful study of the
life which the space is to shelter,” Unwin wrote in a Fabian Society tract
in 1902, “it is not possible to design the house so as to properly fit and
accommodate to that life.”? Unwin had studied that life; but he paid
little heed to the ingrained — and deeply conservative — attitudes that
helped give it shape. Parlors, though perhaps irrational, nevertheless
embodied in an important, tangible form a family’s ability to afford
something beyond the minimum. The ten-by-twelve room, with its four
or five pieces of all-but-functionless furniture, might supply that family
with a measure of psychic sustenance as important to its well-being as
fresh air and sunshine.

Unwin eventually gave up the battle. By 1919, he had yielded to the
extent of acknowledging that “in order to meet the reasonable require-
ments of the average working-class family, a cottage should contain
three bedrooms, a living room, parlour, scullery, larder, bathroom, W.C.,
and coal stove.”” He and Parker never ceased to believe in the morally
therapeutic benefit of that one large room, however, and continued to
design it whenever they could into houses for middle-class as well as
working-class clients. With inglenooks for warmth and “cosiness” — an
attribute they prized, with bay windows to catch winter light and
summer breezes, it became for them an almost enchanted place where
family members might experience a constant lift of spirits. Describing a
“laborer’s cottage,” in The Art of Building a Home, they wrote of a “space
for a table for meals, and a few shelves for books,” then suggested that
the family might find “a corner for a piano or desk.” Rather than a
parlor, the house should contain a study, or more probably a bedroom
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large enough so that “a portion of it could be made cosy for such a
purpose.”*

Unwin was fantasizing for the laborer and his family the sort of life
that he himself was living at that time, the simple, harmoniously
improving life, patterned upon Carpenter’s example, that he believed
best suited the citizens of a modern democracy. We catch a glimpse of
it in a memoir written years later by Katherine Bruce Glasier, a close
friend from those early days.

It is difficult ... to even attempt to estimate the inspiration that
came in those early days from watching the Raymond Unwins
translate into every detail of their daily life and of their simple
five-room home ... their sincere belief in their fellow-workers’
right not only to work and wage but to interest and even joy in
the doing of that work and assuredly to beauty in their
surroundings. . .. The warm curtains at the window, blankets on
the bed, cushion coverings and even the hostess’s frock and little
son’s tunic were all made from Ruskin flannel ... the joy of
embroidering the strong hand-made fabrics . .. working at it of an
evening while one or another played or sang or read aloud from
some worth-while writer — these became living experiences that
could never be gainsayed.”

This was the life Unwin and Parker wanted for everyone, the promise
of a socialist democracy. And it was a life they stoutly advocated,
whenever possible, in houses designed not just to shelter but to promote
a particular kind of life. “The influences which our common every-day
surroundings have upon our characters, our conceptions, our habits of
thought and conduct, are often very much under-rated; we do not realise
the power they have of either aiding or hindering the development in
us of the best or worst of which we are capable.”? Parker and Unwin
did realize the power of everyday surroundings, and determined to do
all they could, by means of the houses they built, to teach men, women
and children what “best” and “worst” meant, so that they might strive
for the former and shun the latter.

Important though the single dwelling might be as a catalyst for moral
improvement, it was but part of a larger social entity. Capitalism had
promoted individualism at the expense of community, as it had competi-
tion over cooperation. Socialism taught that “independence is no end
in itself, and is only good in that it sets free the individuals to form
new relationships based on mutual association.”” Unwin struggled to
give that association shape and substance. Like so many of his contem-
poraries who despised the monotony and grimness of industrial cities,
and who saw them as breeding grounds for class animosity, Unwin
looked to the pre-industrial village as a model. In a chapter he wrote
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on “co-operation in building” for The Art of Building a Home, he idealized
the organic unity those communities professed, not only in their collec-
tive architecture but in their social relations.

There are houses and buildings of all sizes: the hut in which the
old road mender lives by himself, the inn with its ancient sign,
the prosperous yeoman’s homestead, the blacksmith’s house and
forge, the squire’s hall, the vicarage, and the doctor’s house, are
all seemingly jumbled together. ... Yet there is no sense of con-
fusion; on the contrary the scene gives us that peaceful feeling
which comes from the perception of orderly arrangement. ... The
village was the expression of a small corporate life in which all
the different units were personally in touch with each other, con-
scious of and frankly accepting their relations, and on the whole
content with them. This relationship reveals itself in the feeling of
order which the view induces.?®

Unwin perceived the village as an “association for mutual help”; it
was that quality that distinguished it from modern urban society, at
once atomized by isolating individualism and divided by antagonistic
class warfare. Not surprisingly, however, he found it all but impossible
to reconcile his vision of a community whose members were “conscious
of and frankly accepting” of a set of hierarchical relationships reaching
from squire to road mender with his commitment to democratic social-
ism. He shared the dilemma with other reformers of his class who,
when looking for an escape from contemporary urban disorganization
and dysfunction, could see an alternative nowhere other than in an
idealized, pre-industrial past. Unwin tried to wriggle free of the diffi-
culty, but in doing so as often as not enmeshed himself further. “The
relationships of feudalism have gone,” he declared stoutly; but as to
what exactly would take their place he was by no means certain:
“democracy has yet to evolve some definite relationships of its own,
which when they come will doubtless be as picturesque as the old
forms.”” Why “picturesque”? The anti-modern strain in Unwin’s think-
ing, characteristic of Morris and Carpenter as well, encouraged him to
believe that he could succeed in pouring the new wine of egalitarian
socialism into the old bottles of hierarchical community.

III

In 1904, Parker and Unwin won the competition to plan Britain’s first
Garden City, Letchworth, in Hertfordshire. The Garden City movement
in Britain was the consequence of the same combination of Utopian and
conservative forces that were operating in Unwin’s own mind at the
time. The concept, as proclaimed by its leading evangelist, Ebenezer
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Howard, in his book Garden Cities of To-morrow, was remarkably radical.
It proposed nothing less than a reform of the system of land tenure and
the planning and construction of entirely new cities throughout the
countryside, balanced communities for work and living in which
country and city would merge together into a lively unity, as sterile
suburbs disappeared along with the class division they encouraged. A
number of men and women who espoused the Garden City cause,
joining the Garden City Association to do so, were socialists like Parker
and Unwin. And in communities that were built before the First World
War - Letchworth and Hampstead Garden Suburb - schemes of commu-
nal living, such as proposed by Unwin, were in fact incorporated into
the design and construction of “co-operative” housing units.

Despite the socially-advanced nature of Howard’s vision and the
enthusiasm of radical reformers for his proposals, the movement, as it
manifested itself in the years before the war, was nonetheless backward-
looking. In its expressed fear of urban life, it bespoke that hankering
after an idealized past that Unwin found so tantalizing. Its goal of
recreated community, far from implying a radical leveling, envisaged
the rebirth of a tranquil mutuality across class lines. Its expectation that
Garden Cities would encourage such worthy living was grounded in
the assumption that definitions of worth should derive from values that
were essentially those of a “disinterested” upper middle-class directorate
of planners, patrons, architects and managers. Above all, that director-
ate continued to insist that however experimental the concept, it must,
to establish its worth, prove itself financially sound.

Parker and Unwin were familiar with Howard’s scheme, and were
enthusiastic supporters of the Garden City concept. “I remember well,”
Parker later reminisced, “how attracted to Howard I was, and how
completely sympathetic we were in our aims and views.”* Unwin had
spoken at conferences on the subject in 1901 and 1902; he and Parker
had recently completed plans for the design of New Earswick, a
working-class estate commissioned by the Rowntree family on a tract
outside York. Their commitment was manifest, their credentials impress-
ive. Their design, which won out over two others, departed from
Howard’s schematic plan in several respects — most notably as a conse-
quence of mainline railway tracks which bisected the site. Whereas
Howard made no specific mention of the way classes were to be distri-
buted throughout his city, Parker and Unwin proposed, from the start
and at the insistence of the developers, distinctive middle- and working-
class neighborhoods. Within the latter, houses were in many cases plot-
ted around quadrangles or greens, in a manner reminiscent of a scheme
proposed by Unwin in The Art of Building a Home, and reflective of his
admiration for the social “unity” of village life. A recent historian has
remarked that the overall design reflected a determination that
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Letchworth take shape as “a cooperatively organized community of
equals.” Yet he observes as well that “Unwin’s aesthetic glorification
of the traditional village was also a glorification of the stable social
relations he imagined existed there, and an implicit critique of the
modern quest for change.”*! Letchworth was a “community of equals”
to the extent that its patrons and planners were determined to provide
a pleasant, healthy environment for all its citizens. To ensure “stable
social relations,” however, they took few chances.

Unwin’s intention to create community was thwarted by more than
his employers’ unwillingness to integrate working and middle classes.
So anxious was he to provide every Letchworth citizen with green
grass, trees and gardens, that he imposed a housing density below that
necessary for healthy existence, and thereby inhibited the growth of
neighborly interaction. The formula — twelve houses to the acre — was
lower than Howard had proposed. But Howard was far more comfort-
able with the tight urban landscape that Unwin shied from. The overall
effect was of isolated housing clusters and solitary dwellings, rather
than of a unified whole. In this, early Letchworth reflected its designer’s
equation of democracy with individualism. Unwin himself recognized
the problem. “Spaces in the garden city tend to be too large in pro-
portion to the buildings,” he wrote in 1907, “and we have much yet to
learn as to the best treatment.”*

Unity - and hence, by implication, a sense of community — was to be
achieved by means of aesthetic control, most notably in the imposition
of regulations as to the use of building materials. Here the individual
was to give way to the communal. In a typed list of “suggestions”
submitted to the city’s promoters, Unwin insisted on “simple, straight-
forward buildings, suitably designed for their respective purposes and
honestly built of simple and harmonious materials.” There were to be
no “artificial attempts at the picturesque” nor any “useless ornamen-
tation.” In order to ensure “unity of effect,” roofs were to be of local
red tiles, rather than of the cheaper blue or purple slates used elsewhere
in England, and bricks whitewashed or stuccoed if they were of an
inharmonious color.®® Unwin fought a constant, and losing, battle on
this front. First Garden City Company, Ltd, anxious — at times nearly
desperate — to avert financial disaster, was unwilling to allow aesthetic
authoritarianism precedence over fiscal responsibility. In addition,
Unwin’s fierce desire for unity of design often stood opposed to his
equally unequivocal determination to provide workers affordable hous-
ing. Thomas Adams, the Company secretary, took a characteristic shot
at Unwin in a speech to the Letchworth men’s club, arguing that “it
was possible to provide a well built cottage with slated roof at less cost
than the tiled one, although he might be laying himself open to the
charge of inartistic taste.” He noted as well that the maximum of twelve
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houses to the acre, because it drove up costs, “was bound to place some
burden on the poor” — a remark greeted by a round of “hear, hears.”*

None of these conflicts were peculiar to Letchworth; these fights had
been fought before and are fought today. What makes the argument
worth noting is the fact that Unwin relied to such an extent upon
aesthetic harmony to produce a sense of community. Deprived of the
former, the latter suffered far more than might have been the case had
Unwin found other ways to center his conception and his design.

In fact, the town was not to have a proper “center” until at least a
decade following its founding. Space was allocated in the original plan,
but the Company believed it a mistake to lease land for shops and public
buildings until the population reached a point that would persuade
builders to erect something well-designed and substantial. Despite
Unwin’s admiration for the work of the Continental planner Camillo
Sitte, who extolled the virtues of enclosed town squares, he proposed
instead an open park as the city’s hub, bordered by poplar trees. This
scheme, he explained, “while it tends to emphasize the centre and con-
centrate the life of the town there ... entails perhaps some loss of
the sense of enclosure and cosiness which are attractive features of the
medieval place.”* That was indeed the case. Nor did the park “concen-
trate the life of the town,” since its residents had considerable greensward
upon which to enjoy themselves adjacent to their own houses. Shops
would have encouraged that concentration — as they do at the present
time. But Unwin appeared unconscious of the role that shops and public
forums of various sorts might play in drawing people — and people of
different classes — together. Even in the subsidiary “villages” that were
the hallmark of early Letchworth, there were few if any neighborhood
stores, though in the case of the Pixmore estate, a tract of working-class
houses designed by Parker and Unwin, an institute, tennis courts and
bowling green encouraged common activity, while testifying to the archi-
tects” determination, where possible, to provide workers and their famil-
ies with amenities hitherto understood as privilege rather than right.
Men, women and children, to the extent that they lived in such clusters,
were all but actively discouraged by Unwin'’s plan to move beyond the
confines of their closes and quadrangles, to mingle with each other as
citizens of a community greater than the sum of its disconnected parts.

For the citizens of Letchworth, Unwin did his very best to design
housing expressive of his democratic convictions. He and Parker
struggled, and urged other architects as well, to provide the sort of
accommodation they had advocated in The Art of Building a Home, and
that the Rowntrees had promoted at New Earswick: commodious living
rooms; three bedrooms and separate bath, where cost permitted; orien-
tation so as to catch the maximum amount of sunlight, even if this
meant placing coalstore and larder toward the street. Though rate of
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return on investment was of concern to the Rowntrees, they were, as a
recent commentator has observed, “always prepared . .. to abandon the
idea of low-cost housing, rather than lower aesthetic standards.”*¢ Not
so the trustees of First Garden City Company, Ltd. From the start Unwin
was forced to compromise. He argued that the minimum dimensions
authorized for Letchworth living rooms — twelve feet by twelve feet six
inches — were too small, providing for a family of four less cubic footage
per person than that required in provincial common lodging houses and
New York prisons. “Surely what is deemed essential for the inhabitants
of prisons and common lodging-houses is not too generous for the
inhabitants of Garden City, which seeks to set an example to the country
of what the homes of the people should be like.”*” Even as built to less-
than-ideal standards, workers’ cottages commanded rents that put them
beyond the reach of many of those employed in the factories and
workshops that had begun to locate in the town.

When house plans did embody the ideal, workers remained unim-
pressed. The parlor debate continued a heated one. The first issue of
Garden City, published by the Association in 1906, put the matter
squarely before its readers: workmen and their wives did not want daily
life lived in one room - even if that room was a comparatively large
one. “They like the parlor and they mean to have it. They give many
reasons for their preference. Such as the necessity of having a place into
which to show the casual visitor when the woman of the household is
cooking; the need for a place of retirement for the husband when he
requires it, and as a sort of storeroom for souvenirs and select pieces of
furniture as they possess.”*® A spokesman for W.H. Smith, which had
moved its printing operations to Letchworth, complained of the diffi-
culty the company faced as it attempted to convince workers of the
advantages of Garden City housing. In addition to the matter of parlors,
bedrooms were too small; and tenants complained that “some of the
cottages had doors and latches like chicken houses. They were told that
they would get to like the new arrangements, but they declined to try
them.” The cottages were “good enough as scenery,” the report con-
cluded, “but were not designed to suit the needs or prejudices of the
London workman.”*

To all of this, Unwin replied with undeniable truth that while Letch-
worth was not Utopia — or even Utopia Limited — it was a city far more
appropriate to a truly democratic society than any other in the nation.
“Has it ever occurred to you,” he asked in a speech in 1912:

to go down a street of workman’s cottages in almost any other
town in this country and assume the same critical attitude [as that
of Letchworth’s detractors]? Do we know any other town where
there is not and never can be another slum? Do we know any
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other where every house has had some thought and care bestowed
on it, to adapt it to the needs of its occupants and its position? I
know of none such ... [and] going as I do constantly to other
places, I feel that Letchworth has given a very good lead.®

To the extent that Letchworth provided its individual citizens the oppor-
tunity to enjoy healthy lives in an environment in sympathy with aes-
thetic refinement and in touch with natural beauty, it corresponded to
Unwin’s own definition of democracy. Democracy meant a society of
equals, in which men, women and children shared access to what was
“best.” If Letchworth had not entirely achieved that lofty goal, it had
come closer than any other community in the nation.

Yet Letchworth’s individuals did not shed the skin of class conscious-
ness as they emerged into the sunshine of their environmental spring-
time. This had been the hope — as it remained, for a time, the claim.
“We have no feudal survivals, no slums, no snobbery,” one resident
proclaimed in Letchworth’s monthly journal, The City. “There is no
storied tradition behind us which might with dead hand benumb the
multifarious enterprise of to-day....” H.D. Pearsall, president of the
Residents’” Union, welcomed newcomers in 1911 with the injunction to
“break away from the ordinary mould of English town life with its
‘class’ distinctions.”#!

Putting “class” in quotation marks could not diminish the reality of
its presence, however. The city’s governmental structure did little to
promote democratic participation across class lines. Despite the existence
of various councils and committees, composed in the main of elected
middle-class representatives, the constantly intrusive presence of the
Company in the affairs and decision-making of the community cast a
paternalistic pall over the enterprise. Factory workers experienced the
tensions of industrial relations that were not markedly different at Letch-
worth from those in any other English town or city. With factories came
trade unions, and with trade unions, strikes. A member of the militant
Church Socialist Union, who visited Letchworth in 1913, declared with
some truth that it was “no more than Leeds whitewashed. In Letchworth
the same system obtained, but it happens to be painted in more beautiful
colours. There is the same division of classes, the same separation of
members of the human race into masters and men.” As the manager
of the Phoenix Motor Works proclaimed: “It was no good him saying
that they came [to Letchworth] to build a factory for the benefit of the
working man; they came ... to make money.”#

Unwin, who understood class as the enemy of democracy, undoubt-
edly found the evidence of such antagonism distressing. Thwarted by
Company policy and by his own difficulties in conceiving an urban
environment that would encourage the dissolution of class boundaries,
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he directed his energies at Letchworth to the establishment of a school
system he hoped would accomplish that end. He was an active member
of the Letchworth Education Committee, he and Parker having settled
in the town with their families and built themselves adjacent houses
there. In an article written in 1905, Unwin outlined plans his committee
had drafted which had as their goal “the development of the individual,
to fit him or her for the common life.” Boys and girls of all classes
would be taught together “and share the same training and experience,
so that they might be prepared to meet and cooperate in civic and
business spheres.” The expectation was that “from the common disci-
pline of different classes of children a more thorough and complete
understanding of, and respect for, the different spheres of life would be
likely to grow; and further that in this way alone, could anything like
equality of opportunity be given.” Though eventually some sort of
streaming would be necessary, in order to accommodate students going
on to university, “the whole educational system, elementary, technical,
and secondary, should as far as possible be made homogeneous as
regards management, quality of teaching and social status,” to ensure
that all children shared “in the same school life.” Nor was it to be
supposed that children of the working class would automatically leave
school at fourteen; assistance would be provided to “the specially gifted
children of less well-to-do parents.”*

Here was concrete expression of Unwin’s democratic ideals. Contrary
to the philosophy of social segregation enshrined in the Education Act
of 1902 and its implementation under Robert Morant’s elitist code,*
Unwin’s scheme would actively encourage the nurture of individual
“best selves” from whatever class, fitting them for their role in “the
common life” of a genuinely democratic society. Despite his commitment
to educational equality, however, Unwin could not help but express the
condescension that so often colored the well-intentioned thoughts and
plans of turn-of-the-century social reformers. While “the children of the
well-to-do” would gain “widened experience and sympathy” from
the scheme, he wrote, those of the “less well-to-do” would profit “by
mixing with children who have had a more refined upbringing, and
may be expected to have more refined habits and manners.”* Tell that
to respectable working-class parents, and then wonder why they might
turn away in anger and resentment.

Letchworth, in its early years, was a vision as well as an emergent
city, a vision that accorded with Unwin’s own sense of the way in which
a democratic society should be fashioned. It was a middle-class vision,
shaped and articulated by men and women who had made the personal
choice to live as pioneers. Unlike the majority of working-class residents
of Letchworth, whose jobs had required their relocation, people like
Unwin and Parker settled at Letchworth to partake of an experiment
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that promised something better for England and its citizens. In 1914,
the Letchworth Arts Club engaged themselves in that quintessentially
high-minded, middle-class pursuit, the production of a masque. Entitled
“The Garden of the Leech,” it derived its theme from the etymology of
the word Letchworth - the leech’s garden. “The town’s name,” the
printed foreword declared, “considered as signifying the Leech’s Hold-
ing, or Garden of Healing Herbs, gave the masque its point of departure.
Garden City is in effect a place of healing, an experiment-ground for
solutions to social ills and sores, and one where constructive thought
may generate and bear fruit.”* So it was to the masquers; and so it was
to Unwin.

v

Though in sympathy with the message the masque proclaimed, Unwin
almost certainly never saw it. By the time it was performed, he no
longer lived in Letchworth. In 1906, he and his family had moved to
Hampstead, where he assumed the post of consulting architect and
surveyor to the Hampstead Garden Suburb Trust. He remained in part-
nership with Parker, and continued to design for Letchworth. But his
efforts were now concentrated on this new scheme — the Garden Suburb.

Although Unwin’s work at Hampstead resulted in a delightful semi-
urban space, the suburb project did not afford him much opportunity
to design for democracy. He was constrained by the personality of the
scheme’s founder, the redoubtable Henrietta Barnett. Co-founder, with
her husband, of Toynbee Hall, she was a power in her own right. A
neighbor once remarked that “she was the only person I've ever known
who could recite the Ten Commandments as if she had just made them
up.”¥ She had written and spoken extensively and with characteristic
certainty for over a quarter of a century on problems associated with
poverty, and of ways to solve them by means of programs and prescrip-
tions to which she and her husband attached the label of “practicable
socialism.” Hampstead Garden Suburb was to address the urban hous-
ing problem by providing affordable workers’ houses within a two-
penny fare of the city. In their attractive, well-designed “cottages” and
salubrious gardens, workers’ families “would develop a sense of home
life and an interest in nature which form the best security against the
temptation of drink and gambling.” The estate was to be laid out as a
whole, with houses and gardens for rich and poor arrayed in a manner
that would encourage community, and thereby promote better under-
standing between the classes living in proximity within its boundaries.
Finally, the suburb would be planned so as to preserve the natural
beauty, not only of the Heath extension, but of the land on which it
was itself built.®
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Once again, the ideal of the hierarchical village was extolled: “The
English system of government,” Henrietta Barnett wrote, “is based on
the belief that there is in every district a leisured and cultivated class
able to give time and thought to municipal and other public duties,
and when such a class is absent the whole suffers both financially and
ethically.” Toynbee Hall had been founded in the 1880s to provide East
London with such a leisured class. Now, twenty-five years on, Henrietta
Barnett was prepared to acknowledge that the Hall had been no better
than an “artificial protest against the massing in one locality of the
poor.” The Suburb, which would bring the classes together as genuine
neighbors, would encourage the kind of social intercourse that its
founders fondly believed had existed before the advent of industriali-
zation and the uncontrolled growth of towns. “The old-fashioned vil-
lage”; “the big house and the cottage”; “the cottage and the manor-
house of the English village”: over and over the image was evoked.”
And with it, the expectation that class antagonisms would gradually
vanish.

Nowhere in the literature surrounding the establishment of the Suburb
was there much mention of democracy. At the groundbreaking cer-
emony, Henrietta Barnett proclaimed that “the money of democracy” —
that is the contributions she had received from philanthropists and
various public bodies around the country — was purchasing “the homes
of the democracy.” But on the same occasion, Alfred Lyttelton, Barnett’s
right hand and chairman of the Trust, spoke of its desire “to gather
together in natural sympathy various classes so that each should take
part in the common duty of good neighbourship”: not, be it noted,
good citizenship; rather, good neighborship. Life in the Suburb would
encourage rich and poor to learn from each other, and the rich to
“minister” to the poor as well.

This was without question a conservative agenda. Yet it is a measure
of the congruence of conservative and radical goals within the Garden
City movement that a convinced socialist such as Unwin would have
found the proposal an appealing one. He, too, understood the need to
create new, liberating environments for workers and their families. He,
too, looked to the past for models upon which to construct the com-
munities of the present. And, along with the Barnetts and so many
others of similar temperament and point of view, he subscribed to
the belief that “disinterested” reformers recognized what was best for
England’s sadly deprived citizenry.

Unwin’s democratic impulses were inhibited by more than Henrietta
Barnett’s agenda. He was confronted, as well, by the formidable pres-
ence of Edwin Lutyens as a second consulting architect, an appointment
engineered in all likelihood by Lyttelton, whose country house Lutyens
had remodeled. Lutyens’s grand design for the Suburb’s central square
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superseded one by Unwin which, unlike his scheme at Letchworth,
would have encouraged community by placing shops and a working-
men’s club in close proximity to church, chapel and institute. Unwin
intended, as he wrote in a brochure advertising the Suburb’s purposes,
“to bring together the best that the English village and the English city
have to give.”* Yet Lutyens wanted something different: a far more
formal setting for buildings that would impress — as, indeed, they do.
But their impressiveness, and the square designed to enhance that
impressiveness, discourage human intercourse. The greensward lies
mostly empty. People pass through the space, but seldom linger there.

Much of Unwin’s socialist zeal appears to have evaporated by the time
he undertook the Hampstead consultancy. The working-class housing he
and Parker designed for the Suburb was of good quality, and continued
to reflect the principles the two had espoused in The Art of Building.
Their most creative work was in those sections reserved for the more
affluent — not altogether surprising given the fact that budgetary con-
straints necessarily limited the scope of what could be attempted for
workers and their families. What is surprising, however, given Unwin’s
earlier democratic enthusiasms, is the fact of his willingness to calm the
fears of prospective middle- and upper-middle-class residents worried
that pronouncements about the virtues of communitarian association
between rich and poor might result in uncomfortable proximity to
working-class neighbors. In order for the Suburb to succeed financially,
well-to-do leaseholders wanted to know that they were not sacrificing
financial — or social — security to some hastily conceived do-good
improvement scheme. To that end, Unwin and his fellow Suburb archi-
tect M.H. Baillie Scott wrote a slickly produced, heavily illustrated pam-
phlet, in which they reassured potential householders of the estate’s
respectability and of the soundness of first-rate architecture as an invest-
ment. Only once were the “industrious classes” mentioned, and in such
a way as to suggest that the Suburb was to become not one community
but two:

At one end of the estate where the Hampstead Golf Course forms
a boundary, only houses of a larger type with good gardens are
under erection. At the northern end, in pleasant contrast, cottages
are being built, public greens and open spaces are being laid out,
and the charm of an old English village is being recreated by Barry
Parker and Raymond Unwin.*

Note the implication that the village idea is not to be imposed on the
Suburb as a whole, but only on that portion of it at one remove from
the houses of the wealthy. If rich and poor were to mingle, the pamphlet
appeared to say, it would be only at the behest — and on terms estab-
lished by — the former.
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Unwin did nothing to challenge Henrietta Barnett’s authority at
Hampstead or to campaign there for community on more democratic
lines. Whether his own youthful ardor had faded (by 1913 he was fifty
years old), or whether he simply recognized the futility of such a chal-
lenge, he contented himself with laying out what is certainly one of the
most pleasing urban landscapes in Western Europe or America, and
with the designing of housing for all classes that, after eighty years,
retains both integrity and charm. In 1914, he left his Hampstead post
(and a year later dissolved his partnership with Parker) to accept
appointment as Chief Town Planning Inspector to the Local Government
Board, and then, four years later, as Chief Housing Architect to the
Ministry of Health.

The significance of the history of Unwin’s first fifty years does not
consist so much in his progression from late Victorian socialist visionary
to pre-welfare state reforming bureaucrat. Its importance, instead, lies
in the evidence of the difficulties he encountered when he set out to
design for democracy. In his writings, he hymned the virtues of com-
munity. Yet the community he tried to imagine lay tangled in the myth
of the pre-industrial village, and in the ideal of an “Englishness”
appealing to upper-middle-class Victorian reformers.®® It was to that
“Englishness” that they turned when frightened by evidence of class
division and threats of class conflict, or by the apparent inevitability of
democracy. That myth replaced the reality of class consciousness and
democratic advance with the “cosy” village, where all lived healthy
lives, cultivated their gardens, and accepted their place within a hier-
archy ruled by an elite that understood its obligations to those whom
it both ruled and served.

This was Henrietta Barnett’s vision. And it was one that Unwin found
seductive. Yet in the end he could not use it to solve the vexing puzzle
of how to bring people together in social harmony. Whether because of
a commitment to democracy at odds with the conservatism of “English”
community, or because of the practical difficulties involved in its physi-
cal recreation, Unwin never succeeded in bringing such a village to life.
Instead he devoted his energies to the design of houses and groups
of houses for the individual families he believed were the bedrock of
democratic society. Without foresaking community, he hoped that by
providing what was best for individuals, their common healthy and
high-minded experience might create a bond among them that would
transcend class as it celebrated democracy.
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Eleanor Rathbone 1872-1946

The Victorian family under the daughter’s
eye

Susan Pedersen

Sometime in 1895 or 1896, two women in their early twenties walked
in the gardens of Somerville College, debating whether it was possible
for them to reconcile their ambitions with their womanhood. The two
were Eleanor Rathbone and Margery Fry, both born into wealthy, liberal,
dissenting clans — the Liverpool Rathbones, the Bristol Frys — who
dominated the economic and political landscape of their mid-Victorian
towns. Families like the Rathbones and the Frys took the call to public
service seriously, but they expected their daughters to express such
service through voluntary and philanthropic activities and in concert
with domestic duties. It was their sons who were able to mesh private
ambition and public duty through careers in Parliament or the civil
service. Such spheres were still closed to women, a fact that left Eleanor
and Margery, on that unspecified day, wondering whether in fact “there
was anything worthwhile to be ambitious about.” Eleanor, Margery
remembered, thought that it might be worth wishing to be the Warden
(or Principal) of Somerville, but Margery felt that just wasn’t good
enough, and the two young women concluded that as “Parliament
was shut to us, and practically everything was shut to us,” “[t]here was
nothing worthwhile to be ambitious about.”

Fate was kinder; or perhaps their ambitions stronger than they knew.
Margery Fry did in fact condescend to become Principal of Somerville,
and Eleanor Rathbone spent sixteen years in the House of Commons,
where, Harold Nicolson remembered, she lobbied for her particular
reforming causes so relentlessly that junior ministers scurried for shelter
when they saw her coming.? But Rathbone’s years in Parliament were
only the culmination of a long and influential career as a social reformer.
Those doors so firmly closed in the 1890s seemed to open just as she
reached them, and if the jambs were frozen she didn’t mind giving
them a push. From Somerville she became a leader in Liverpool social
work; when women became eligible for election to borough councils,
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she became Liverpool’s first woman councillor. Her work as a social
investigator and social thinker earned her the right to present evidence
on distributive social policy to a bewildering array of Government and
private committees, while her position as Millicent Garrett Fawcett’s
successor at the head of the principal non-militant suffrage organization
made her a logical choice for the League of Nations’ committees on
social policy. By 1929, when Rathbone won election to Parliament as an
Independent for the seat of Combined English Universities, she was
not merely another philanthropically-inclined daughter of a prominent
family, but a well-known political figure in her own right, eclipsing
her brothers and cousins as the most distinguished Rathbone of her
generation.

As a person, however, she remains extraordinarily elusive. By her own
admission “the most undemonstrative member of an undemonstrative
family,” she was so reticent that even her close friend Mary Stocks
admitted that her “contacts with people were impersonalized.”* She left
no diaries or introspective works, and the Rathbone papers in Liverpool
and London contain little personal material. Her letters to even her
closest political allies and friends — the Duchess of Atholl, Nancy Astor,
Barbara Hammond - are affectionate but unforthcoming. Her correspon-
dence with her lifelong companion Elizabeth Macadam, which could
alone have given us a glimpse of the woman behind the public figure,
was destroyed after her death.

What is a biographer to do with a woman who so emphatically
believed that by her works we must know her? I suggest that we take
her at her word, and look first to the politics to tell us something of the
beliefs that drove her. If we examine the causes for which Rathbone
became nationally known — especially the campaigns for “family endow-
ment” and against child marriage in India — we will discover a character-
istic obsession with the domestic subjection of women, and an equally
consistent determination to use state institutions and the powers of
enfranchised women to mitigate it. We can then turn to the far less
documented private life, and find there some of the sources for a style
of social action not uncharacteristic of the daughters of the Victorians.

I

Eleanor Rathbone is remembered today primarily for her long campaign
for family allowances, a campaign that received its most cogent justifi-
cation in her 1924 classic, The Disinherited Family, and that finally came
to fruition with the passage of the Family Allowances Act in 1945.
Family allowances seem a moderate enough goal, something social
reformers from a range of political views would have been likely to
favor in the period between the wars. Eleanor Rathbone did much
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to promote this view, arguing her case in the 1930s quite as much on
the grounds of child welfare, or even population increase, as on the
grounds of feminism. Historians, not surprisingly, have often claimed
she moved the feminist movement in a conservative direction, judging
her attitudes towards motherhood to be “anti-feminist,” “functionalist,”
“very traditional” or even a “betray[al]” of “the independent woman.”>

Yet Rathbone began thinking about the problems of distribution well
before the war, and from the standpoint of women in the labor market,
and not the family. Sometime around the turn of the century she wrote
a theoretical piece, quite unlike the careful social investigations which
established her early reputation. The Problem of Women’s Wages sought
to answer a straightforward question: why are women’s wages so much
lower than men’s wages, both absolutely and in relation to any particu-
lar type of work? She surveyed many of the classic explanations -
women’s unskilled and ununionized status, and their willingness to
work for “pocket money” — but concluded that these were only manifes-
tations of a deeper “cause of causes.” “[A]ll the factors in the problem
of women'’s wages,” she wrote:

have their root in the one set of facts common to women as apart
from men; viz., their functions as childbearers and housewives,
and the economic dependence of themselves and their children on
the male parent which, under present social arrangements, the
proper performance of those functions entails. In simpler words,
the difference between the wages of men and women is due to the
different consequences which marriage has for the two sexes.®

We have here a first principle, central to all of Rathbone’s work. She
is arguing, in essence, that the familial ideal at the very heart of Victor-
ianism made the equality of women impossible. The social investigations
she conducted over the next ten years into the living conditions of
dockers, seamen and casual laborers in Liverpool gave some empirical
support to her views. These men were often the main family “breadwin-
ners,” her investigations found, but their wages were often too small
and too irregular to support their families adequately. Yet the conse-
quences of irregular earnings were felt quite unequally, with wives and
children bearing the brunt of the hardship. Families of merchant seamen
were particularly hard hit, since while seamen could have half of their
wages paid to their wives, such payments were made only monthly
and were in any case not mandatory. Although wives did seek to
supplement family income themselves, there was little waged work
open to married women in Liverpool. More common solutions, then,
were the money-lender, the pawnshop or, as a last resort, poor relief.”

Rathbone had already concluded from her study of wages that “the
arrangement by which the cost of rearing fresh generations is thrown
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as a rule upon the male parent, is not the only possible, nor even the
only existing one”;® her social investigations convinced her that it was
not a particularly good “arrangement” either. Initially she proposed
only that the state enforce men’s obligation to maintain, but after
watching (and helping to administer) the system of separation allow-
ances for soldiers’ and sailors’ wives during the First World War she
came to a different and far more radical solution.” State services, prefer-
ably administered by activist women like herself, could help to support
mothers and children directly.

Thus was born the campaign for “family endowment” (or family
allowances), which absorbed Rathbone from 1918 — when a Family
Endowment Committee first made a proposal for the support of children
and all mothers with children under age five — until the passage of the
Act in 1945. She let no occasion pass on which to defend her pet
proposal, arguing to the Sankey Commission on the Coal Industry in
1925 and the Unemployment Assistance Board in 1934 that only allow-
ances could help lift all children out of poverty.”® She was willing to
consider virtually any type of program and any method of finance,
whether tax-based, contributory or industrial. On one point, however,
she held firm: family allowances must be paid directly to women, hence
effecting a redistribution, however modest, from men to women.

It is important to recognize the nature of Rathbone’s argument: essen-
tially, she supplemented the “New Liberal” focus on the structural
causes of poverty with an analysis based on sex. Of course, Charles
Booth, Seebohm Rowntree, William Beveridge and others had also recog-
nized that the burden of dependent children as well as low or irregular
earnings were an important cause of working-class poverty; unlike these
social reformers, however, Rathbone refused to treat the family as an
indisseverable unit, insisting that, in the home as in the labor market,
income intended for the support of whole families was monopolized by
men. The belief that the male breadwinner norm was often a shield for
male selfishness pervaded The Disinherited Family; indeed, she attributed
men’s reluctance to support family allowances to a desire to maintain
women in dependence — to what she notoriously called a “Turk
complex.”"

Rathbone’s focus on a sex-based redistribution and her tart views on
the behavior of working-class men drew her into conflict with trade
unionists and the Labour Party on more than one occasion. “You are
rather hard on the single man,” Herbert Morrison protested when he
grasped that Rathbone was indeed willing to tax men’s wages to pay
for children, but what really outraged at least some Labour men was
their suspicion that Rathbone did indeed hope to reduce the authority
of the husband and father.®> What, exactly, was the “fierce” and “never
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married” feminist proposing, Rhys Davies of the National Union of
Distributive and Allied Workers asked?

If she were frank with us she would say that the husband must
go out to work; he should have a modicum at the end of a week
for his tobacco, the employer to hand over the balance of his wages
to the State, leaving the Civil Servant to dole it out to the wife
and children - a sort of Truck system more objectionable than
anything we have ever experienced before.”®

He was not, actually, entirely off the mark, and other men grasped this
as well. In 1922, when Rathbone first ran for Parliament as an Indepen-
dent in the East Toxteth constituency of Liverpool, her Conservative
opponent resorted to scare tactics, warning bachelors that they would
see their wages docked to pay for other men’s families.”* Rathbone’s
focus on the unreliability of working men also made her a difficult
ally for Labour women, many of whom preferred to argue for family
allowances on the grounds of child health rather than women’s rights.’s

Yet the feminist identification Rathbone imprinted on family allow-
ances did not go away. In 1944, with allowances legislation before
Parliament, civil servants and some Ministers were still bristling at the
suggestion that allowances could raise the status of married women
and elaborating specious legalistic justifications for payment to the
father.’ The fact that giving even five shillings a week to a mother in
her own right could be seen as so subversive is evidence that Rathbone
was on to something. In an impassioned speech in the House, the
woman who had campaigned for allowances for over twenty-five years
threatened to oppose the measure if payment were not made by right
to the mother."” Family allowances were advocated in Britain explicitly
as a means of curtailing men’s domestic authority: in their history
of underfunding and neglect we find the response to that feminist
identification.

II

If we can read Rathbone’s long campaign for family allowances as an
attempt to mitigate the husband’s economic power, her campaigns in
the area of colonial policy, to which she devoted much of the 1920s and
1930s, can be seen as an attempt to circumscribe his sexual rights.'® Here
Rathbone was on shakier ground, not only because of her deep suspicion
of all forms of male sexuality, but also because her belief in the common-
ality of women'’s interests across national lines made her slow to under-
stand the degree to which the complex politics of empire — and indeed
her own position and loyalties —~ divided women as well as men.”
Rathbone’s decision that the status of women in the British colonies was
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a matter for her concern stemmed from her reading of a work that
caused one of the greatest popular controversies of the interwar period.
The book was Katherine Mayo’s Mother India, a lurid and misleading
diatribe on the social conditions of Indian women. Child marriage and
female seclusion were the consequence, according to Mayo, of the
degeneracy of Hindu teachings and the lusts of Indian men. Such social
conditions, Mayo explicitly stated, made national independence imposs-
ible, since a populace incapable of governing their passions could
scarcely govern a nation. Prurient, simplistic and impassioned, Mother
India sold like wildfire, outraged many Indian (and some British) read-
ers, and left years of controversy in its wake.?

Rathbone had brought Mother India with her to read on holiday in
1927 and, friends recalled, was distressed almost to the point of illness
by Mayo’s graphic account.” She responded to the ensuing outcry over
the book by, typically, turning to official publications to examine its
claims. The short article she wrote summarizing her views is interesting
not only because Rathbone did by and large defend the findings,
although not the tone, of Mother India, but also because its analysis
mirrored that developed in the family endowment campaign. As in the
case of family endowment, Rathbone elided the problems of children
into those of women, and defined both groups as relatively powerless.
Their subjugation, seen largely as sexual, was dissociated from broader
relations of class, religion or empire, and attributed in the first instance
to men. While she professed to understand Indian revulsion against a
book that found no merit in Indian civilization, she nevertheless asked,
“which is the more important — the hurt feelings of the race-conscious,
educated, articulate Hindu, or the millions of tortured bodies and
wasted lives upon whose secrets Miss Mayo’s book has shed its ray?”
Her own answer was clear, and, just as she insisted that middle-class
feminists had an obligation to aid working-class women, so too she
looked to British women, “the natural custodians of that portion of the
Imperial burden,” to protect Indian women from Indian men.?

Yet when Rathbone began exercising her “custodianship,” she dis-
covered that her ostensible charges were less than receptive to her
oversight. One of Rathbone’s first actions was to organize a conference
under the auspices of the National Union of Societies for Equal Citizen-
ship (of which she was President) on “constructive schemes for improv-
ing the condition of women in India.” “Experts” were to present papers
on topics like child marriage and the caste system, and participants
were to devise strategies for furthering Indian social reforms. No Indian
women were scheduled to speak, although several, including Dhanvan-
thi Rama Rau — who had been one of the first women students at
Madras University and had been active in social campaigns (including
that against child marriage) within India — were in London in connection
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with the Simon Commission. Rama Rau attended the conference and
vividly recalled her feelings of outrage at the lack of Indian speakers,
the prominent place given to Rathbone’s article on child marriage,
and the reiteration of the view that “the eradication of social evils in
Indian society was the responsibility of the British — the White Man’s
Burden.” In a brief intervention, she disputed the right of British women
to speak on subjects they knew little about, and insisted that “educated
Indian women were working in every province of their country to
eradicate social evils and outmoded customs and prejudices.” While
Indian women would be grateful for British women’s moral support,
she explained to the conference the following day, the practical work of
reform had to be undertaken by Indian women themselves. She won
over a good portion of her audience, which refused to pass Rathbone’s
carefully-framed resolutions.?

This confrontation did not lead Rathbone to abandon the issue,
although she became less patronizing and politically more astute. She
began an extensive and frank correspondence with the leaders of the
All-India Women'’s Conference and the Women'’s Indian Association
and, as negotiations over constitutional reform progressed in the early
1930s, campaigned to have Indian women placed on the bodies framing
the new constitution, and to win reserved seats for women in the
provincial legislatures and a wider women'’s franchise. Yet her funda-
mental concern did not change. She continued to believe the “barbarity”
of Indian social customs to be the main problem besetting Indian
women,* and her efforts were based less on a commitment to Indian
self-government per se — about which she continued to have complicated
and ambivalent feelings® — than on the conviction that the interests of
Indian women were by no means safe in the hands of Indian men. This
latter view was shared by Nancy Astor, who wrote to ask Sir Samuel
Hoare - then Secretary of State for India — whether he could “sleep easy
in [his] bed and think of India governed only by Indian men.”?* And
Rathbone told her correspondents about her reservations: when Rajkum-
ari Amrit Kaur, then President of the All-India Women’s Conference,
told Rathbone that she “almost wished” that they hadn’t raised the
franchise issue “until we had gained a substantial backing from our
men,” Rathbone retorted that she was afraid “that men all the world
over are much the same” and would only listen to women when they
could back their opinions with votes.”

But the Indian women’s organizations she consulted had their own
political concerns and proved difficult to convert to her point of view.
They had turned against the reservation of seats in 1932 — although
largely, Rathbone felt certain, because they were “thinking in terms of
Congress rather than in terms of women”? - and were disinclined
to compromise on their initial demand for adult suffrage. Rathbone’s
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correspondents did not deny the existence of social problems within
India, but many insisted that independence was the prerequisite for
their solution, unable to accept that a maternalist alliance with British
feminists would be a more effective guarantor of women’s rights than
joint self-determination with Indian men. Women were “too nationally
minded now to accept any favours for themselves to the detriment of
their country’s interests,” Amrit Kaur wrote back to Rathbone; she could
not agree that either the Congress Party or Indian men, rather than the
British, were the problem. Against Rathbone’s plea to accept those par-
tial improvements she and other British women had been able to insert
into the new constitution, Amrit Kaur argued that while such a gradual-
ist approach might work “in a free country like yours,” “in a subject
country ... a start on the wrong basis means disaster ab initio.”?

Some of Rathbone’s correspondents also resisted her view that
relations between women could be untouched by the wider politics of
colonial domination. Rathbone does seem genuinely to have believed
this to be possible: as she told Amrit Kaur, “where sufferings and
injustices affecting women are concerned, I as an old suffragist simply
cannot remember or bother about national distinctions.””*® This perspec-
tive did lead her to criticize Mayo’s denigration of Indian efforts at
social reform in fairly harsh terms and to repudiate the pleas of success-
ive Secretaries of State for India to desist from an agitation that could
destabilize British rule® — but it sometimes made her insensitive to other
hierarchies besides those of sex. Rathbone found it hard to accept that
in an imperial context her Britishness was as immutable as her woman-
hood, that her decision not to “bother about” relations of imperial power
was, effectively, a decision to accept — even exploit — an imperial status
quo that divided women as well as men along racial and national lines.
True, Rathbone’s interventions into working-class women’s lives also
tended to presume shared interests from a position of superior social
power, but here the democratic institutions to which she was strongly
committed held her accountable to those she sought to represent. No
such check constrained her activities involving women in the colonies,
and sharing much of the late Victorian liberal’s faith in the “civilizing”
effects of British rule, she could not understand a feminist movement
that insisted that women'’s emancipation and social reform could not be
dissociated from national independence. She did what she could to
convince Indian feminists that they must establish their rights against
men as well as against the British. Most (but not all) resisted her inter-
pretation;*> and as the international situation worsened, she herself
became caught up in new issues, new campaigns.
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There is a pattern, then, to Rathbone’s work for the two causes that
absorbed her in the years between the wars. Although she became
involved in issues at the heart of the New Liberal project (distributive
social policy, Indian constitutional reform), in both cases her activism
was based on her fear that reformers might leave untouched inequalities
between the sexes, especially those rooted in an ostensibly natural dom-
estic sphere. She then proposed to deal with such inequalities in two
ways. First, she presented herself and the feminist movement with
which she was allied as the champions of subjugated women. Second,
she sought to use state institutions to redistribute power and resources
between men and women within every given stratum of society and
every region where British law held sway. Hers was an extraordinary
vision, by no means merely the expression of the philanthropic con-
science of the Victorians adapted to the twentieth century. How was
Eleanor Rathbone able to recast Victorian ideals so thoroughly and so
astonishingly? What can we find in Rathbone’s life to help us explain
it? Let us return now to her youth and early womanhood in the 1890s,
to that era in which female ambition was scarcely possible.

Iv

We know relatively little about Eleanor’s childhood, but it does seem
to have been marked by that combination of high-minded self-denial
and emotional repression typical of many dissenters’ upbringings. She
was, family members recalled, a strong-willed and even wayward little
girl, but she may have been lonely as well.* Eleanor loved and admired
her father, the redoubtable William Rathbone (the sixth of this name),
but he was more than fifty when she was born, and there were already
grown children from a first marriage. Her own capable mother, who
raised both the five children from the first wife and her own five, was
almost as intimidating — so formidable that Eleanor’s letters to her, even
as a girl, were signed with her full name: your loving daughter, Eleanor
Florence Rathbone.* She was close to her elder sister Evie, but Evie
married her second cousin Hugh Rathbone when Eleanor was sixteen.
There is no record of any close childhood friendships, and the family’s
annual pilgrimage between London and Liverpool may have made the
cultivation of emotional ties difficult for this intense and earnest young
girl.

Somerville made all the difference. To go to Somerville in 1893 was
not an obvious course of action — not only was the college only fourteen
years old, but the mere act of seeking a university education could seem
an unwarranted piece of selfishness for young women raised (as William
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Rathbone’s daughters were) to place duty and family before self. Eleanor
agonized over this decision for nearly a year, until her father unex-
pectedly set her free. In a remarkable letter (always his preferred means
of communication when strong emotions were involved), the man who
in 1866 had told his eldest daughter that “[t]here is no happiness & no
peace except in denying ourselves and taking up our daily cross,”* in
1893 told his youngest that: “What your mother & I are most anxious
you should do is that you should go to Oxford, Cambridge or stay at
home exactly as you may think best for yourself & your future happiness;
that is what we wish & what ought to decide you.” Her own hope of
“beling] of good to” her brother was, he said, “too uncertain to be
allowed to weigh against whichever is most likely to promote your own
improvement & happiness.” It was her indecisiveness — and not any
particular choice — that concerned him, and he warned her that she
would lead “a very unhappy wasted life” if she did not cure herself of
it.%

Licensed to achieve, Eleanor went to Somerville without further ado;
nor did she ever merit her father’s rebuke again. And Somerville gave
her just what she needed: a room of her own and the chance to exercise
what her first-year philosophy tutor called her “considerable power of
independent thinking.”*” Perhaps more importantly, it gave her friends
— her first taste of a community of educated women. Eleanor and some
of the most determinedly intellectual soon formed a discussion group,
the APs, understood by insiders to stand for “Associated Prigs.” In the
records of the APs, we see this first generation of women students
struggling to define both an ideal of social service and their own place
as independent women. Their set topics were fearsomely socially-con-
scious: the Fabian Essays and the Factory Acts, parish work and the
disestablishment of the Church. True, in 1895 the group spent a session
discussing dress, but did so only with reference to rival interpretations
of duty: while the minority held that they should dress simply in
order to make clear their disapproval of frivolity and extravagance, the
majority supported the view “that we as women students should dress
as well as possible, lest, among other considerations, carelessness in this
matter should bring discredit on the cause of women’s education.”®

She had, then, the education of a “new woman”: but how could she
put it to use? Return to Liverpool in 1896 did offer her the chance of a
life in public service, but it was a life in her father’s footsteps. The sixth
William Rathbone had helped to found many of the voluntary and
municipal services of Liverpool: the development of district nursing had
been his special accomplishment, but he had also helped set up the
Central Relief Society and the University College, served on the Cotton
Famine Relief Fund and been a local MP. By the time Eleanor returned
from Oxford, he was old and quite infirm, but still wrapped up in
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schemes of philanthropic and social service. He relied on Eleanor for
help, and such was her admiration that she humbly bent her will to
his. “It is a real and unmixed pleasure to me to work for you,” she
wrote to him; “I have seen so much of your work now that I think I
could manage a fair imitation.”* She worked as a visitor for the Central
Relief Society, and produced for him a memorandum criticizing its
operation as, essentially, not sufficiently in keeping with those moraliz-
ing principles that had always informed his work.%

She tried to be happy with this, with life as a laborer in her father’s
vineyards. Work that makes “a great difference to a very few lives” was
“quite as important, quite as interesting,” as work that makes “a very
small difference to a great many lives,” she wrote to her old Oxford
friend Hilda Oakeley, and “that is why I like the despised [Charity
Organisation Society] work so much.”# Yet there are hints that her
daughterly role did not completely content her, that a purely “imitative”
form of social service was not enough. There is, for example, her
immediate assumption of a key role within the local constitutionalist
suffrage society; there is also the letter she wrote to Margery Fry, now
the Somerville college librarian, urging that the terms of the new Mary
Somerville Fellowship oblige its holder to be resident at the College for
a full three years. “I don't think the Council realizes quite the position
many women are in towards their families,” she wrote, “nor what
advantage to the Fellow herself strict regulation may be, to enable her
to resist domestic pressure.”#

This is the classic dilemma of the daughters of the Victorians — but
with a twist. Eleanor Rathbone was not denied a useful life; her father
encouraged her, even saw her as his heir. But her energies outran the
place he had carved out for her; more important, her mind had begun
to reject the assumptions of the naturalness of marriage and wifely
dependence on which much of the Victorian moral economy, and indeed
her parents’ own lives, were based. Tied to her father by admiration
and love, Eleanor could not voice her reservations; she fulfilled her
daughterly duties in a Victorian mode. Even the memoir she wrote of
him after his death was cast in his terms. Sir Edward Fry, her friend
Margery’s father, remembered that many found its impersonality shock-
ing; more shocking, perhaps, is the fact that Eleanor’s mother was
mentioned only in passing and never by name. This is an odd omission
given that Eleanor spent most of her life trying to win public recognition
for wives and mothers, but also a suggestive one. Perhaps Emily
Rathbone insisted on her own exclusion; perhaps Eleanor’s own con-
vinced spinsterhood made her unable to see marriage as an institution
that could allow, as Seth Koven argues in this volume, not merely for
complementarity but also for the subversion and reworking of gender
roles.®® Certainly she identified with her father rather than her mother
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and felt his loss deeply: she confessed her loneliness in letters to an old
Oxford friend.*

She determined, however, to carry on in the spheres of social work
to which he had devoted his life, and something intervened to help her.
Shortly after his death in 1902, Eleanor met Elizabeth Macadam, a
trained Scottish social worker in her early thirties who had just been
appointed Warden of the Victoria Women’s Settlement in Liverpool.
Within a year, Eleanor and Elizabeth were companions and collabor-
ators. Rathbone helped Macadam set the finances and services offered
by the Victoria Settlement on a more solid footing; together, they helped
to establish a program with Liverpool University for the training of
social workers.** They cemented the links between the voluntary agen-
cies and women’s organizations like the Women’s Industrial Council
and the National Union of Women Workers, one result of which was
the string of social investigations that revealed the condition of the city’s
working class. By 1915, when the old and crusty Executive Committee
of the Liverpool Central Relief Society decided it might be wise to
open the committee to women, the two friends were seen as almost
interchangeable, the committee agreeing to invite “either Miss Macadam
or Miss Rathbone” to join.* When Macadam’s work on government
welfare committees and Rathbone’s work for women’s suffrage began
to take them to London, they bought a house there. They lived together
for the rest of Eleanor’s life.

It is hard to capture the essence of this friendship from a distance of
fifty years and across the Freudian divide, and certainly misguided to
interpret it primarily in sexual terms. Rathbone’s secretaries and friends
all remembered that sexuality — even physicality — made her distinctly
uncomfortable; one of her secretaries told Brian Harrison that Rathbone
confessed herself raised to be shy of the nakedness even of young
children.#” What Macadam offered, rather, was an affirming mirror, a
confirmation that the life of an independent woman could be both active
and emotionally fulfilling. Macadam was a counterpoint to her family
as well, and certainly the two women’s friendship made the large and
loving Rathbone clan uncomfortable. Elizabeth Macadam and Eleanor’s
sister “Mrs Hugh” “rather fought over Eleanor,” B.L. Rathbone,
Eleanor’s favorite nephew, remembered.*® Yet Macadam — and not her
family — did become the emotional center of Rathbone’s life: “Except
when I am with you,” Eleanor wrote to her, “I am always alone.”#

Elizabeth Macadam also helped to mediate Rathbone’s intellectual
pilgrimage from a Victorian belief in the “demoralizing” nature of public
assistance towards a new optimism about statutory state intervention.
Rathbone did not owe Macadam her ideas, but there are points of
contact: Macadam had begun to investigate the problem of child poverty
even before Rathbone began studying casual labor; she shared
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Rathbone’s horror of “hap-hazard” philanthropy, and wrote on the need
for “partnership” between the voluntary and government services.® It
is unlikely that Eleanor’s father could have made this pilgrimage with
her: raised in the ideals of the Charity Organisation Society, he would
have argued (as Mrs Fawcett did) that “indiscriminate” state aid
would deprive men of their sense of responsibility and self-respect. But
after more than ten years of social investigation in Liverpool, Eleanor
was no longer willing to sacrifice women and children to preserve male
work incentives. With perhaps excessive confidence in the benevolent
intentions of professional women social workers, she came to believe
that local services and activist government could uplift rather than
demoralize families.

It was, then, during the first decade of the twentieth century, when
Rathbone and Macadam were busy establishing a model for social work
among the Liverpool working class, that Rathbone worked out her
analysis of the causes and consequences of women'’s inequality, and
her ideas about what was to be done. All the elements of her later
campaigns were present in these early writings and investigations — the
location of women'’s subjection in the domestic sphere, the insistence on
the need for some independent support of mothers, and the call to
feminist action (and sometimes supervision) across the lines of class.
Her optimistic belief that the state could be made responsive to women
reflected, once again, her own experience: it was the community that
she and Macadam built up among educated middle-class women in
Liverpool that gave her a basis for entry into electoral politics. When
she contested Granby Ward as an Independent in a by-election in 1909
— two years after women received the right to stand — Patricia Hollis
notes, “her secretary, election agent, canvassers, party workers, and
supporters were all women.” The settlement workers and suffragists
worked the district for her, and in the end she owed her victory to the
fact that women came out to vote for her in record numbers: fully 74
per cent of women but only 43 per cent of men turned out to vote.™
Rathbone held Granby Ward until 1935; in 1963 the seat was won for
Labour by Margaret Simey, whom Rathbone and Macadam had trained
as a social worker some four decades earlier.

We can find, then, in Rathbone’s experiences as a social worker in a
reforming community in Liverpool, the roots of her analysis and politics.
What she embodied was a particular moment in social action: the
moment — well described by Martha Vicinus — in which the educated
daughters of the Victorians began to push their analysis and their
ambitions beyond the rhetoric and institutional framework of comple-
mentarity, demanding that they and the “womanly values” they articu-
lated be incorporated into the spheres of national politics and
administration itself.52 This was a distinctly Edwardian moment, depen-
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dent as it was on a still-powerful Victorian ideal of personal social
action, the existence of a network of separate and sometimes cross-class
women'’s institutions able to articulate a distinct “women’s point of
view,” and suffragist optimism about the malleability of the state.

Times changed, but Rathbone’s analysis did not. Neither the disil-
lusionment with politics that followed the Great War, nor the sexual
revolutions of the interwar period, influenced her. Her focus remained
extraordinarily woman-centered, but for all her preoccupation with
mothers, the sexual side of marriage — indeed the very question of
female sexuality — remained strictly out of bounds. She was uninterested
in birth control, and unlike (say) Dora Russell or even Vera Brittain, she
never adopted a rhetoric of women’s sexual fulfillment in marriage.
And while psychoanalysis would have offended her, she remained con-
vinced that men’s hostility to women was a potent force, based on
prejudices that “lie very deep down in masculine human nature.”*® It
was her distrust of “male values” — and not a belief in complementarity
— that underlay both her non-party status and her much-misunderstood
espousal of a “new” and “difference-based” feminism in the 1920s.
Usually very guarded, she never expressed these reservations more
clearly than in her presidential address to the National Union of Societies
for Equal Citizenship in 1923. She argued:

It is a fatal thing for a woman’s organisation to get the reputation
of being “anti-man,” and I would not for worlds bring that
reproach on the NUSEC. But I knew a wise old lady who was
fond of repeating: “The more I see of some people the better I
like my dog”; and after every experience of men’s politics and
administration my feeling is: “The more I see of some men,
especially politicians, the less I want women to adopt all their
methods and standards of value.”**

Rathbone had no intention of restricting women to roles ancillary to
men. Rather, she hoped to extend women’s capacity to define their own
ideals — a freedom she had first experienced at Oxford, and which she
remembered with gratitude for the rest of her life.

Vv

Only during the last years of her life did Rathbone adopt causes and
develop arguments that transcended an analysis based on sex-anta-
gonism. Although her shift in focus was probably inevitable given the
urgency of international crises in the 1930s, it may also have been
influenced by her increasing contact with men. When Rathbone entered
Parliament as an Independent MP in 1929, after years of work largely
among women, she walked into what was still a very exclusive male
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club. She was surprised to find that she loved the House of Commons,
finding its masculine rituals and antics less threatening and more amus-
ing than she had anticipated.® Not that she slacked in her feminist
commitment: she spoke more than any other woman in the Commons
during the interwar period except Nancy Astor, Brian Harrison tells us,
and a good deal more than any other MP on issues of women'’s rights.>

Yet problems of the rise of Fascism and the threatened peace increas-
ingly absorbed her. Her initial appraisal of these questions was not
unrelated to her feminist concerns: she and other MPs were alarmed in
1933 by the Nazi dismissals of women from government service.”” She
came to realize, however, that Fascism could not be interpreted only as
another attempt to circumscribe women’s independence; nor was she
able to view the prospect of a defensive or isolationist Britain with
equanimity. What was at stake by the mid-1930s, she realized, were the
liberal values with which she had always identified, and the national
identity she had been loath to admit. Already a harsh Commons critic
of the Government'’s effective acceptance of the Italian conquest of Abys-
sinia (a fellow League member) in 1935, during the next four years she
did what she could to combat what she saw as an abdication of Britain’s
moral responsibilities. She traveled to Spain, Czechoslovakia and
Romania with the Duchess of Atholl and Ellen Wilkinson in cross-party
efforts to draw attention to the plight of these threatened or divided
countries; she tried to convince her colleagues in the League of Nations
Union to abandon futile hopes of world disarmament and campaign for
a workable program of collective security; and she helped to organize a
cross-party ginger group aimed at waking the Government up to the
dangers of appeasement.”® When the worst happened anyway, she was
devastated: her nephew recalled her lapsing into tears over tea in the
Commons soon after the declaration of war; she only wished, she told
him, that old people like herself could serve and young men’s lives be
spared.® Long active in organizations aiding refugees from the fascist
and occupied countries, she became a persistent critic of Britain’s war-
time internment of many refugees as “enemy aliens” and of its inaction
in the face of revelations of the Nazis’ adoption of a policy of wholesale
murder of Jews.® By the middle of the war, she was working through
a “National Committee for Rescue from Nazi Terror,” and in May 1943
led an attack on the Government for failing to attempt to save those
threatened with annihilation.®

In some ways these last years were merely a continuation of her
earlier work. She was as busy as ever, absorbed with Parliament, with
her endless work with refugees, with attempts to bring the long cam-
paign for family allowances to fruition. In another sense, however, they
were a decisive break, for she did jettison her earlier mode of reasoning,
and especially her tendency to reduce political problems to the domestic
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rivalries of women and men. Her sympathies, in consequence, widened,
but she also became more vulnerable. Her feminism had provided
Rathbone with an analysis of power, that most essential of tools for
political action. Her close identification with the wrongs of her sex -
the sole element of self-consideration that she allowed herself — had
sustained her through her youth and middle years. When she could no
longer see the world primarily in these terms, her sense of personal
responsibility proliferated beyond measure. By the mid-1940s, Mary
Stocks recalled, she seemed often “unbearably oppressed by the magni-
tude of that sea of suffering in relation to the puny efforts of such
human endeavour as could be mobilized for its redress.”s? Yet whatever
her own feelings of inadequacy, when she died suddenly in January
1946, tributes from refugees and fellow workers proliferated in the
papers.

VI

The Rathbones remained a presence in Liverpool: in business, on the
City Council, on the governing bodies of the University. There is still a
Rathbone in Parliament, and although he sits as a Conservative, he has
been known to cross party lines to support the family policies his
distinguished relative campaigned for so long to bring about. Eleanor’s
concerns and accomplishments have been recognized by her city and
by the wider world: there is an Eleanor Rathbone Memorial Lecture
devoted to questions of social policy, an Eleanor Rathbone building at
the University of Liverpool, and an Eleanor Rathbone cultural center
for refugee children in Israel. Yet memory is mixed with distortion, and,
as her old friend Margery Fry shrewdly noticed, in the case of Eleanor
Rathbone orthodoxy set in early.®® Her seriousness of purpose, her pub-
lic-spiritedness, even her feminism, were all recognized, but somehow
the life itself — and the ideals that drove it — have been lost to view.

I believe this is because the two sides of Rathbone’s politics have too
often been seen in isolation, the innovative heir of the Rathbone political
legacy divorced from the national advocate of family allowances and a
“new” feminism.* Yet the private and the public, I hope to have shown,
were integrally connected. Rathbone indeed brought from her family a
weighty, almost debilitating, sense of social responsibility, but she
expressed it in new ways. Her imagined transformation of Victorian or
even New Liberal ideals not only recognized the possibilities for a
positive use of state power; it was driven by a desire to use that power
to increase women’s autonomy, even within the domestic sphere. This
core goal pervades all of Rathbone’s work from her early years as a
volunteer social worker in Liverpool through her parliamentary cam-
paigns of the mid-1930s. The simplicity of her analysis was the source
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of her strength but also of her limitations, and the outcomes of her
interventions depended heavily on the context in which they occurred.
The skepticism of “male values” and the belief in women'’s shared
interests that made Rathbone such an effective figure in domestic social
policy debates also led her to assume that British women could protect
the interests of women across the empire — even when the very existence
of that empire (and hence their own authoritative position) was viewed
as illegitimate by those they sought to represent. She had the courage
of her convictions, however, leaving us a wealth of writings and
speeches which reflect her own experiences but also capture many of
the characteristic ideals of a unique and vanished coterie of women: the
educated, economically independent, celibate and socially-conscious
daughters of the Victorians.
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E.M. Forster 1879-1970

Connecting the prose and the passion in 1910
Peter Stansky

I feel it is particularly appropriate to write about E.M. Forster in a
book of essays devoted to the memory of John Clive. There were some
similarities of interests between Clive and Forster. The founders of the
Clapham Sect, from whom Forster was descended, and the figures in
Clive’s first book, Scotch Reviewers (1957), although separated geographi-
cally, occupied to a degree the same world. Macaulay, Clive’s great
subject, and like Forster descended from Clapham, was hardly the sort
of Cambridge man beloved by Forster, but he and Clive both had an
affection for Cambridge. Both had a life-long love for music, and one
might also hazard a guess that Australia played a role in Clive’s life
somewhat similar to the role of India in Forster’s.

I met John during my senior year at Yale, 1952-3, through my teacher,
Charles Blitzer, who had been a contemporary of his at Harvard. John
had just received his PhD from Harvard, but although he was not yet
thirty, in the eyes of an undergraduate he was already a formidable
scholar. He was wonderfully charming and friendly; this was also true
when I became a graduate student at Harvard in 1956, but then John's
love of the role of rank had to be factored in. I was already interested
in Bloomsbury. I believe that on the occasion of our first meeting John
was singing the praises of Noel Annan’s splendid study of Leslie
Stephen. That year, 1953, I had already been accepted to do a second
BA at King’s College, Cambridge. Noel Annan told me some years later
that he and his colleagues were amused that a young American should
be interested in Bloomsbury. The dons of King's regarded the group as
friends and practically contemporaries, hardly topics for academic study.
In any case, I put aside my own academic interest in the Bloomsbury
Group in favor of more traditional history for some years. But living in
Cambridge, so important in the history of the group, and at King’s
in particular, was of continual interest and fascination in terms of acquir-
ing some sense of their legendary world - a case, one might say, of
“And did you once see Shelley plain?”

Of course, one of the sources of excitement at being at King's was
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that, since 1947, E.M. Forster had been living in the College. His was an
unassuming presence, though he was fully conscious of his own worth.
King’s had a tradition of dons being far friendlier than was true at
other colleges and quite a few of them would have lunch with the
undergraduates and then repair to our rooms for coffee. Sometimes,
Forster did this too, and he would certainly respond to invitations to
tea; he resisted any attempt to treat him in any special way. And so it
happened that when John visited me, probably in the late spring of
1954, I had the opportunity to introduce him to Forster. Or at least so I
remember. “Only connect,” as he counseled in the epigraph to Howards
End, and thus it gives me particular pleasure, although the occasion is
sad, to write about Forster in this collection dedicated to John’s memory.

I

In many ways Forster was a Victorian inside out. The abiding sin of
the Victorians, at least as seen by members of Bloomsbury, most notably
by Lytton Strachey in Eminent Victorians (1918), was their willingness to
allow public values to intrude upon and determine the private values
by which they lived. With his emphasis upon personal relations, and
his famous (notorious?) overly quoted remark about choosing, if one
had the courage, friendship over country, it is easy to misunderstand
the position of Forster and his friends. Thus, although they believed in
a freer sexual life — Forster himself would not put theory into practice
until his mid-thirties — they were far from self-indulgent or unreflective
in their thoughts and actions. They did not deny themselves the obli-
gation (also a pleasure?) to judge others: Forster could be severe with
his friends if he felt they had lapsed. There is that tendency to moralism
(very British) which has survived the Victorian age, and which for
Forster was a true testimony of friendship. But what was different
for him and his friends from the thoughts and actions of their Victorian
forebears was that such feelings and actions were on behalf of private
values. In that sense they were quite contrary to the age in which Forster
had been born in 1879. As the editors of the present volume point out,
the Victorians did not make a distinction between private conscience
and public duty. Forster did. But he accepted the obligation to speak
out in public (within realistic limits) on behalf of what one believed.
This is not to transform him into a premature activist — he valued the
privacy of private life and he was not upset that his homosexual novel,
Maurice, begun in 1913, finished in 1914, and “dedicated to a happier
year,” could not be published during his lifetime. Yet decade by decade
manners and mores were changing in England and that novel (not
among his best work) probably could have appeared there before he
died in 1970. By then, however, he had grown accustomed to assuming
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that it was not to come out until after his death, though he had circulated
it to chosen friends earlier. His unwillingness publicly to reveal his
homosexuality - illegal in England until 1969 — had nevertheless an
important effect upon him: it was a contributing factor in his stopping
writing fiction after the publication of A Passage to India in 1924. In his
masterly biography of Forster, PN. Furbank uses as an epigraph a
quotation from a letter Forster wrote to T.E. Lawrence in 1928: “But
when I die and they write my life they can say everything.” Bloomsbury
did not believe, during its lifetime, in the revelation in public of its
private life. It is a nice touch that it was Michael Holroyd’s biography
of Lytton Strachey (1967/68) that heralded the arrival of the nothing-
held-back biography. Forster was not uncomfortable with the English
compromise which provided personal liberty at the price of a certain
measure of public conformity. Yet he did not hesitate to use his consider-
able authority to speak out on controversial issues of the day, particu-
larly against censorship for sexual reasons, as in the cases of The Well
of Loneliness and Lady Chatterley’s Lover.

Since I believe that much that formed the modern public and private
persona began to take a decisive shape in 1910 and in the remaining
years before the Great War, it seems appropriate that this essay should
be illustrated by a “post-impressionist” portrait of Forster painted by
his friend Roger Fry in 1911. Although not too pleased with it, Forster
did purchase the portrait and hung it for a short period in the house
he shared with his widowed mother. While it was still being painted,
in December 1911, he wrote to his great friend and confidante, Florence
Barger:

It is too like me at present, but he [Fry] is confident he will be
able to alter that. Post-Impressionism is at present confined to my
lower lip which is rendered thus ... and to my chin, on which
soup has apparently dribbled. For the rest you have a bright
healthy young man, without one hand it is true, and very queer
legs, perhaps the result of an aeroplane accident, as he seems to
have fallen from an immense height on to a sofa.!

Forster was not especially sympathetic to the artistic convulsion that
Fry had orchestrated only the year before in his landmark exhibition,
“Manet and the Post-Impressionists,” on view at the Grafton Galleries
in London from November 1910 to January 1911. But Forster’s remark
demonstrates how easily the term coined by Fry for the exhibition,
“post-impressionism,” had already entered the language. And whatever
his feelings about “post-impressionism,” Forster’s lack of ease about his
sexuality is suggested by the fact that he gave the portrait to Florence
Barger when a clergyman friend of his mother’s remarked to her after
looking at the portrait that he hoped her son wasn’t “queer.”?
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The portrait of Forster, to my mind, delineates an “arrived” person:
a young man in his early thirties who had, in 1910, with the publication
of Howards End, been recognized as a major novelist. But that year, 1910,
was important to him also for a number of reasons apart from the novel.
It was then that he had declared to his young Indian friend, Seyd Ross
Masood, his great passion for him. Even though that declaration was
rebuffed, it represented a significant step towards the resolution of his
sexual identity. However painful, his continuing affectionate friendship
with Masood set him on the course that led ultimately to his writing A
Passage to India. It was in 1910, also, that he had come closer to
Bloomsbury, although his relation with the group would always be
characteristically tangential — a meeting of cool congenial spirits, one
might say, in contrast to the passion for Masood. All these events — the
publication of Howards End, the declaration to Masood, the association
with Bloomsbury — were to have lasting effects upon him and mark the
year as one of the most important in his life.

I1

By 1910, Forster was already a fairly well-known writer, but it was
Howards End which established him in the front rank of his generation.
Where Angels Fear to Tread was published in 1905, The Longest Journey in
1907, and A Room with a View in 1908. In 1906, he had met Masood
through a friend of his mother’s in Weybridge, Sir Theodore Morison,
who was Masood’s guardian. A strikingly handsome Muslim, ten years
Forster’s junior, Masood was the grandson of the founder of the well-
known school at Aligarh in India which had played a major part in the
Muslim “Awakening.” Masood had come to England to be educated,
and it was arranged by Morison that Forster should be the young man’s
tutor in Latin to help prepare him for Oxford. Thus began the most
influential friendship in Forster’s life. Largely thanks to Masood, he
would develop a life-long interest in India, where Masood would be
his guide for a good part of his first visit there in 1912. Masood was
thereafter a continuing focus of Forster’s deepest feelings, though the
two would see each other only infrequently over the years till Masood’s
comparatively early death in 1937.

To judge by his letters, Masood was all expansiveness, charm and
unrestrained affection. His teasing Forster about the English unwilling-
ness to express emotion helped to liberate him, unlocked the “undevel-
oped heart” which Forster himself saw as the besetting English sin. His
own letters to Masood at first were rather jokey. But he became increas-
ingly fond of him, and Masood, in his warmhearted way, reciprocated.
In late 1909, they went to Paris together, Forster’s first visit. When he
returned to London ahead of Masood, his young friend chided him (in
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a letter) for the coldness of his farewell at the Paris train station. Forster
replied: “We mustn’t quarrel about sentiment. We agree that it is the
greatest thing in the world, and only differ as to how it’s to be made
most of.”?

The two were in frequent correspondence and seeing one another
regularly while Masood was a student at Oxford.* In the early spring
of 1910, Forster had gone to Italy with his mother, where he finished
the manuscript of Howards End. In a letter to Masood commenting
about the death of Edward VII and the English ladies buying mourning
in Florence, he burst out:

Masood, I am sick of all these formalities: they are stifling all the
heart out of life. Nothing but gossip & millinery, and all real feeling
crushed into the background. Well, I suppose the Purdah is worse.
Women are a bad drag on civilisation up to now.’

Despite this disparaging comment about women in his letter from
Florence, Forster was aware of feminine aspirations for the future. The
women's suffrage campaign was becoming ever more exigent, and the
role for women was, in a sense, very much a theme of Howards End.
He was more a cautious supporter than an enthusiast, which disap-
pointed his great friend Florence Barger, whose commitment to the
cause was ardent. But in December 1910 when he was moving into
the orbit of early Bloomsbury he delivered a paper on “the feminine
note in literature” at a meeting of the Friday Club, and won high praise
from Virginia Stephen who told him “it was the best paper the Club
had heard so far.””¢

With the publication of Howards End, worldly success, about which
Forster would always have ambivalent feelings, appeared to be coming
his way — another problem to be dealt with, but the Masood problem
was much more disturbing. For there was Masood proclaiming his love
for him, and at the same time confiding the difficulties that beset his
evidently active heterosexual life. It would appear that Forster was
finding it somewhat hard to cope, but he was improving in coming to
terms with this most un-English effusiveness. By now, he fully under-
stood the nature of his own sexual urges - very different from Masood’s
— but he had not brought them to a physical resolution, despite some
kissing and hugging one evening on a sofa with his old friend, the
married H.O. Meredith. (He was not to have a lover in the physical
sense until his affair with Mohammed el Adl in Alexandria during the
war.) Masood wrote in mid-November, urging that they should travel
together to Turkey.

What a dear fellow you are, & your letter shows me that you love
me as much as I love you. . .. Whatever happens, don't let us give
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up Constantinople. I shall go alone with you.... Dearest boy if
you knew how much I loved you & how I long to be alone
with you in that romantic part of the world, you would never
dream of changing our original plans. England is all right but it
does not possess a romantic or even a pathetic atmosphere. . . . But
this next time we will be alone, for I want to have you as much
to myself as ever I can.... I only wish that you & I could live
together for ever & though that is a selfish wish yet I feel sorry
that it will never come to anything. ... And now I have nothing
more to tell you except the old fact that I love you more than
almost any other man friend of mine & so kiss you au revoir.”

In Forster’s rather “tutorial” letter to him on 21 November he seemed
to be replying to an issue involving some woman:

It [what Forster meant precisely by “it” is not clear] is such a
difficult subject and we shall not make anything of it until we talk
together even more freely than we have before. There are two
sides to it — firstly it is an experience for you; secondly, you may
do good to her. Now, in this latter side I don’t think there is any
point at all. You will not do any good to her. I am absolutely
certain of it. It is not your fault, or hers; but because you are the
age you are, you will always be arousing hopes of another kind
in her. This is natural. The only good you do is indirectly — through
men. Vice can only be suppressed through men. Tell every one
you know that it is a horrible, disgusting notion that love can be
bought for money. The more men believe this, the fewer poor
women will be forced into a life of debauchery and disease.

But the minatory tone lightens with news of Howards End: “My book is
selling so well that I shall probably make enough money by it to come
to India. There will not only be an American edition, but a Canadian,
and perhaps a translation into French.”®

On 20 December, Masood was urging him not only to visit India but
to write about it: “You are the only Englishman in which I have come
across true sentiment & that, too, real sentiment even from the oriental
point of view. So you know what it is that makes me love you so much,
it is the fact that in you I see an oriental with an oriental view of life
on most things.”®

Emotions frequently run high at holiday times; perhaps they were
even more intensified for Forster as his birthday fell on 1 January. He
and Masood had arranged to go together to see Richard Strauss’s Salomé,
an opera that throbbed with sexuality. Although it had had its premiére
in Germany in 1905, it was not performed in London until December
1910, as part of a season of two Strauss operas being conducted at
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Covent Garden by Thomas Beecham — the other was Elektra, which had
had its world premiére in Germany the year before. The first perform-
ance of Salomé was on 8 December, and it aroused great advanced
interest: potential ticket buyers had started to queue at 6:30 a.m., and
once the box office was open, tickets had sold out in an hour and twenty
minutes. The Times delivered itself of a burst of wonderment at the
fashionable audience assembled for the opening performance:

During the progress of a General Election and at a time when the
London season is not in existence [it is surprising that] an audience
so distinguished and representative should have gathered together.
Among those in the audience: the French Ambassador, the Duchess
of Rutland and [her daughters] the Ladies Violet and Diana Man-
ners, the Duchess of Manchester, the Ranee of Sarawak, Lord Rib-
blesdale, Lady Cunard, Lady Jekyll, Mrs George Cornwallis-West,
Mrs Willie James.

It was the height of Edwardian luxe. For the next performance, the
audience was equally grand: “Princess of Monaco, Duchess of Westmin-
ster, Colonel Sir Herbert Jekyll, Duke of Rutland, with Ladies Marjorie
and Diana Manners, Lord Robert Manners, Baron and Baroness de
Meyer, Lady Lytton.”?

These new operas, powerful as they were, being performed in
December of that year, might well provide further evidence to support
Virginia Woolf’s later comment that human character had changed in
December 1910. Certainly they had a violence and sensuality quite
different from the genteel tradition of well-bred art in post-Victorian
England - hence, the furious reactions to the Post-Impressionist exhi-
bition going on concurrently with the Strauss season. There was also a
quite characteristic English aspect of the performance: the peculiar
relation of the state to the theatre through the role of the Lord Chamber-
lain. In 1892, Wilde’s play itself (the text for the opera) had been banned.
There had been some advance since then in what was or was not
deemed permissible for the English to see in the theater, but one senses
that England was still behind the Continent in its artistic sophistication.
Harley Granville-Barker, the great theatrical figure, wrote to The Times
on 17 December:

If in his [the Lord Chamberlain’s] precious opinion, Salomé is a
noxious thing, is it not his duty to use his autocratic power to
crush it? If he has come to his senses on the subject, then let him
set the play free.

The Lord Chamberlain had insisted that John the Baptist be called the
Prophet instead:
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And what is this foolishness — and worse than foolishness — of
forbidding the use of the severed head, compelling Mme Ackté to
make dramatic nonsense of the most poignant passages of the
tragedy by addressing them to a bedaubed tea-tray? ... It is an
insult to the public, an insult to the work of Oscar Wilde, and
an insult to a great composer. How much longer is this inept
official to make our theatre the laughing stock of Europe?"

Forster found Salomé disappointing, but its passionate music was
likely to have added to the intensity of his feelings. The year, after all,
had been one of great tension in his and Masood’s relations. As early
as the previous 15 January he had written in his diary: “Joyful but
inconclusive evening with him. I figured an unbearable crisis, but we
only care for each other more than before, each in his own way.” There
was a somewhat odd note of sublimation on 21 July: “However gross
my desires, I find that I shall never satisfy them for the fear of annoying
others. I am glad to come across this much good in me. It serves
instead of purity.” The climax came on 29 December: “Yesterday, in the
Olxford] & C[ambridge] Musical Club, I spoke. He had been praising
my insight into Oriental things, & I could bear no more. He answered
‘T know’ easily.”*?

Afterwards, there were a few days of misery for Forster at home in
Weybridge. To compound his distress, he was not happy with his birth-
day gift from Masood, a painted tray with candlestick and matchbox.
On the day, 1 January, he wrote to thank him, but added: “My real need
is a letter. If you will use your imagination, you will see that I am not
having much of a time.”?® Forster was feeling ill, and feared that he
might have tuberculosis. A letter did arrive, but Masood apparently had
no intention of dealing directly with Forster’s love and distress. Forster
replied:

Dearest Boy, Your letter arrived. There is nothing to be said,
because everything is understood. I agree. But oh you devil - !
Why didn’t you write at once? I was in an awful stew all Satur-
day & Sunday. You may say that this was not sensible of me, but
when all that one is and can feel is concerned, how can one be
sensible?*

Emotions continued at a high pitch in early January, when Forster’s
grandmother died, causing his mother to go into a depression from
which she never completely recovered, and making her more dependent
than ever upon her only child.

The close friendship with Masood, if not the relationship as Forster
would have wished, survived both the passionate declaration and its
tactful rejection. In 1912 the first visit to India took place. (The success
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of Howards End made it possible for Forster to pay for the trip.) He
became more systematic in his reading about India, including a biog-
raphy of Masood’s grandfather, the founder of Aligarh, and was increas-
ingly drawn to it as a subject. After Oxford, Masood returned to India,
married, and made his life there. But the correspondence between them,
though sporadic, was for some years as intense as ever. In 1923, Forster
wrote to him: “You are the only person to whom I can open my heart
and feel occasionally that I am understood.””® And in February 1924:
“Yours is the only affection that remains with me as a solid unalterable
truth.”1¢ After Masood’s death in 1937 Forster acknowledged: “My own
debt to him is incalculable. He woke me up out of my suburban
and academic life, showed me new horizons and a new civilisation and
helped me towards the understanding of a continent.””” Perhaps his
final feeling about the relationship is suggested at the end of A Passage
to India — the novel dedicated to Masood — with its famous sentence
“ “No, not yet,” and the sky said, ‘No, not there.””

III

But this is to anticipate. In August 1910 Forster, on a walking tour on
his own, wrote to Masood:

It isn’t bad being alone in the country — the nearest approach we
Anglo Saxons can make to your saints. There’s such a thing as
healthy mysticism, and our race is capable of developing it....
Now I have proofs to correct, and with luck I shall finish them
next week.!®

It was as if he were taking the “thingness” of the Victorian and Edward-
ian novel and, without scorning it, going behind it to the more transcen-
dent and mystical aspects of life. As he wrote in his diary the previous
February: “Am grinding out my novel into a contrast between money &
death — the latter is truly an ally of the personal against the mech-
anical.”*

In England, Howards End made him well known, something of a
celebrity, and it was ranked, alongside Arnold Bennett’s novel, Clayhan-
ger, as one of the two most significant books of the season. There is a
certain irony that Howards End should share honors with Clayhanger.
Bennett was rich and famous, and as a leading Edwardian novelist was
customarily bracketed with H.G. Wells and John Galsworthy. In 1924,
in the high tide of modernism, Virginia Woolf would launch in her
essay “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” a sardonic attack on those three
most famous practitioners of Edwardian fiction. It was in the same essay
that she observed that human character had changed in December 1910.
Significantly, Woolf s chief complaint against the three was that in their
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realistic, externalized descriptions of character they failed to penetrate
to its essential reality. Forster she placed with the modernists; in fact he
was less that than either Joyce or Lawrence. But in his attempt to
“connect,” to probe further inside his characters, to be more symbolic,
perhaps to be more mystical, to achieve a greater sense of the essence
of his characters, he was a newer sort of novelist. There is little question
that Bennett, Galsworthy and Wells were attached to the “thingness” of
life. Forster had even published a short story, “The Machine Stops,” in
1909 which parodied Wells’s science fiction. The argument over the
nature of literature was not new, as the correspondence between Wells
and Henry James, a rupture between master and pupil, had painfully
made clear. But its postwar direction is more pertinent in the contrasts
between Wells, Bennett and Galsworthy — triumphant middle-brow
novelists — and the great outsiders, Lawrence and Joyce, and those who
were much more securely within the middle class than they, Forster and
Woolf herself.

Howards End marked the transition of Forster from minor to major
novelist. Could one call Howards End a Post-Impressionist novel? Pos-
sibly, yes — at least to the degree that it broke with conventional models
then in favor, much in the way the Post-Impressionist pictures being
shown in London in December 1910 had done. In contrast to
Bloomsbury, still in the process of formation, Wells and Bennett were
happy Philistines. Bennett judged the reviews of his books by how
many inches they were. As he wrote to his agent J.B. Pinker while in
the process of writing Clayhanger, “My first draft is always also the final
writing. I would much sooner write a complete fresh novel than rewrite
two chapters of an old one.”” Fine in many ways as Clayhanger is,
Howards End does penetrate further into its world and its characters.

It is intriguing to note how books that have become classics were first
received. In the case of Howards End, there were ardent reviews. The
Daily Telegraph noted that “his stories are not about life. They are life.”
And R.A. Scott-James wrote in the Daily News: “the novel rises like a
piece of architecture full-grown before us. It is all bricks and timber, but
it is mystery, idealism, a far-reaching symbol.” But there were demur-
rers. The World felt that Howards End was unfairly receiving more atten-
tion than Clayhanger. “There is no doubt that this novel has been one of
the sensations of the autumn season, and in that respect, it has been
made - not wisely — to overshadow Mr Arnold Bennett’s Clayhanger,
which is a much greater book.” Bennett himself reviewed the book in
the New Age, favorably but rather grudgingly: “I am in a position to
state that no novel for very many years has been so discussed by the
elite as Mr Forster’s Howard’s[sic] End.” In America the New York Times
compared the book with Galsworthy, but felt that Galsworthy was better,
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while Elia W. Peattie of the Chicago Tribune insisted that the author must
be a woman.

In feeling the book is feminine; but it is not to be gainsaid that a
number of the strongest masculine writers of our times have been
able to represent the feminine mind, with its irrational yet dramatic
succession of moods, better than any woman can do it. It may be
that E.M. Forster is one of these, but my impression is that the
writer is a woman of the quality of mind comparable to that of
the Findlater sisters or to May Sinclair.”*

More complex than Forster’s three previous novels, Howards End is a
great Edwardian novel that has won a place among the enduring novels
of this century. It shares with the Edwardians their obsessive interest in
money, but with a profound difference. The possession of money, we
are shown, matters only to the degree that it may make possible the
freedom to live a fulfilled life. Even then it does not follow as an
immutable law: money is no more than a starting point — essentially,
the without-which-nothing. The book is candid in recognizing the role
of money and its importance in making England and those who lived
there powerful. Forster’s great theme was the need to connect — “only
connect” — the prose and the passion, the world of the rich Wilcoxes
and the sensitive Schlegels, money itself and what money could make
possible. The materialism of the Wilcoxes is not sufficient as an end; it
needs to be combined, to connect with the more spiritual interests of
the Schlegel sisters and that of the first Mrs Wilcox — a change in human
character so that it will become capable of connection. There are both
elements of hope and despair in the book; connection has mostly failed.
But the illegitimate child of Helen Schlegel and Leonard Bast, the lower
middle-class clerk, will be the inheritor of the house, Howards End. The
child is, perhaps, evidence of a more democratic and classless society
that may be coming, something good amidst the defects that are part
of the new age, the red rust of building that is creeping into the country-
side from London.

Although there is little specific discussion of the politics of the period,
the sense of turmoil and disorder, the goblins of Beethoven’s Fifth
Symphony, is present in the book, an unspoken reminder, perhaps, that
Forster was doing his final work on the manuscript in 1910, that year
of great political upheaval, and of the growing militancy of the women’s
suffrage movement. (Although the suffrage question is not discussed,
one feels that Helen would be a militant, and Margaret a moderate —
increasingly so — but both would have believed in votes for women.)
But as Forster wrote to Edward Garnett about the novel: “It is devilish
difficult to criticise society & also create human beings.”?

Forster felt uneasy about his success, and had the common reaction
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of not agreeing with the praise, much as he enjoyed it, and taking the
criticism too seriously. He wrote to Eddie Marsh about a captious review
in the Spectator: “I haven’t seen the Spectator, but it was to be expected.
They would find the thing both irritating & easy to slate, and I shall
agree with the strictures I fear, though I wish the paper to the devil.”*
As his biographer, PN. Furbank, has noted, he reacted to his success by
returning to his evangelical roots in his attitude, writing in his diary on
8 December.

Prayer. Not to imagine people are noticing me. ... Let me not be
distracted by the world. It is so difficult — I am not vain of my
over-praised book, but I wish I was obscure again. If I come an
unholy smash let me never forget that one man and possibly two
[Meredith?] have loved me. In old age I shall look back enviously
to this year which gave me so much, but is the material for
happiness rather than happiness. I knew I shouldn’t and I don’t
enjoy fame.?

He wrote to his great friend, Goldie Dickinson, in November: “I go
about saying I like the money, because one is simply bound to be
pleased about something on such an occasion. But I don’t even like that
very much. . .. I am another Harmsworth darling. No, it is all insanity.”»
It was hard for a Cambridge Apostle such as Forster to handle worldly
success, for Apostles tended to believe that that was really the world of
illusion.

Success is rarely as satisfying as one might hope, and he felt it hard
to return to creativity. Howards End argues the importance of money for
providing an income to give one the freedom to do what one likes; yet
in the end the freedom may be tainted. Forster recognized that the
income from the novel would allow him to visit India, increasingly
important to him in terms of his relation to Masood. As he wrote to his
friend Malcolm Darling in September: “My novel will be out in October,
and you will receive a copy, if you will undertake not to dislike me for
having written it. I am afraid it will give little pleasure to anyone. But
the money, my boy! It helps me to get to India.”?* One might have
expected Forster to have a sense of purpose similar to Margaret Schleg-
el’s: she came to know what she wanted. But in his own life, he seemed
more unsure and tentative, and felt awkward about his great success.
In 1912 he began work on a novel, Arctic Summer, which he abandoned,
and then during the next two years he wrote Maurice, his novel of an
idealized, fulfilled, ultimately happy homosexual love, a “daydream
book,” so to speak, which could not be published.
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Forster needed to come to terms with his success; he needed to come
to terms not only with Masood’s rejection of him as a lover, but also
with the continuation of their intense friendship. Less significant but
vexing (and not without its comic aspect) was still another question
that arose in 1910: whether or not he should be the godfather of the
newly-born son of his friend, Malcolm Darling. Darling’s elder brother
had been an exact contemporary of Forster’s at King’s. Malcolm Darling,
who entered the college two years later, became a great friend of For-
ster’s. In 1904 he had joined the Indian Civil Service and had acted as
a tutor to the Raja of Dewas State Senior, where Forster would visit in
1912, and return to in 1921 to act as secretary to the eccentric Maharajah.
Darling described Dewas as “the oddest corner of the world outside
Alice in Wonderland. Dewas has 16,000 inhabitants, two Rajas, each
with a salute of 15 guns, each with a Minister & a Palace.”” Forster
corresponded with Darling regularly, reporting on a variety of things
... politics ... publishing ... the election over the House of Lords in
January 1910 ... a walking tour with their Cambridge contemporary,
Hilton Young, who had proposed, unsuccessfully, to his childhood
friend Virginia Stephen in May 1909. ...

His ever-deepening love for Masood furthered and nurtured his
interest in India; so too did his very different friendship with Darling,
sustained by the flow of letters between them. There are suggestions in
Howards End of moving away from western rationality, which would
become so much more decisive an element in A Passage to India. When
Darling wrote to him of some incident involving an illogical yogi, Fors-
ter replied:

Wealth, success, friendship, love, are all one illusion, and reality,
(what it may be) is obscured by them. But in practice one shrinks
from this conclusion. The western world, and in particular the
Latin races, have too vivid a sense of surface-values. How wonder-
ful — and how comforting — that the yogi should be illogical at the
last moment too!*

Darling wrote to Forster in May: “The English Mail is about the most
romantic thing of this very romantic country. At Rajanpur it came to
me on the camel’s back; at Dewas a horseman would bring it to the
door.” He added as a postscript, pointing out that he was writing at
nearly midnight from an encampment in a grove of apricot trees in the
Himalayas:

Shall I tell you? Yes, I think I must, but you will be secret. We
expect a third in July or early in August — most unwillingly at
first, for it is pleasant to be two together, also Josie has suffered
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cruelly these last 6 months, almost unceasing sickness & other
things. . . . Neither of us had really the least wish for a child. But
it will at least be interesting. Write me another letter from Italy if
this finds you there. I would barter the whole Himalayas for one
little Umbrian hill.®

Forster didn’t take his friend’s doubts too seriously, replying: “You
say that neither of you have been anxious for a child; when it comes
surely you will feel differently, and realise it is the greatest of blessings.
Children are so delightful — and something more besides.”*® The baby,
John Jermyn, was born on 14 July, and Forster wrote about him on 12
August very much in the spirit of Howards End. “I am pleased about
the baby, of course, and more pleased than I can say that his coming
has made other things better. He is the future, & our love for him is
still hidden in it.” In this letter, too, began the tiny rather Forsterian
comedy of whether or not he would be a godfather to the boy. Forster
at first refused. “I have only once said yes, and that was to parents
whose atheism was even more pronounced than my own.”*

Ten days later he wrote again, as the Darlings had written meanwhile
assuming that he would be a godfather.

I do trust and think that you will both understand why I have
refused. . .. I couldn’t be of less use to him than my own official
godparents have been to me, and perhaps it’s the emptiness of my
own experience in this direction that makes me behave like such
a prig now. ... The only present I ever feel inclined to give babies
is to take away some of their toys. I do wish I could see him. ...
I am very fond of babies. Though I can’t help laughing at them -
they will more than pay me out for that in the future.?

It may have been that Forster’s initial refusal had not reached the
Darlings in time; a mutual friend who saw him thought that he was
the godfather.

Goodall thinks that I am already a god father willy nilly.... The
fault of the bishop of Lahore, and his surpliced minions. Not
my fault. I should have all the pleasure of authority with none of
its responsibilities, if this report were true.®

The issue continued on 22 September, when Forster wrote: “Your letter
about the godfather just received, & it is a comfort to know that you
do not think I have been a pedantic ass.”** Darling had suggested that
Forster write a “catechism” for the child; Forster proposed that Darling
and his wife write it themselves. But he became increasingly captivated
by the idea, and finally did write something for the child on 20 Novem-
ber. On the 21st he appeared to consent to be a godfather, but on his
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own terms, and if the Darlings approved of what he had written out:
“I was not the least ashamed of my conduct in refusing & prevaricating
at first, but felt that I had done quite the proper thing throughout. . ..
For it is difficult to accept such a post quickly when one is definitely
not a Christian.”*

He changed his mind again, and decided not to act in the role. But
he did pass on the “catechism” to Josie Darling when she came to
Britain in December because of the death of her father, Lord Low, a
Scottish Law Lord, and also, presumably, to show the baby to her friends
and relations. Before seeing the baby and her family, Forster, who had
not met his good friend’s wife before, wanted to see Josie on her own.
There is a splendid series of notes from him - as if it were out of one
of his own novels — arranging a meeting with her at the Tate Gallery
to talk before going to tea at Malcolm Darling’s mother’s, where the
baby would be shown.

So do let us meet at the Tate at 2.30, opposite Ulysses (Schlegel)
defying Polyphemus (Wilcox) ... I will bring the catechism with
me — a meagre little thing which will not take two minutes. . .. If
Ulysses [a painting by Turner] should not be at the Tate — I forget
if he is still at N.G. — we meet in the room where the biggest
Turners are. I shall not recognise you - it is not my habit to
recognise people — and you will have to have a shot at me. I am
now very stout.

He wrote again on 20 February:

King Cophetua [Burne-Jones] 2.30, Wednesday, then. In case of
disaster, parties shall not dash feverishly about, but shall repair
for recriminations to the turnstile, and leave messages about each
other with the man who guards it.

On the 22nd he wrote to Malcolm: “I have at last seen J.J., and approve
entirely. He is not a baby, but a very dear little boy.”%

What of the catechism itself? Forster called it “Liking Being Alive”
and entitled it as if it had been written by the Darlings, and then
“Written out by E.M. Forster 20/11/10.” It was in the form of a dialogue
between the son and his mother, when the boy is eight or so — and he
is asking her what a godfather might be, but he doesn’t want the
questioning to go on so long that it will delay his going riding. The boy
says that he enjoys being alive, and the mother points out that his father
does too, and when young “He liked to walk all night, sometimes with
a friend, sometimes alone. As he grew older he began to care for other
things, he read books.” He became more and more aware of nature,
and of the importance of friends. But his greatest discovery was love:
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there came a thing that was more wonderful than all the other
things put together, a thing that made his life — oh! — bigger than
all the stars and the sun, brighter than any light you can think of,
a thing so glorious so beautiful, so overwhelming that it was
almost frightening to him.

The mother also talks about herself:

In some ways I have not been as happy as he has, because people
think that girls ought not be as happy as boys, and instead of
helping me to like life, they would give me orders about it, and
this is never any help, never.

For the parents “the wonderful thing was love, and out of our love you
came. Because we cared about life, you are alive. You are the sign that
we have loved, and all the beauty that we have seen.” God is the name
of all the good things that made the child. This is hard to understand,

and godparents are to help:

They are to tell you about the things that they have liked in
life. ... They want you to be an inheritor of the Kingdom of
Heaven. No one knows where the Kingdom of Heaven is -
whether it is the place that the sun is flying to, or whether it is
far behind that place or whether it is actually here on this beautiful
earth.¥”

Anne-Marie Roman, in an interesting article on the catechism, puts
more weight on a rather slight piece than it can comfortably manage,
but her claim about its significance is intriguing. Its few pages do
suggest the importance of nature, and of personal relations, for Forster,
and also “the luminous revelation of love.”* These, like many of the
other elements that figure in the catechism are already in place in
Howards End — nature, connection, personal relations, the role of a baby.
Even a more mystical approach to life has been adumbrated there,
though it will become of far greater importance in A Passage to India.
Perhaps in the catechism, Forster was half-consciously striving towards
some sort of symbolic resolution to his personal dissatisfaction, as in
his declaration a month later to Masood.

“Until 1910,” Roman tells us, “the ultimate reconciliation of the seen
and the unseen, the inner and the outer, appears only as an aim; but
by way of writing out the catechism, Forster approached his ultimate
goal: the formation of a link between art and life, the connection between
the ideal and the real.”* That, of course, had been an aim of Howards
End, where Forster was arguing for a change in human character that
would make possible a union between the ideal and the real. In a very

142



E.M. FORSTER

simplified, even naive or childlike fashion, he was making the point
again in his catechism for a godchild.

Finally, by contrast, Bloomsbury and the grown-ups. With the success
of Howards End, Forster began to move into the wider world. As an
Apostle he had always maintained very strong ties with Cambridge,
but being somewhat older than the generation of Bloomsbury Apostles,
he had not yet established a bond with them in London. In 1910 the
principal Bloomsbury figures were Keynes, Strachey, Virginia Stephen
(who would marry Leonard Woolf two years later) and Clive and
Vanessa Bell. At that point they were more significant for what they
promised to become than for what they had yet achieved. In that year,
Roger Fry met a number of them in the course of organizing the Manet
and the Post-Impressionist exhibition, established personal relationships
with them — for a time he was to be Vanessa Bell’s lover — and became
a central figure in their group. Older by more than a decade, he had
done more than those younger friends who had “begun” Bloomsbury,
which was still pretty much a private social cluster rather than a congre-
gation of high intellects who would influence the values and artistic
activities of Britain in the twentieth century.

Forster too was slightly older than Keynes and Strachey and like Fry
had already accomplished more far earlier than they. Although he knew
them both, he did not actually see much of them or of the other post-
Cambridge Bloomsbury figures in London — he did not even meet
Virginia Stephen until 1910. The crucial event that would lead to his
becoming on friendly terms with the group took place in December,
when he was asked to give a paper to their Friday Club. The suffrage
movement was by then at its most intense; “Black Friday” — the demon-
stration that turned violent in front of the Houses of Parliament — had
occurred on 18 November; feminine questions were taking on a more
immediate urgency. Forster gave a paper “On the Feminine Note in
Literature” on 9 December in which he argued in favor of a special
feminine sensibility.** While he granted that differentiations between
men and women were lessening, he rejected what he understood to be
J.S. Mill's claim that there were no distinctions to be made between
them. (Mill’s Subjection of Women had been discussed at the previous
meeting of the Club.) Forster acknowledged, “A freer atmosphere is at
hand, and the artificial products of the past — the Chatelaine, the Grande
Dame, the Blue stocking — will be blown away and give place to the
individual.” But, despite Mill, he felt that “women ... live nearer
the truth of human nature. ... The feminine note is — preoccupation
with personal worthiness. The characters try not so much to be good
as to be worthy of one of the other characters. ... Men have an unem-
bodied ideal. Women embody their ideal in some human being, be it a
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woman or a man. ... Women have this strong practical vein, the desire
to set up a sensible visible standard of righteousness.”*!

Thus, in 1910, through several comparatively private events of varying
intensity — ranging along a spectrum from his impassioned relation to
Masood to the social/literary pleasures of Bloomsbury and the Friday
Club to the catechism for the Darling baby — and one great public event,
the publication of Howards End, Forster had taken considerable steps
forward in 1910. His character may not have changed, but his life had
changed in public and private ways, and he had in Howards End made
his private values shape the public world of his fiction.
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Leonard Woolf 1880-1969

The conscience of a Bloomsbury socialist
EM. Leventhal

In September 1938 Maynard Keynes presented My Early Beliefs to the
Memoir Club, the name given to those regular encounters at which Old
Bloomsbury shared recollections and attempted to clarify the record for
posterity.! Keynes recalled that he and his fellow Cambridge Apostles,
adopting G.E. Moore’s “religion” while discarding his morals, recog-
nized neither moral obligation, nor “inner sanction to conform or to
obey.” Describing his circle as “water-spiders, gracefully skimming, as
light and reasonable as air, the surface of the stream without any contact
at all with the eddies and currents underneath,” he helped to foster an
image of Bloomsbury as self-absorbed and frivolous, preoccupied with
the enjoyment of romantic and aesthetic experience.?

Such a characterization was totally inapplicable to Leonard Woolf, a
pillar of Old Bloomsbury who differed from his friends in certain crucial
respects. While the antecedents of prominent Bloomsbury figures were
evangelical and Nonconformist, Woolf was a Jew; while many of them
were either apolitical or congenitally liberal, he was a socialist; while
several of them were homosexual and promiscuous, he was neither.
This essay will attempt to trace the sources of Woolf’s distinctiveness,
to determine the way in which his private conscience shaped his sense
of public duty, and to describe his transformation from Cambridge
aesthete to political activist.

I

In Culture and Anarchy Matthew Arnold, elaborating Heinrich Heine’s
dictum that all men were either Jews or Greeks, identified two opposing
forces, each striving for man'’s salvation, which he described as Hebra-
ism and Hellenism. Hebraism was concerned with obligation to duty,
obedience, self-control and strictness of conscience; Hellenism, by con-
trast, was associated with spontaneity of consciousness, with beauty,
sweetness and light. Whereas Hebraism, rooted in a sense of human
sinfulness, was skeptical about the possibility of attaining perfection,
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Hellenism was imbued with an optimistic faith in rational intelligence.?
If Bloomsbury endeavored to realize the Hellenist ideal of beauty, ration-
ality and spiritual perfection, Leonard Woolf embodied both Hebraism
and Hellenism, and it is the tension between them that provided the
dynamic for his intellectual and moral development.

Woolf observed that before the age of sixteen he would have described
himself as a gentleman, while recognizing that “society was rigidly
divided into a world of gentlemen and a world of cads.”* Yet a more
significant dichotomy for him was that between Jews and Gentiles. In
contrast to the cultivated Stracheys and Stephens, his family had only
recently risen from the stratum of Jewish shopkeepers.> One generation
removed from Regent Street tailoring, the Woolfs were Victorian arriv-
istes, their prosperity resting precariously on Sidney Woolf’s professional
fees at the bar. Young Leonard’s gentility had not yet acquired the
patina of age that most of his St Paul’s and Cambridge contemporaries
wore so effortlessly. To complicate matters further, family fortunes col-
lapsed when Sidney died prematurely, leaving his wife and nine children
in reduced, although hardly penurious, circumstances, obliged to sacri-
fice a large South Kensington establishment for more modest Putney.

But it was not merely the financial deprivation that affected Leonard.
After all, he won a scholarship to St Paul’s, a tribute to his cleverness
no less than to the greater tolerance in late Victorian England that
enabled an impecunious Jewish boy to secure admission to a prestigious
public school. The death of an idolized parent when Leonard was only
eleven, rendering his father’s legacy all the more precious, tempered his
generational rebelliousness towards Victorian values. Relating his own
experience to Sophocles’ recognition of reversal of fortune as the essence
of tragedy, he observed that,

his death meant not only the disaster of his death, the loss of him,
but also the complete break-up and destruction of life as I had
known it. . .. The reversal of fortune had had, I am sure, a darken-
ing and permanent effect. In my own case I can only describe it
as this sense of fundamental insecurity, and a fatalistic acceptance
of instability and the impermanence of happiness.®

Whether it was the experience of parental loss or the Jewish tradition
imbibed from his forebears, Woolf came to appreciate as one of his
ingrained characteristics a “kind of fatalistic and half-amused resig-
nation,”” a distinctly non-Hellenist trait which he identifies elsewhere
as “the inveterate, the immemorial fatalism of the Jew.”®

In both his autobiography and in his roman a clef The Wise Virgins
(1914), Woolf’s portrait of his mother is unflatteringly patronizing, but
the memory of Sidney remained untarnished. What he derived from his
father was, I suggest, a sense of Jewish identity. It was partially associ-
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ated with an emphasis on education, gained from his grandfather as
well, which turned Leonard into an incorrigible intellectual at a young
age. Coupled with this commitment to learning was industriousness, a
Victorian no less than a Jewish trait:

To work and work hard was part of the religion of Jews of my
father’s and grandfather’s generations. ... I think that my father
had absorbed this tradition and instinctively obeyed it, and that,
young as I was when he died, I had observed it and again, in my
turn, instinctively obeyed it.’

Beyond the stereotypical Jewish zest for knowledge was Sidney’s
tolerant conviction, based on the teachings of the prophet Micah, that
the proper rule of conduct was to do justly and love mercy. As a
practicing Reformed Jew, he added the injunction to “walk humbly with
thy God,” a precept that Leonard abandoned as readily as he clung to
the rest of his father’s ethos. At the age of fourteen he declared himself
a non-believer, refusing thereafter to attend synagogue, somewhat to
the chagrin of his more conventional mother. He claimed to feel neither
sense of sin nor need to worship a God. While he may have been too
young to grasp its meaning, his father’s creed “entered into and had a
profound effect upon my mind and soul.” In later years Woolf came to
regard this “Semitic vision” of justice and mercy as “the foundation of
all civilized life and society.” It was, he recognized, only a limited
prescription, but when he later found that the Greeks had added to it
“the vision of liberty and beauty” — when, in other words, he coupled
Micah’s injunction with the speech of Pericles as recounted by Thucydi-
des — he discovered what became his ultimate ideal of civilization."

Shortly before he died, Woolf confirmed that Judaism had had “little
effect” upon his life. Although always “conscious of being a Jew,”
frequently encountering “the common or garden antisemitism,” Judaism
had “not touched me personally and only very peripherally.”* It is true
that his career was not obviously hampered by being Jewish: he suffered
no disabilities at St Paul’s or Cambridge, where he was elected as the
first Jewish Apostle, in Ceylon or in the Labour Party. Most of his
friends, in and out of Bloomsbury, were non-Jews. His independent
literary career, to be sure, shielded him from institutional prejudice,
which he might have encountered had he remained in the colonial
service.

Woolf regarded his intelligence and temper as an inheritance from his
father, but his austere, obstinate personality might also be attributed to
his Jewish upbringing, to the Hebraist side of his nature. Although
grief-stricken when Virginia died in 1941, her suicide did not destroy
him spiritually. He associated this resilience, his acquiescence in the
impermanence of happiness, with a Jewish belief that fate could be
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mastered through self-control and unremitting labor." If he was accepted
at Cambridge by the scions of the intellectual aristocracy, he remained
in certain ways an outsider, personally detached, socially somewhat
aloof, perhaps fearful of overstepping the bounds of propriety. The
young self-hating Jewish hero of The Wise Virgins says to Camilla, the
character patterned on Virginia: “We aren’t as pleasant or as beautiful
as you are. We're hard and grasping, we're out after definite things,
different things, which we think worth while.”*®

Woolf doubtless felt ambivalent about his background, if not about his
father’s values. In his story entitled Three Jews one character comments
tellingly, “We're Jews only externally now, in our black hair and our
large noses, in the way we stand and the way we walk. But inside we're
Jews no longer.”** He might imagine himself a non-believer, but he was
nonetheless a Jew to the outside world, even to intimates. Virginia, who
described her future husband as “a penniless Jew,” remarked at one
family gathering, “Let the Jew answer.”*® Their marriage, which created
a breach with his own family, made him more conscious of his distinc-
tiveness as a Jew. While friends like Harold Nicolson, Vita Sackville-
West and T.S. Eliot moderated their anti-Semitism in his presence, he
could hardly have been impervious to it. He might dismiss it as an
irrational survival, part of an atavistic communal psychology, but it
demanded that “carapace,” that facade of indifference cultivated while
a student at St Paul’s “as a protection to the naked, tender, shivering
soul.”’® Only when confronting Nazi racism was his equanimity shaken,
his carapace discarded. Denouncing Fascism as “a reversion to the
primitive quackery of superstition,” he identified Jews with the progress
of civilization. Jews might not boast superiority to Aryans, but they
need not be ashamed of a lineage “which produced the Ten Command-
ments, Job, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solomon, the Psalms, Isaiah, Christ,
Montaigne, Spinoza, Heine, Marx, Einstein, Proust, and Freud.”"” While
Judaism might prove, at least minimally, a social liability even in
England, it nonetheless spurred his political awareness, especially at the
time of the Dreyfus case, and his moral sensibility.'®

II

If Woolf revered his father’s memory and took pride in inherited Jewish
values, if not in its familial pieties, he felt much more resentful about
his public school. A born “swot,” he could only survive its anti-intellec-
tualism by excelling at games and by “the concealment or repression of
a large area of my mental life.””” What St Paul’s gave him, despite — or
because of — its regimentation and narrow curriculum, was an extra-
ordinary grounding in ancient languages and literature which enabled
him to gain entry as a classical scholar to Trinity College, Cambridge.
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It was this immersion in Greek civilization which was also to define his
further intellectual development, challenging, if not effacing, his Hebra-
ist cast of mind with Hellenist ideals.

Frederic Spotts contends that Woolf suffered a spiritual crisis during
his first year or so at Cambridge. The intellectual excitement, the friend-
ship of kindred spirits, the freedom to explore literary interests, must
have proved both exhilarating and intimidating to one whose back-
ground had been so circumscribed. This new iconoclasm, associated
particularly with his friend Lytton Strachey, seems to have left him
temporarily bereft of moral signposts. Increasingly convinced that there
was neither reason nor order in the universe, he despaired that “every-
thing seemed slipping from my grasp / And the whole world was
vanity.”? It was only later that he could face with equanimity, sustained
by his assimilation of Greek stoicism, the notion that “I can find no
place for and no explanation of my life or my mind in this fantastic
universe.”?!

Certainly the tension between the values of his home and the astrin-
gent rationality and camaraderie of Trinity contributed to a sense of
malaise. His sister Bella, distressed that “the “‘unanswerables’ of life take
such hold of you,” tried to console him with the hope that he would
“rise triumphant from the Valley of the Shadow of ‘Doubt’.”?? Writing
from Putney during one vacation, he confided to Strachey his need “to
break through this hen-coop of an existence and do something inordi-
nately outrageous,” lamenting that “the worst of it all is that one never
does.”? Envious of the more refined postures of his friends, but aloof
from their homosexual escapades, Woolf saw himself as “a mere spec-
tator with my hands in my pockets.”?

The publication of G.E. Moore’s Principia Ethica in 1903 has frequently
been identified as a milestone in the emergence of Bloomsbury.® If
Keynes believed that the philosopher sanctioned sexual license and
aesthetic self-indulgence, Woolf regarded him differently. In his eyes
Moore was the moral exemplar, who filled the void left by the death of
his father. What attracted Woolf to Moore, whom he described as “the
only great man whom I have ever met,” was his goodness and inno-
cence, his pursuit of truth “with the tenacity of a bulldog and the
integrity of a saint.”?* If he taught his disciples to question received
truth, he was no less fascinated by the problem of moral conduct, by
the consequences of actions. It was not that duty and virtue were
irrelevant, but rather that they must be justified as means towards the
realization of ultimate ends. Moore, Woolf noted, “gave us a scientific
basis for believing that some things were good in themselves,” indefin-
able or intuited though they might be.” If such doctrines liberated Woolf
from his Hebraist conscience, it also led him to believe that a life of
public activity could be reconciled with the selfless pursuit of truth, a
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conviction that drew him back to his image of classical Greece. Moore
brought clarity, freshness and common sense to the analysis of moral
and political questions, but he did not, as Keynes seemed to imply in
My Early Beliefs, deny their importance. When he left Cambridge to take
up his cadetship in the Ceylon colonial civil service, Woolf had come
to believe that it was “not merely my right, but my duty to question
the truth of everything and the authority of everyone, to regard nothing
as sacred and to hold nothing in religious respect.”?

I1I

Woolf’s seven-year interlude in Ceylon was a lonely and, in many
ways, intensely unhappy period. He was separated from his beloved
Cambridge, and Strachey’s gossipy letters merely heightened his iso-
lation. He found the resident English community snobbish, preoccupied
with daily tennis and social trivialities. He assuaged his misery by
reading the ninety-volume edition of Voltaire brought from England,
bemoaning his fate in letters to friends, but, above all, by work:

I practically do nothing but work & ride & shoot. This sort of
work becomes an obsession; I do about 12 hours a day. . . . I think
really what makes it pleasant is that one has no time to think at
all about anything but work & food & facts; one is perpetually
doing something. Of course if it weren't for that, one would prob-
ably go mad....”

What was more remarkable, however, was his professional success and
rapid promotion. An efficient, conscientious, if somewhat rigid adminis-
trator, he developed an affection for those under his authority and for
the scenery, heat and physical discomfort notwithstanding. Responsi-
bility brought out his strongest Hebraist tendencies — unremitting labor,
obedience to his superiors, the imposition of stern justice. He enjoyed
wielding power, gratified to play, while still in his twenties, the role of
imperial consul.

Yet devotion to duty could not keep disenchantment at bay. However
beneficial the regulations he tried to enforce, they were resented by the
native population, calling into question the moral basis of imperialism.
To the villagers, he was “part of the white man’s machine, which they
did not understand. I stood to them in the relation of God to his
victims.” If he could not himself worship any God, neither could he
willingly play God to those cast in the role of inferiors. Without doubting
the fairness of his actions, he came to realize “the absurdity of a people
of one civilization and mode of life trying to impose its rule upon an
entirely different civilization and mode of life.”* While colonial peoples
might be unfit, as yet, to rule themselves, there was no necessary cor-
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ollary that the British ought to govern them.*! By the time Woolf came
to write about imperialism after the First World War, he was prepared to
disavow it as immoral, injurious to native culture, and economically
irrational. The correct approach would be gradually to introduce local
self-government, conceding home rule once a people had attained “the
necessary degree of civilization.”*> His commitment to rationality and
civilized values, even among “backward peoples,” transformed this
diligent colonial official into an outspoken critic of imperialism.

By 1928 he had moved from the quasi-Marxist economic critique of
his early writings to one which harked back to the Hellenist model.
Ancient Greek civilization had been a paragon of tolerance, neither
acquisitive, proselytizing nor militaristic. Despite its unaggressive pos-
ture, it “had the greatest influence upon its neighbours and profoundly
affected every civilization.” By contrast the European seizure of African
territory, savage and unscrupulous, had turned the native into “the
economic slave of the white man.”*® The only way to safeguard native
interests was to reserve the land for their use, preventing its expropri-
ation by predatory foreigners. Once European powers abandoned the
selfish pursuit of their own economic interests, surrendered their author-
ity to an international system of mandates, and educated the Africans,
imperialism would have made some restitution to civilization.

v

Woolf was professionally at a loose end when he returned from Ceylon.
The Dreyfus case and his later exposure to imperialism aroused his
moral outrage without providing either a political focus or an ideological
perspective. While Moore’s philosophy did not preclude involvement
in public affairs, many Apostles interpreted his otherworldliness as
disapprobation of “the life of action generally, power, politics, success,
wealth, ambition.”* Attempting to explain their indifference to social
problems, Woolf told Kingsley Martin many years later,

The social conditions did not seem quite so frightful or menacing
before 1900 as they do today in retrospect. Things were improving
and therefore we did not think so much about them.*

It was ironic that Woolf, whose education and outlook had been
entirely shaped by men — especially his father and Moore — and by
exclusively male institutions — St Paul’s, the Apostles, Trinity, the Ceylon
civil service — should owe his transformation into a socialist to three
women. In 1912 Virginia’s cousin, Margaret Vaughan, recruited him into
the Charity Organisation Society, where his experience of poverty in
Hoxton opened his eyes to the devastating effects of capitalism. Deplor-
ing the feeble palliatives of paternalistic philanthropy, convinced that
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social reconstruction alone could alter the situation, he proclaimed him-
self a socialist.

Shortly thereafter he fell under the influence of the redoubtable
Margaret Llewelyn Davies, a friend of Virginia’s and the secretary of
the Women’s Cooperative Guild. Attending its congresses, lecturing to
members, investigating the structure of the movement, Woolf became a
proselytizer for the organization. Cooperation not only offered an alter-
native to the obsessive profit-making that he abhorred in capitalism but
seemed to be a means to apply democratic principles to the economic
system. Beyond its fundamental goal of non-competitive production and
distribution, eliminating the profit motive, lay an ideal of democracy in
which the individual as a consumer would make choices that would
determine what was produced. Inspired by Llewelyn Davies, he envi-
sioned the Guild as an agency for educating working-class wives and
mothers, elevating them from the poverty to which the capitalist econ-
omy had subjected them. He was soon disheartened to discover that the
cooperative movement was as parochial as trade unionism, its members
impervious to the appeal of consumer democracy.

The process that Vaughan and Llewelyn Davies began, Beatrice Webb
completed. After reading his article on the Newcastle congress of the
Guild in June 1913, Beatrice, always on the lookout for promising young
men who might prove politically useful, invited Woolf to lunch, enlisted
him in the Fabian Society, and later persuaded him to undertake an
inquiry into “the whole arrangements of international control over
Foreign Policy, Armaments and methods of warfare.”* Financed initially
by a grant from Joseph Rowntree, Woolf’s investigation went through
several incarnations, beginning as a report to the Fabian Society, sub-
sequently appearing as a New Statesman supplement, and eventually
being published as International Government in 1916. In the course of his
research Woolf gained expertise in a field in which he had been a novice;
assiduous study and a talent for drafting reports enabled him to produce
a document that exerted considerable influence on British proposals
for a League of Nations. His basic premise was that the only way to
prevent war was to establish international machinery for the peaceful
settlement of disputes. His inquiry cited existing institutions, such as
the Universal Postal Union, to refute the notion that inherent conflict
among nations made international cooperation impossible. His scheme
adumbrated a supranational authority consisting of an International
High Court, a Council of member states and a Secretariat. Skeptical
about the viability of world government, Woolf disavowed any abro-
gation of national sovereignty as long as states were willing to submit
justiciable disputes to the International High Court. Above all, signator-
ies to the proposed treaty should consent to undertake common action,
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“even to the extent of war,” against any country which violated the
fundamental agreement.*”

By the end of the war Woolf had become fully engaged politically,
his contribution acknowledged by his appointment as secretary to the
Labour Party’s Advisory Committee on International Questions. A
member of the Independent Labour Party, he had come, somewhat
reluctantly, to acknowledge Labour as the only party he could support,
even while disliking its timorous leadership, its petty squabbling, its
lack of vision. When Arthur Henderson resigned from the Cabinet in
1917 over its veto of participation in a proposed international socialist
gathering in Stockholm, Woolf grumbled, “I suppose it’s too much to
expect of the Labour Party that they would have the sense to come out
of the Government.”*® The Left was no better: ILP members were

so bitter and truculent that they can see nothing except a tiny
segment of the horizon. . . . Anything more childish one can hardly
imagine. What a bore it all is: extremists hopeless because they are
as blind as mad bulls, and moderates hopeless because they
are moderate!®

In later years his exasperation grew, as Labour repeatedly compromised
principles for the sake of electoral advantage, failed to deliver on prom-
ises to colonial peoples, and vacillated over the League of Nations and
collective security.

Despite his frustration, Woolf remained loyal, serving uncomplain-
ingly on innumerable Labour and Fabian committees. As in Ceylon, the
commitment to duty, even where he disagreed with the authorities,
reflected the Hebraist cast of his personality. If Labour did not embody
British socialism, it was nonetheless the only plausible vehicle for its
promotion. Not that his own socialism was ever very orthodox.
Although he claimed to be a “Marxian-Socialist — but only up to a
point,”% he remained “a socialist of a rather peculiar sort.”#! Blaming
the system of private property for the conflict of interests, he doubted
whether modern society could become civilized without greater com-
munity control of industry:

If the individual is not always pursuing his own interest, he goes
under unless he belongs to the very small class which has been
born with private wealth. . .. Personally I think that the class war
and the conflict of class interests are the greatest curses, and that
the first things that one should aim at is to abolish this conflict
and class war.”?

Since class conflict was inimical to civilization, the only way to rec-
oncile divergent interests was through socialism. He denied being anti-
Bolshevik, admitting that “they’re the only people who've made an
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honest and serious attempt to practise what I believe in.”** Unlike the
Marxists, he felt that socialism was not an end in itself, but rather
the means to a civilized society, based not on the dictatorship of class,
state, or even organized producers, but on consumer democracy. Woolf
spelled out his own idiosyncratic agenda in Socialism and Cooperation, a
book written in 1921 at the behest of the ILP which he later dismissed
as “even more futile than most of my books.”* It was socialism derived
at least as much from Moore as from Marx, a transposing of Hellenist
values to the struggle between capital and labor.

Unconsciously permeated with the competitive, profit-making ideals
of capitalism, the worker had been induced to pursue his own self-
interest at the expense of others in his class. In the “capitalistic indus-
trialized State the individual is compelled to carry on a perpetual
struggle, not against nature, but against his neighbour.”* Both capital
and labor were attempting to sell their commodities and services at the
highest price with scant regard for cooperation or commonality. Social-
ism would replace individual acquisitiveness with communal objectives,
but these must not be achieved by sacrificing individual autonomy.
Democracy meant “acting together on an equality for a common end,”
but it also signified

a desire to express one’s own individuality freely combined with a
very large tolerance of the free expression of their individuality by
other people; and finally a conception of society as composed
not of competing individuals and classes, but of citizens making
individually or collectively their distinctive contributions towards
the common life.*

The cooperative movement, by organizing industry on the basis of
consumption, enabled the community, constituted as consumers, to con-
trol production. It was motivated by the principle that goods should
not be produced for the sake of profit or work, but simply to furnish
essential commodities. The value of a product ought to be determined
by its social or aesthetic worth or the mental attitude of the producer,
much as the ancient Greeks, recognizing intrinsic value in beauty, intel-
lectual activity, leisure and happiness, made the “good life” rather than
profit maximization their goal. “We shall not begin to be civilized,” he
affirmed, “until, both individually and socially, we realize that the value
of production and work depends upon the value of the product and
the quality of the productive activity.”#

As long as most of the population was obliged to spend at least eight
hours a day in manual labor, society would remain an oligarchy based
on industrial slavery. The goal should be to reduce industrial production
to a minimum consistent with material comfort. Only those goods
required for the community to partake of civilization or the good life
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should be produced. If everyone performed a share of unpleasant but
essential toil, the individual would be left with nine months a year to
devote to other activities. Those who refused to perform their share of
industrial work would be debarred, as consumers, from receiving its
products. It was, he felt, preferable for members of the community to
enjoy a book or picture, play football, dance, or cultivate their gardens
than to manufacture some article that was useless or ugly. Woolf, like
William Morris, was convinced that beautiful objects would be pro-
duced, but not by industry: it was in leisure time that creative expression
could be given free rein.* Once the citizen was organized solely as a
consumer, rather than as a member of a class, and private ownership
was abolished, the way would be cleared for an end to exploitation. So
radical a conception of society, in which tolerance and individuality
were elevated above class solidarity, in which industrial production was
reduced to a minimum, in which organized labor willingly sacrificed
higher wages to leisure and culture, and in which compulsory work
was imposed on everyone, however briefly, was clearly too visionary to
be regarded seriously within the ILP. Socialism and Cooperation was his
first extended foray into socialist theory, and it also proved to be his last.

Vv

Until the 1930s Woolf, without harboring many illusions, believed that
the prospects for peace were auspicious. The League of Nations repre-
sented an effective means for achieving disarmed internationalism,
renunciation of war, peaceful resolution of conflicts, and pooled security.
Yet he remained both a realist and a skeptic, realistic in recognizing at
an early stage that “an alternative to armed nationalism requires that
every state should assume some obligations to stand by the side of the
victim of aggression and to resist the aggressor,”* skeptical about
the willingness of European powers to comply with the provisions for
pooled security.

As late as 1933 Woolf opposed mandatory sanctions against an
aggressor as “much too dangerous in the world of today.”* By the next
year he had adopted an intermediate position, admitting to Philip Noel-
Baker that “nothing but [collective security] can stand between the
world and war,” but disclaiming both the “disorientation” of the pacifist
Left and the “sanctions madmen.”>! With the League’s failure to contain
Japanese expansion and the collapse of the Disarmament Conference,
he began to warn that

only a drastic revolution in the League itself, in the aims and
policies of the existing governments, and in the whole European
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situation could make the League of today an effective international
instrument for peace and justice.

Labour’s foreign policy, in his view, should aim at restoring an effective
system for ensuring international accord and preventing war without
reliance on national armaments. To pursue a policy of rearmament in
the face of League impotence would be to “throw power into the hands
not of socialists, but of fascists.”*> Defending collective security to the
point of armed sanctions against an aggressor, he quarreled with Kings-
ley Martin, the editor of the New Statesman, who was apprehensive lest
military action, even under League auspices, degenerate into a capitalist,
imperialist war. Having long argued that pooled force did not constitute
old-fashioned war, Woolf admonished the pacifist Left for lack of
realism. The notion, he added, that it was possible to select a policy
which would result in absolute good was a political delusion:

In 999,999 cases out of a million, the choice is between two evils
and two courses both of which will lead to evil; the wise man is
he who by reason or instinct chooses the less evil course leading
to the lesser evil.®

The Spanish Civil War convinced him that, since the League had
been irretrievably damaged, it was time for Labour to revise its entire
international policy. He advocated a coalition of democratic and socialist
states prepared not only to satisfy legitimate grievances, but to oppose
encroachments on the integrity of non-fascist governments. Although
mutual defense involved risks, he was convinced that “the only conceiv-
able way of dealing with the force problem” was “a system of collective
resistance to any state resorting to war.”** Despite his animosity towards
the National Government for appeasing the dictators, he reluctantly
conceded that, if Britain were to deter Hitler and Mussolini, “mere
negative opposition to a policy of rearmament would be sterile and
ineffective,”® thus tacitly endorsing rearmament provisions. By the time
of the Anschluss he was advising Labour to espouse a Churchill-led
coalition and immediate introduction of conscription.

The crisis of the 1930s gave a new twist to Woolf’s literary endeavors.
In addition to analytical articles for the Political Quarterly and memor-
anda for the Advisory Committee, he became, to use Stefan Collini’s
term, a “public moralist.”* In several polemical works he excoriated
the forces of barbarism, while extolling the ancient Greeks, who, by
applying ethics to society and by secularizing government, had made
European civilization possible.”

In the oddly-titled Quack, Quack! (1935) Woolf contrasted past civiliza-
tions with primitive societies in order to depict Fascism as a recrud-
escence of barbarism and quackery. Only two peoples — the Greeks and
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the English — had made significant contributions to political culture,
devising a system in which “freedom, tolerance, and compromise — the
foundations of a civilized life — have been slowly and painfully substi-
tuted for irresponsible power, violence, privilege, and superstition.”*
Civilization, dependent upon the repression of instinct and the appli-
cation of reason, was inimical to notions of race superiority and national
assertiveness. He described Nazi anti-Semitism and communist per-
secution of the bourgeoisie as equally symptomatic of political quackery
and the revolt against reason.

Even in England, periods of crisis encouraged charlatans and fanatics
to exploit savage instincts. But the defects of contemporary society lay
deeper than transitory economic or national ills: the cancer afflicting the
West was the refusal of the minority to share their advantages with
the majority, thereby creating an unwitting alliance between the elites
and the dictators.® It was not merely the assertion of reason against
quackery and freedom against despotism, but of equality against privi-
lege that was essential to sustain civilization against barbarism.

Increasingly in the 1930s Woolf began to perceive communism as no
less a threat to western culture than Fascism. In view of his more
strident tone, it was somewhat surprising for Victor Gollancz to invite
him to write a defense of western civilization for the Left Book Club.
While Gollancz had begun to rethink his own earlier defense of Soviet
repression, his editorial colleagues, John Strachey and Harold Laski, had
fewer qualms.®* Woolf demanded a guarantee that he be permitted to
express his views without constraint, but Gollancz’s acquiescence did
not preclude serious misgivings once the book was submitted in May
1939. Strachey and Laski both objected to the manuscript, and even
Gollancz admitted that it contained statements liable to be misconstrued
by anti-Soviet propagandists.® Woolf, unrepentant, refused to modify
his argument on grounds that criticism of the Soviet Union was inoppor-
tune. Nor was he dissuaded by the editor’s speculation that publication
might jeopardize the delicate Anglo-Soviet negotiations or provoke res-
ignations from Left Book Club members. Since Woolf would not relent,
Gollancz postponed publication rather than renege on his contract. In
the end, after the signing of the Nazi-Soviet pact dramatically altered the
situation, Barbarians at the Gate appeared as the November 1939 Left
Book Club selection.

As in Quack, Quack! four years earlier, Woolf defined civilization
by reference to the achievements of fifth-century Athens, where the
government sought to enhance freedom, equality and tolerance, and
where the standards of value were compromise, truth and knowledge.
Europe before 1914 had also made strides in extending liberty and
equality of opportunity, but, even so, economic power remained concen-
trated in the hands of a small class of capitalists and financiers, unlike
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ancient Greece, where the distribution of wealth had been reasonably
equal and economic distinctions irrelevant. Despite the concession of
political rights, western society fell short of genuine democracy: “under
the capitalist system a society of free and equal citizens was no more
possible without economic than it was without political democracy.”s

If he deplored the resurgence of barbarism, Woolf tried to distinguish
among the dictators. Stalin was the heir of western civilization, acknowl-
edging the same egalitarian ideals of rights and duties as Pericles.
Hitler’s regime, on the other hand, relied on subordination to a leader,
a concept closer to the Spartan view of communal life than the Athenian.
He challenged the notion that there was nothing to choose between the
dictatorship of Stalin and that of Hitler or Mussolini:

The Soviet Government, whatever may be the results of its practice,
is in its ultimate objective on the side of civilization, whereas
Fascist dictatorships are on the side of barbarism.®

But if the Bolshevik revolution had been imperative in order to impose
socialism, the liquidation of capitalism and the triumph of the proletariat
should have obviated the necessity of further autocracy. Instead, with
the death of Lenin, the regime became stabilized as a tyrannical despot-
ism. In the exercise of power rather than ultimate goals, there was little
difference between the Soviet commissars and the fascist rulers. The
fault lay with Stalin and his subordinates, not with the underpinning
ideology:

There is nothing in Marxism which requires that the central
government should be a dictatorship or that there should be no
communal control of the controllers of power or that personal
liberty, freedom of speech, humanity and tolerance should not
exist.*

Western culture was menaced not only by despots who resorted to
violence, but by those who betrayed the civilized ideals to which they
owed allegiance. These included those socialists and communists in
England willing to condone cruelty and intolerance in a socialist govern-
ment which they condemned in a fascist state. The greatest danger to
civilization, he concluded, was

not in Hitler, Mussolini, and the Nazi and Fascist systems, not in
the barbarian at the gate, but within the citadel; it is in the eco-
nomic barbarism of France and Britain and the ideological barbar-
ism of Russia. For both these barbarisms destroy freedom and
make the idea of a community in which the freedom of each is
the condition of the freedom of all an illusion and a sham.®

Whether it was the exigencies of an anti-fascist alliance or a reluctance
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to offend his Left Book Club audience that caused Woolf to qualify his
strictures against the Soviet Union, he found it increasingly difficult to
conceal his repugnance after the Second World War. Stalinism was a
travesty of Marxist objectives: rather than being transferred to the pro-
letariat, power was monopolized by party functionaries, who subordi-
nated socialist ideals to their own dictatorship. Unlike the Athenians,
for whom democracy was only a means to attaining happiness, freedom,
tolerance and justice, Marx’s heirs made communism the supreme end
of society, to which civilized values were readily sacrificed.* What he
found so reprehensible was that, unlike Hitler and his associates, the
Soviet rulers were

not common gangsters or criminals; they [were] not paranoics or
pathological sadists.... Yet in the course of a few years they
have evolved a political system as frigidly inhuman, as insanely
irrational as that of the fascist or nazi.””

They were challenging a central canon of his belief: that it was never
right to do a great evil so that a greater good might result. Furthermore,
the adoption of evil means for ostensible social benefits perverted social
values and undermined civilization.

Nowhere do these preoccupations emerge more compellingly than in
Woolf’s heated exchanges with Kingsley Martin, who transformed the
New Statesman into a vehicle for Soviet apologetics during the Cold
War. A committed pacifist, prone to virulent anti-Americanism, Martin
typified the left-wing tendency to equivocate on principles for the sake
of socialist solidarity. At the same time he regarded Woolf as a para-
gon of intellectual integrity who might assuage his conscience. Instead
Woolf seized every opportunity to chastise Martin by pointing out the
moral defects of his position. When the New Statesman appeared to
excuse the 1949 show trial and execution of Laszlo Rajk, the Hungarian
Interior Minister, as trivial in comparison with the indiscriminate bomb-
ing of cities or the massacre of heretics, he accused Martin of condoning
judicial murder and implying that “one wrong anywhere makes every-
thing right for ever after.”*® He castigated the New Statesman for appear-
ing to sanction political trials when undertaken to serve some national
objective. Such a claim was inappropriate in this context:

If our whole sense of justice had not been perverted in the last 30
years, I do not believe that you or anyone else would use that
argument about a gang of low-class Hungarian politicians deliber-
ately murdering by judicial process members of another gang, not
with regard to a great issue but with regard to an internal struggle
for power.”

The same moral issue resurfaced some years later when Martin, while
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absolving Mao, questioned the necessity of liquidating more than a
million people. To Woolf this seemed to imply that there were circum-
stances under which mass political executions might be warranted.”
Several years later, resuscitating their argument, Martin insinuated that
Woolf had once admitted that Mao would be justified in authorizing
the death of millions, if he believed that he was saving China from
renewed war.”’ Vehemently denying the allegation, he stipulated that
“under no circumstances conceivable would a government be justified
in executing two million of its own subjects.””> Where Martin differed
from him, Woolf observed, was “in believing that politically you can
know certainly what is good in itself or absolute truth so that it justified
you in acting upon it melodramatically and over the dead bodies of other
people.””® Ultimately the issue hinged on Woolf s refusal to concede that
purportedly worthy aims could exonerate those who employed evil
means:

I cannot pretend to believe what you believe or that any one,
individual or government, Jew, Arab, capitalist, or communist, is
justified in doing immense evil immediately on the excuse that he
thinks it will hypothetically in the distant future prevent a greater
evil or produce a very great absolute good.”™

VI

VS. Pritchett described Woolf as one of the “rationalist saints of our
time” with “the Jewish feeling for justice and mercy, enlarged by the
half-Jewish Montaigne’s hatred of cruelty.”” Despite Woolf’s atheism
and antipathy to dogma, it is perhaps appropriate to characterize him
as a religious man.” Like Victorian doubters, his wife’s father included,
he might have said that he had ceased to believe in God but did not
believe any the less in morality. That ethical structure was derived
from his inherited Judaism, leavened by a strong dose of Cambridge
rationalism and an idealized image of ancient Greek culture. His moral
sensibility, in contrast to that of some of his Bloomsbury friends, was
socially oriented, rooted in concepts like justice and mercy, tolerance
and liberty, rather than focused on self. States of mind, contemplative
self-absorption, meant less to Woolf than the application of ethical pre-
cepts to social questions. This was the source of his commitment first
to the cooperative movement and then, more generally, to socialism, as
effective means to realize those values perceived as ultimately good.
His preoccupation with communal psychology and instinctual conduct
was part of an effort to elucidate a more rational order, modeled on
Periclean Athens, for his fellow man:

The good life, as the Greeks called it, whether of the individual or
164



LEONARD WOOLF

of the community requires ever more and more reason and ration-
ality, a profound belief in its values tempered by the profoundest
scepticism.”

Hence his dislike for capitalism, nationalism and communism, all of
which not only violated his moral criteria of justice and equality, but
also exploited irrational forces, like prejudice or superstition.

If Woolf remained suspicious of any form of ideology — religious or
political — he never ceased to believe that private conscience must be
brought to bear on public morality. In that sense at least he did not
forsake the Victorian world in which he had come of age. Unlike Martin,
he refused to subordinate principles to political expediency, however
obstinate or heterodox this made him appear. If he occasionally erred
on the side of self-righteousness, impatient with those who lacked his
scruples, that sense of moral certainty may have been his most singular
characteristic. After one of their recurrent quarrels he told Martin,
“Although I always intend to follow Christ’s teaching, Jehovah always
breaks through.””® He was here acknowledging not only his intolerance
of disagreement, but the inflexibility of his conscience and the rigor of
his moral standards. If Moore and Cambridge and Bloomsbury had
converted him to Hellenism, the soul of a Hebraist survived to the end.
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J. M. Keynes 1883-1946
“The best of both worlds”
Peter Clarke

It has increasingly been recognized in recent years that Keynes’s work
cannot properly be appreciated if he is regarded narrowly as “an econo-
mist.” Indeed an expertise in current economics may be misleading
rather than enlightening. A distinction (though not always the same
distinction) is now customarily drawn between Keynesianism, as a tech-
nical, professional, conventional doctrine or practice, and the thought
of the historical Keynes. Keynes himself talked of his mature theoretical
insights, for which he made such notoriously high claims, as simple,
basic ideas. He went so far on one occasion as to claim that, while what
he had to say was “intrinsically easy,” it was “only to an audience of
economists that it is difficult.”? This reflected a longstanding belief that
economics was “an easy subject — at which, however, very few excel!”
The paradox was that the avocation of the economist required a combi-
nation of gifts: not only as mathematician and historian, but also as
statesman and philosopher.? This paper explores the relation between
these two latter roles — the one pre-eminently concerned with politics
and public duty, the other intractably preoccupied with the foundations
of personal morality.

A substantial body of research has recently been devoted to uncover-
ing the philosophical underpinnings of Keynes’s work.? Its general trend
is to suggest that Keynes’s Treatise on Probability (hereafter Probability),
effectively begun in 1907, must be seen as one of the foundation stones
of his General Theory, published nearly thirty years later — a thesis which,
in its rigorous form, argues for a textual continuity in the treatment of
the linked themes of uncertainty and probability. But it is not so easy
to find agreement on how, or how securely, the economic edifice reposes
upon its supposed philosophical footings. Marxian scholars will be fami-
liar with the basic variants of this game of “What Keynes Really Meant.”
Thus the traditional position, as represented by Richard Braithwaite, is
that there is a discontinuity between the philosophical thought of the
Young Keynes and the Old Keynes.* This view has now met two
revisionist arguments for a continuity thesis: one maintaining that the
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Old Keynes was clearly immanent in the Young Keynes and the other
that the Young Keynes was faithfully reproduced in the Old Keynes.

Keynes’s own account of his early beliefs put into circulation two
influential notions, which are intertwined at the heart of the puzzle. The
first was that he, like other undergraduate Apostles who sat at the feet
of GE. Moore in Edwardian Cambridge, had “a religion and no
morals.”® The other was his declaration that “we completely misunder-
stood human nature, including our own,” through a misplaced attri-
bution of “rationality” to it.* The young Keynes was, on this reading,
obsessed with questions of personal relations and private ethics but
indifferent to public and civic responsibilities. This is the view persist-
ently conveyed in volume one of Skidelsky’s biography.”

This reading of “My Early Beliefs” is also consistent with much of
the Keynesian debunking of the last two decades. For it is a short step
from the impression of an apolitical young Keynes to the view of the
mature economist as either an unreconstructed rationalist or an over-
confident technocrat — and, in either case, betraying an impatience with,
or an incomprehension of, the political processes of the real world. Now
it must be acknowledged that Keynes presented such critics with plenty
of ammunition, not least in the conclusion to the General Theory, with
its assertion that “soon or late, it is ideas, not vested interests, which
are dangerous for good or evil” — famous last words indeed!® At the
time A.L. Rowse denounced this as a “rationalist fallacy, the fatal defect
of the liberal mind, the assumption that human beings are rational, will
respond to a rational appeal, that ideas in themselves are effective and
need only to be thrown out upon the waters of discussion for the right
ones to prevail.”? Fifty years on, this had become the crux of the public-
choice theorists’ critique of Keynesianism: “Keynes did not envisage the
application of his policy views in a vulgar contemporary political set-
ting, in which parties of all persuasions are continuously tempted to
yield to such pressures as numerous private vested-interest groups,
including the bureaucracy, and the necessity of vote-gathering in order
to win elections.”*

These two lines of interpretation are neatly conflated by a reference
to Roy Harrod’s influential concept of “the presuppositions of Harvey
Road” - an assumption, which Keynes inherited from his parents, “that
the government of Britain was and would continue to be in the hands of
an intellectual aristocracy using the method of persuasion.”” It would,
however, be rash to suppose that Harrod and Skidelsky - let alone
Keynes — were in fact subscribing to exactly the same account. This
takes us back to a biographical and historical problem which has too
often been treated in cursory or downright misleading ways.

Let us begin with what Keynes himself said. Part of the trouble is that
his brilliant memoir, “My Early Beliefs,” has been read as a document in
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ways alien to the circumstances of its composition. Written for his
friends as the Munich crisis brewed in 1938, it made a profound
impression upon them as they listened to its evocative account of a lost
age of innocence, while the light slowly drained out of the bleak autum-
nal sky. “The beauty and unworldliness of it” struck Virginia Woolf,
even though it made her feel “a little flittery and stupid.” Maynard had
contrived his effects with an artist’s sureness of touch: it made for “a
very human satisfactory meeting.”*? Posthumously published, the essay
has sometimes been perused in cold print without recognizing that
literary artifice has its own conventions and that strict veracity is not
necessarily among them.

In Harrod’s interpretation, essentially from the perspective of 1938,
the supposed influence of Moore in temporarily diverting his
impressionable disciple from the path of public duty is not directly
contested. Thus Keynes may have had a passing prepossession with the
problem of the “good”; but this was countered and contained by
the presuppositions of Harvey Road." If Harrod was inclined to dis-
count the iconoclasm of Keynes’s account and to disclose instead an
implicit recognition of public duty, to Skidelsky this stood out as another
example of how the authorized biography had reflected a pious and
unhistorical commitment to defend Keynes’s reputation even from the
self-inflicted barbs of autobiography.

Not that “My Early Beliefs” is accepted uncritically by Skidelsky, for
he acknowledges that “certain liberties with strict truth for the sake of
effect and amusement would have been natural.”** Moreover, he also
acknowledges that Leonard Woolf was one Apostle who directly repudi-
ated its reading of Moore and his influence, maintaining that “we were
not ‘immoralists.” ”** Yet this testimony is brushed aside by Skidelsky,
on the grounds that Woolf’s undisputed commitment to political objec-
tives must have derived from “something else.” Despite saving phrases,
therefore, the authority of “My Early Beliefs” as a source remains inte-
gral to Skidelsky’s interpretation. The point on which he fastens is that
“Moore provided no logical connection between ethical goodness and
political, social or economic welfare”; hence a Moorite — and “Keynes
always remained a Moorite” — was consistent in evincing no interest in
such matters.’® Yet the curious feature in what Skidelsky contends about
the lack of connection between Moore’s doctrine and Keynes’s politics
is that elsewhere in his volume the author goes so far in supplying an
account of the logical connection between them — through Keynes’s
theory of probability. It has been left to Keynes’s most recent biographer,
Donald Moggridge, to integrate these concerns by making out a case
for “the important role of the period of the creation of Probability in
bringing Keynes out from the inwardness and ultra-rationality of his
‘early beliefs’ towards a view of the world that could link ‘science and
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art,” his duty to his friends and an active role in the wider phenomenal
world.”"”

Nor can probability be safely ignored in studying Keynes’s mature
writings, which persistently suggest the salience of conceptions of uncer-
tainty and risk in the formation of economic expectations. In his last
major theoretical contribution, “The General Theory of Employment,”
published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics in 1937, uncertainty is a
leitmotif running through the article. What was wrong with the ortho-
dox theory was its assumption “that we have a knowledge of the future
of a kind quite different from that which we actually possess.” It was
this “hypothesis of a calculable future,” with its “underestimation of
the concealed factors of utter doubt, precariousness, hope and fear”
which was at the root of the trouble.!®

Now if this were the whole burden of Keynes’s message it would
substitute a fundamentally irrationalist for a purely rationalist theory of
the economy. This is the direction in which Shackle’s suggestive insights
about the role of uncertainty as Keynes’s “ultimate meaning” tend to
lead.” But Keynes gives a clear hint that a more subtle epistemology is
in fact proposed. He thought it worthwhile to digress on the distinction
between what is “probable” and what is “uncertain.” “The game of
roulette is not subject, in this sense to uncertainty; nor is the prospect
of a Victory bond being drawn.” What is uncertain is the outbreak of
war or other matters where “there is no scientific basis on which to
form any calculable probability whatever.” It is this intractable lack of
relevant knowledge which “compels us as practical men to do our best
to overlook this awkward fact and to behave exactly as we should if we
had behind us a good Benthamite calculation of a series of prospective
advantages and disadvantages, each multiplied by its appropriate prob-
ability, waiting to be summed.””

Over the years, several economists took up this hint that readers of
the General Theory might also turn with profit to Probability. But none
of them, it is fair to say, turned with the requisite rigor and persistence;
and only in the last decade has professional expertise in this field been
allied with archival access to Keynes’s writings on probability stretching
back to the Edwardian period. Once we apprehend that a sophisticated
concern with probability was part and parcel of the same bundle of
early beliefs — of which Keynes wrote his classic account within a
couple of years of dropping these ripe hints about the ubiquitousness
of uncertainty — it becomes apparent that some technical understand-
ing of his ideas in this field is likely to illuminate his more accessible
beliefs about economics and policy and politics.
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The current state of the literature has not produced a consensus. The
common ground between the different accounts is, however, sufficiently
extensive to permit some clear conclusions to be drawn. In the first
place the significance of Moore’s work can now be better appreciated.
Moore asked two questions in his Principia Ethica: “What kind of things
ought to exist for their own sakes?”” and “What kind of actions ought
we to perform?” His answer to the first was the basis of Keynes’s
“religion”: that we know what is good on the basis of intuition. But
with actions, as Bateman has nicely put it, we enter a field of “objective
consequentialism” which is close to classical utilitarianism in insisting
on the causal effects of our actions as the relevant test of whether they
are good or bad. Moore’s point about “moral rules or laws, in the
ordinary sense” was that it was “generally useful, under more or less
common circumstances, for everybody to perform or omit some definite
kind of action.” So it is not surprising that his system faced a critical
choice between what modern philosophers dub rule utilitarianism and
act utilitarianism. Should the individual always follow the rules? Or are
individuals ever justified in judging particular cases for themselves? In
his 1903 opus Moore insisted on following the rules because the prob-
ability of an individual turning out to have been correct in deciding
otherwise in any particular case was unknowable.” These were the rule-
bound “morals” which Keynes, as a principled immoralist, rejected.

The difference between them, however, was much more narrowly
defined than Keynes’s subsequent broad-brush picture suggests. The
provocative language of “immoralism,” with its suggestion that rules
were only there to be flouted, masked the real point at issue, which
was the caveat that rules need not invariably take precedence over a
soundly argued objection. What the young Keynes rejected was not
a consequentialist social ethic as such but the conception of probability
on which Moore had implicitly relied in deciding that personal discre-
tion could never be justified.

“My Early Beliefs” claimed that the Apostles “took not the slightest
notice” of Moore’s chapter on “Ethics in Relation to Conduct.” But, as
O’Donnell has pointed out, to gloss this as “ignored” is wildly inaccur-
ate, since Keynes in fact devoted close attention to a discriminating
critique of this chapter, notably in a paper which he gave to the Apostles
on this theme.?? The gist of Keynes’s criticism was to indict Moore for
employing a frequency theory of probability, which sought to measure
probability by the observed frequency of subsequent events. To Keynes
this seemed absurd — as though the actual frequency with which a coin
happened to come down heads or tails in a series of tosses could disturb
the proposition that each outcome had, on each toss, been equally likely.
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Probability for Keynes was already seen as a rational judgment ex ante,
a way of summing expectations, not a statement ex post.

If this were so, Keynes argued, then probability, properly understood,
offered the basis for actions to be judged on the basis of their likely
consequences. Moore’s impossible requirement for complete certainty of
knowledge in order to justify personal judgment was thus made redun-
dant. Moreover, Bateman has shown that Moore took the point. Keynes
argued out his position in his King’s College Fellowship dissertation of
1908, which formed the backbone of his Probability as finally published
in 1921. The impact of Keynes’s work is demonstrated by Moore’s
abandonment of his earlier argument when he published a new book
on ethics in 1912, and his adoption instead of a terminology about
probability which avoided Keynes’s criticisms. Moore now allowed for
the exceptional case in which it could reasonably be foreseen that follow-
ing a rule would probably lead to bad results, which ought to be
avoided — even though there could be no absolute certainty that things
would have turned out that way? In short, by means of probability
Keynes seems to have made an “immoralist” of his mentor. If Keynes
was a Moorite, there are senses in which Moore became a Keynesian.

The technical dimension to this discussion is inescapable, however
rebarbative it seems to connoisseurs of the deceptively easy style in
which Keynes couched “My Early Beliefs.” What Keynes rejected was
an aleatory conception of probability, based on observed frequency of
occurrence; what he proposed instead was an epistemic conception,
dependent on the degree of prior knowledge of the likelihood of an
event. Now aleatory theories are necessarily objective, and epistemic
theories may be subjective. But the distinctive feature of Probability was
that it presented an objective epistemic theory. It argued for a unique,
given, determinate, calculable set of probabilities in the world, suscep-
tible of correct perception through logical inference from the available
evidence.*

Maybe the essential point about Keynes’s early beliefs can be made
without adopting such a tight taxonomy. Thus Carabelli prefers to argue
that Probability extended the logic of probability to arguments of a non-
demonstrative and non-conclusive character. Such arguments, depen-
dent on limited rather than perfect knowledge, were part of a logic
which had its own rationality while resting also on intuition.?® Indeed,
this leads Carabelli to identify a clear subjectivist element in Keynes’s
theory from the time he first began drafting it in 1907; and to argue
that he had already broken with the sort of rationalism which he carica-
tured in “My Early Beliefs,” which might accordingly be retitled, “My
Very Early (around 1903-6) Beliefs.””%

There is no need here to assimilate these varying emphases. More
striking is their common reading of the work on probability which
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Keynes had substantially completed before the outbreak of the First
World War, though not published as Probability until afterwards. What he
upheld was a probabilistic theory of ethics with a strong consequentialist
emphasis. In general he acknowledged that rules and conventions had
a social utility, even though he made a persuasive case against Moore’s
earlier insistence that they should always be obeyed. He was an
immoralist in this sense rather than that which stuck in Leonard Woolf s
autobiographical gorge.

There was thus no chasm in his thinking between private and public
claims, even though he saw many practical dilemmas in living out his
ideas in the world. Moreover, in licensing personal judgment, he
implicitly assumed that it would have been formed and constrained by
the same conventional morality which he refused to accept as an infal-
lible commandment - a post-Victorian attitude in more ways than one.
In this respect there is a revealing passage in Virginia Woolf’s diary,
recording a discussion about Christianity with Keynes in 1934.

Morality. And JM [Keynes] said that he would be inclined not to
demolish Xty if it were proved that without it morality is imposs-
ible. “I begin to see that our generation — yours and mine V., owed
a great deal to our fathers’ religion. And the young, like Julian
[Bell], who are brought up without it, will never get so much out
of life. They're trivial: like dogs in their lusts. We had the best of
both worlds. We destroyed Xty & yet had its benefits.” Well the
argument was something like that.”

Recent attempts to demonstrate the continuity in Keynes’s thought
from the composition of Probability to the General Theory have encount-
ered — maybe created — one major problem. This concerns his apparent
shift of view in 1931, when he responded to criticism of his theory of
probability from Frank Ramsey, who argued that the confidence with
which expectations were formed and held depended on subjective
factors and not just on logical inference from objective reality. Ramsey
was a brilliant young mathematician whose premature death Keynes
mourned, and personal sympathy may explain the tone which he
adopted in a review of Ramsey’s subsequently published papers. But
can it explain away Keynes's capitulation? “So far I yield to Ramsey —
I think he is right,” Keynes wrote, accepting that “the basis of our
degrees of belief — or the a priori probabilities, as they used to be called
- is part of our human outfit, perhaps given us merely by natural
selection, analogous to our perceptions and to our memories rather than
to formal logic.”? If this were so, then probabilities were not unique,
assessed correctly or incorrectly by those who grasped or failed to
grasp the appropriate logical relationships. Instead, probabilities might
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reasonably be assessed differently by different people — albeit on the
basis of the same evidence.

This retraction has usually been taken at face value; only with the
work of Carabelli and O’Donnell has it been argued - on different
grounds — that Keynes’s position remained substantially unchanged. For
Carabelli this is obviously because she has already detected in the Young
Keynes a full perception of subjectivism which the Old Keynes did not
need to learn at Ramsey’s posthumous knee.?” For O’'Donnell, conversely,
the evidence that the Old Keynes did not abandon the logical basis
of the Young Keynes's theory is sufficient evidence that no conversion
to a radically subjectivist model took place.* It has been left to Bate-
man to reassert that there was a real shift, albeit within the same basic
model, from an objective epistemic theory to a subjective epistemic
theory. He uses this discontinuity to argue against a fundamentalist
influence of probability theory in Keynes’s economic thinking.*'

The relevance of a probability model to the General Theory does not,
however, depend on maintaining that there was continuity in Keynes’s
thought. It may be fruitful to ask instead whether the early 1930s saw
a shift towards subjectivism in Keynes’s thinking about both probability
and economic behavior. If the first shift in Keynes’s views in the early
1930s was towards recognizing a clearly subjective element in his model
of rational behavior, his other shift — in economic theory itself — was
complementary. It turned on the relation between expectations and equi-
librium, as seen in their contrasting treatment in the Treatise on Money
and the General Theory.

Keynesianism already existed as a set of practical policy axioms before
Keynes sought to challenge the theoretical postulates on which, as he
liked to say, he had been brought up. In 1930 the Treatise on Money, for
all its striking novelty in expression, did not doubt that market forces
tended towards an equilibrium at which all resources in the economy,
including labor, would be fully employed. What the Treatise on Money
did was to dwell on the unhappy consequences of disequilibrium. It
made the point by stressing the difference between saving and invest-
ment. For if decisions to save and to invest were taken by different
people, there was an obvious need to reconcile them. Interest rate classi-
cally did this job, finding a level that was not too high (for that would
choke off Enterprise) and not too low (for that would fail to reward
Thrift) but just right. Disequilibrium between saving and investment
was a symptom of a rate of interest that was wrong. If it was too low
(“cheap money”), an investment boom occurred, accompanied, of
course, by inflation. But that was hardly the problem in 1930. The
real issue at the time was what happened when dear money caused
entrepreneurs to make losses. This was the practical problem in Britain
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after the return to the Gold Standard in 1925, because bank rate had to
be kept high to maintain the pound at an overvalued parity.

Keynes had, of course, made his name as an economic publicist in
the 1920s, disputing the Gold Standard policy on pragmatic grounds;
what he did in the Treatise on Money was to theorize his critique. He
explained the inability of interest rates to fall to their proper domestic
level by pointing to the modus operandi of bank rate in responding to
international pressure on the exchange rate. The level of interest rates
required for internal equilibrium between saving and investment was
precluded by external commitments. That, at least, is how Keynes pre-
ferred to put the matter. He could not, however, deny the fact that if
British labor costs had exhibited the flexibility assumed in orthodox
thinking, and fallen in tandem with the price level, the trick could have
been turned.

The salient point in the Treatise on Money was that disequilibrium was
a product of thwarted expectations. When entrepreneurs made their
investments, they did so with an expectation of normal profit which
failed to materialize. Bank rate was stuck too high to allow them to
prosper. Not only did dear money raise the cost of investment and set
a correspondingly high target for the returns needed to make it profit-
able, but it also provided savers with an excessive incentive. The excess
of saving over investment measured the windfall losses which entre-
preneurs suffered as a consequence. How so? Because, had this slice of
income not been devoted to excessive saving but to consumption, it
would have provided the slice of extra spending on consumption goods
which would have allowed their producers to make their anticipated
level of profit. Instead, the goods would have to be sold for knock-
down prices, visiting disappointed entrepreneurs with windfall losses
on a scale which exactly equaled the excess of saving over investment.
Only when expectations were fulfilled was equilibrium achieved; con-
versely, disequilibrium was only the problem so long as expectations
were not fulfilled.

This way of describing the Treatise on Money brings out the centrality
of expectations to its model of the economy. Not only does it raise the
question: why are expectations not fulfilled? It also prompts a further
question: should expectations that are not fulfilled be regarded as
irrational? “Rational expectations” these days are axiomatically those
which are fulfilled. But for Keynes, as has been seen, an appeal to the
subsequent fact of non-fulfillment would have been quite improper. It
would have imported exactly the aleatory test of probability which he
always rejected as appropriate to human behavior. The right question
was: had the expectations been reasonable at the time the relevant
decisions had been taken? Not altogether, Keynes suggested.

Keynes's experience of developments in the real world from the Wall
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Street crash of 1929 to the flight from sterling in 1931 brought home
to him the full importance of business psychology in sustaining or
undermining confidence in self-reinforcing cycles which took on a life
of their own. Did such insights help prompt his sympathetic response
to Ramsey’s argument for the irreducibility of subjective beliefs? After
all, Keynes published his review, not in an abstruse philosophical jour-
nal, but in the New Statesman and Nation, and he did so the week after
Britain was forced off the Gold Standard. It was then that he conceded
that “the basis of our degrees of belief ” was “part of our human outfit”
rather than derived from formal logic.*®

Keynes had already gone a long way down this road in the Treatise
on Money, where his analysis of “bullishness” and “bearishness” built
directly upon the experience of boom and bust on Wall Street. His
analysis concentrated on “the fact that differences of opinion exist
between different sections of the public.” No unique objective probabilit-
ies here! On the one side there was was an untrammelled “bullishness
of sentiment”; on the other, stretching the established sense of a “bear”
as one who sold short on the stock exchange, he identified as bears
those “persons who prefer to keep their resources in the form of claims
on money of a liquid character realisable at short notice.”* The notion
of liquidity preference is clearly glimpsed here — though not yet its
significance as the explanation of interest rates.

Further issues arise: not only whether bulls or bears were acting
rationally (or entertaining reasonable expectations) but whether such
behavior had a self-fulfilling effect. A suggestive passage in the Treatise
on Money is that in which, with Keynes’s practiced ability to find
uncanny adumbrations of his current ideas in earlier writers, he turned
to 1 Kings 17: 12-16. The parable of the Widow’s Cruse was always an
unlikely story. Keynes used it to illustrate “one peculiarity of profits (or
losses) which we may note in passing.” It was that however much of
their profits entrepreneurs spent, profits as a whole would not be
depleted because the effect would be to increase the profits on consump-
tion goods by the same amount.® Alas, it was a fallacy, as he sub-
sequently came to realize in the course of criticism from the so-called
Circus in Cambridge, because he had illicitly assumed that only prices
and not output would rise. This objection, however, does not have the
same force against his parallel example, when entrepreneurs making
losses seek to recoup them by curtailing consumption, thus converting
the cruse to a Danaid Jar which can never be filled up. These paradoxes
intrigued Keynes at the time, as his references to them before the Mac-
millan Committee indicate. The Widow’s Cruse was an example of
non-rational behavior which was apparently self-fulfilling in generating
economic rewards for those who indulged in it. The Danaid Jar was an
example of how individual rationality merely reinforced an adverse
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outcome for all concerned — through a wholly natural desire to run
away from bears.

These paradoxes were resolved by two insights which lay at the heart
of Keynes’s rapidly evolving theory of effective demand. The first he
presented in his university lectures of October 1932. He had now formu-
lated a concept which he termed liquidity preference and which he
acknowledged as “somewhat analogous to the state of bearishness.”
The novelty, however, was not in the language but in the way he put
it to work as his explanation of interest rates. It was a notion, as he
later claimed, “which became quite clear in my mind the moment I
thought of it.”%

Keynes’s other insight was more fundamental, for it broke the chain
of rationality between individual decisions and an optimal outcome for
the community. “It is natural to suppose that the act of an individual,
by which he enriches himself without apparently taking anything from
anyone else, must also enrich the community as a whole,” the General
Theory acknowledged; but its message was that the theory applicable to
the individual firm did not provide a theory of output as a whole.’’” The
analysis of the General Theory thus shifted the focus away from whether
individuals formed reasonable expectations. Instead the problem turned
on the psychological forces which governed the state of the market. It
was compounded, moreover, by the inability of individuals to buck the
trend in a falling market. Even rational individual strategies (going
liquid, cutting wages, reducing spending) were collectively self-
defeating.

Once seized of this point, Keynes expressed it pithily, variously and
frequently, in ways that it would be otiose to document here. The fallacy
of composition thus provided a logical reason why individuals, even if
they acted rationally to save themselves, might not be able to do so,
since competitive strategies could not simultaneously succeed for all. It
is tempting to go further. One might say that the General Theory disclosed
a class of actions about which individuals had no means of determining
epistemic probabilities which could warrant the description objective.
But this is to forge a more rigorous link between Keynes’s evolving
ideas about epistemology and economics than is (probably) justifiable.
In the absence of specific textual support, it is hazardous to infer what
“must have been in his mind” and to look for a tight, formal consistency
in the thinking of a man who allowed his intuition free rein to pierce
the different problems he tackled. It is safer to rest with the observation
that both in his economic analysis, which occupied most of his attention
in the early 1930s, and in his fugitive reappraisal of his theory of
probability, Keynes now showed a readiness to allow more weight to
subjective feelings.®
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In the Treatise on Money expectations can be seen as a deus ex machina.
Their importance was given a new twist in the General Theory, where it
became an integral part of the analysis. Expectations about demand
were problematic in both books. Hence the Treatise on Money included
as “income” not only the realized receipts of entrepreneurs but also
their expected profits (which they actually suffered as windfall losses).
The General Theory gave a simpler account with its concept of effective
demand, comprising actual investment and immediately prospective
consumption. The common point is that expectations are always, neces-
sarily, the basis of investment decisions. In the Treatise on Money, how-
ever, the problem is how expectations are thwarted, producing a position
of disequilibrium. In the General Theory, conversely, the problem is equi-
librium itself — because it may be sub-optimal, with persistent unem-
ployment.

Here Keynes’s story no longer depended on expectations not being
realized. As he told Harrod in 1937, “the theory of effective demand is
substantially the same if we assume that short-period expectations are
always fulfilled.”* Indeed one could argue that expectations are always
self-fulfilling via the multiplier, which necessarily increases aggregate
income in a determinate way. The catch, of course, is that such an
increase in income may not be reflected in an increase in output, but
only in prices. To this extent inflation is the escape valve in the model.
The elasticity of the supply curve is crucial; Keynes envisaged it
responding to increases in effective demand with increasing output until
full employment is reached, at which point further pressure on demand
would simply produce inflation.

In the Treatise on Money, although Keynes had recognized that savings
and investment might be in disequilibrium, he had still clung to the
theoretical axiom that different forces, acting in opposite directions, had
a tendency to bring them back towards equilibrium. In the General
Theory the self-righting forces had disappeared, and when Keynes gen-
eralized further in the 1937 QJE article he offered his most comprehen-
sive explanation. Here confidence became the psychological premise of
decisions to invest, just as it was of decisions to save. Saving took place
in a world permeated by subjective apprehensions. Keynes argued that
“partly on reasonable and partly on instinctive grounds, our desire to
hold money as a store of wealth is a barometer of our distrust of our
own calculations and conventions concerning the future.”* Hence the
inadmissibility of direct extrapolation from barter transactions in devis-
ing simple models of how a monetary economy actually worked. The
behavior of a monetary economy was unique since it dealt with uncer-
tainty by putting a price upon it, and allowed people to opt for money
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itself rather than the goods or assets which it could purchase. Keynes’s
theory of interest, as expressing the liquidity preference of lenders, was
founded on this conception. Saving was thus no longer a confident,
rational calculation, acting out the virtue of thrift; it was rooted in the
precarious psychology of fear and distrust.

Investment, likewise, was not derived from an objective computation
of actual yields; instead the General Theory’s identification of “animal
spirits” stressed the volatility of business confidence. Thus investment,
the motor of the economy, “depends on two sets of judgments about the
future, neither of which rests on an adequate or secure foundation — on
the propensity to hoard and on opinions on the future yield of capital
assets.” To speak of a propensity imports nothing more purposeful than
inclination or bias; to speak of opinions suggests the disputable and
infirm nature of decisions. A dim view of the future would not only
stimulate hoarding, and thus depress investment, it would also depress
investment by reducing expectations of profit. Since both were
expressions of optimism or pessimism, they tended to fluctuate in the
same direction, as business psychology peaked and drooped. So “the
only element of self-righting in the system arises at a much later stage
and in an uncertain degree.”** Keynes concluded: “This that I offer is,
therefore, a theory of why output and employment are so liable to
fluctuation.”*

Despite other discrepancies in the secondary literature, there is an
impressive measure of agreement over the probabilistic model of
behavior which underpins the General Theory and was made more
explicit in the QJE. Unlike Shackle’s reading of Keynes in an irrationalist
sense, this stresses Keynes’s wish to salvage and identify a modified
role for rationalism. O’Donnell makes a persuasive case for seeing this
as a “theory of rational behavior under irreducible uncertainty.”* Fitz-
gibbons writes of “the twilight of probability” in which we live, carrying
the inference that “it is best to recognize our limitations and act upon
them instead of representing to ourselves that our methods of knowl-
edge are more powerful than they actually are.”* Carabelli makes the
point that “when stressing the practical cognitive side of uncertainty,
Keynes, unlike Shackle, considered it as a condition of knowledge rather
than of ignorance (even when the actual knowledge was minimal) . . .”%
It follows that it is reasonable to rely upon conventions where knowl-
edge is insufficient to supply better reasons for acting.*

In short, it is not uncertainty as such but our knowledge of uncertainty
which commands the situation. It is under these conditions that we are
persuaded to act, in ways that seem reasonable to us at the time when
decisions need to be made. Our current beliefs, opinions and expec-
tations are crucial in molding the plastic shape of the future. Moreover,
if individuals were impotent to realize their goals in the market, as
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Keynes saw it, this was no excuse for fatalism but a demonstration of
the need for those decisions which cannot safely be left to the market
to be taken within the polity. Although the role of persuasion in achiev-
ing this had a directly political element, it was also a question of forming
expectations.*”

The self-sustaining effect of confidence turned economic problems
into psychological problems. If effective demand drives the economy,
and investment plus expectations of consumption drive effective
demand, and confidence drives investment, and expectations drive con-
fidence, then the involuted role of expectations in driving the economy
is inescapable. Part of Keynes’s project was to conquer public opinion
and thereby produce the climate of expectations in which the economy
could flourish.

The conquest of public opinion admittedly had a directly political
dimension. Keynes obviously wanted to persuade decision-makers to
adopt his policies. But his model of opinion-forming surely amounted
to more than an elitist or intellectualist fallacy. Though it was rooted in
liberal assumptions, it pointed to a coherent conception of social-demo-
cratic change — an ongoing process of persuasion at more than one level.
It may be that he underestimated not only the difficulties involved in
the transmission of ideas but also the perils of misunderstanding
along the way. Hume’s dictum that reason is the slave of the passions
is relevant here, but it was undoubtedly Keynes’s hope that the relation-
ship implied between the horse and the rider would permit purposive
choice.® Keynes was not oblivious of what I would call the ideological
problem — the way in which his ideas, in the process of finding the sort
of social purchase necessary to make them effective, would necessarily
undergo a selective process of simplification and distortion.

In 1934 Keynes advanced a short explanation of why government had
not adopted his policies: “Because I have not yet succeeded in convin-
cing either the expert or the ordinary man that I am right.” The impedi-
ment did not lie, he contended, in the self-interest of the ruling classes
but in “the difficulty of knowing for certain where wisdom lies” and in
the related difficulty of persuading others. In arguing that it was “not
self-interest which makes the democracy difficult to persuade” he pro-
vided a snapshot of how he expected public opinion to move.

In this country henceforward power will normally reside with the
Left. The Labour Party will always have a majority, except when
something happens to raise a doubt in the minds of reasonable
and disinterested persons whether the Labour Party are in the
right. If, and when, and in so far as, they are able to persuade
reasonable and disinterested persons that they are right, the power
of self-interested capitalists to stand in their way is negligible.*
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A little over a month later Keynes made his better-known claim to
Shaw about his hopes to revolutionize economic thinking; and this letter
helpfully amplifies the parallel statement at the end of the General Theory
about ideas ruling the world. For Keynes was concerned with political
problems in a far more persistent and fundamental way than has gener-
ally been credited, even if he did not succeed in formulating fully
adequate solutions, nor purport to do so. He told Shaw: “When my
new theory has been duly assimilated and mixed with politics and
feelings and passions, I can’t predict what the final upshot will be in
its effects on action and affairs.”® His own expectations thus remained
bounded by uncertainty; but this did not inhibit him from backing his
own judgment about politics and public opinion, as about other, more
private concerns. Of course not. This was the same Keynes who said in
1938: “I remain, and always will remain, an immoralist.”>' He still
wanted the best of both worlds.

NOTES

1 Donald Moggridge and Austin Robinson, eds, The Collected Writings of John
Maynard Keynes, 30 vols., London, Macmillan for the Royal Economic Society,
1971-89 (hereafter JMK), vol. 14, p. 124. In exposition this essay has benefited
from discussion of my paper at the Harvard symposium and from the
criticism of successive drafts by Bradley Bateman, Stefan Collini, John
Thompson and Maria Tippett.

2 JMK, vol. 10, p. 173.

3 RM. O’Donnell, Keynes: Philosophy, Economics and Politics, London, Macmil-
lan, 1989; Anna M. Carabelli, On Keynes’s Method, London, Macmillan, 1988;
Bradley W. Bateman, “Keynes’s changing conception of probability,” Eco-
nomics and Philosophy, vol. 3, 1987, pp. 97-120; idem, “G.E. Moore and J.M.
Keynes: a missing chapter in the history of the expected utility model,”
American Economic Review, vol. 78, pp. 1098-106; Athol Fitzgibbons, Keynes's
Vision, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1988.

4 R.B. Braithwaite, “Keynes as philosopher,” in Milo Keynes, ed., Essays on John
Maynard Keynes, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1975, pp. 237-46.

5 JMK, vol. 10, p. 436.

6 JMK, vol. 10, p. 448.

7 Robert Skidelsky, John Maynard Keynes, vol. 1, London, Macmillan, 1983,
pp- 119, 124, 229, 233, 262; cf. pp. 106, 117, 157, 209-10, 2456, 400-1, cited
by O’Donnell, p. 116, making the related point that Skidelsky’s Keynes alleg-
edly kept personal ethics in one compartment and relegated public duty to
another.

8 JMK, vol. 7, p. 384.

9 A.L. Rowse, Mr Keynes and the Labour Movement, London, Macmillan, 1936,
p- 61.

10 John Burton, Keynes’s General Theory: Fifty Years On, London, Institute of
Economic Affairs, 1986, p. 15.

11 Roy Harrod, The Life of John Maynard Keynes, London, Macmillan, 1951,
pp- 192-3.

185



PETER CLARKE

12 Anne Olivier Bell, ed., The Diary of Virginia Woolf, vol. 5, London, Penguin
edn, 1985, pp. 168-9.

13 Harrod, The Life, p. 80.

14 Skidelsky, p. 143.

15 Leonard Woolf, Sowing, London, Hogarth Press, 1970, pp. 144-56, at p. 148.

16 Skidelsky, Keynes, p. 146.

17 See Donald Moggridge, Maynard Keynes, London, Routledge, 1992, chs 5 and
6, at p. 165.

18 JMK, vol. 14, p. 122.

19 See G.L.S. Shackle, The Years of High Theory, Cambridge, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1967, esp. ch. 11.

20 JMK, vol. 14, pp. 113-14.

21 G.E. Moore, Principia Ethica, Cambridge University Press, 1903, pp. 162-3,
explicated in Bateman, “A missing chapter,” pp. 1098-100.

22 O’Donnell, Keynes, pp. 149-50. The dating of this paper to 1904, as supplied
by O’Donnell and Skidelsky, without further comment on either case, proved
troubling to both Carabelli and Bateman, who pointed out that no evidence
of date could be found and that references within the paper anticipated the
drafts of 1907. (Carabelli, p. 5, n. 5 at p. 152; Bateman, “A missing chapter,”
p- 1101, n. 5.) Moggridge now proposes to resolve this discrepancy by making
a plausible argument for 1907. (Moggridge, Maynard Keynes, ch. 5, App. 1.)
Bateman meanwhile informs me that he has shifted towards 1904, for good
reasons which he should be left to explain in his forthcoming published
work. Happily, whichever dating is preferred, there is little dispute over the
substance of the case which Keynes outlined and subsequently developed.

23 Bateman, “A missing chapter,” pp. 1103—4.

24 Bateman, “Keynes’s changing conception,” pp.99-100. A subjectivist posi-
tion, it should be noted, need not be irrationalist if — as in Ramsey’s version,
considered below - it still demands that, whatever basis individuals have
for adopting their beliefs, these must nonetheless be constrained by consist-
ency and coherence. Betting is thus the favorite analogy here, where the fact
that each punter is free to back his favorite is consistent with the fact that a
book can be made which sums all the bets. See O'Donnell, Keynes, pp. 23—4.
O’Donnell’s taxonomy cuts the cake in a different way from Bateman’s,
grouping not only the frequency concept but also the logical concept which
Keynes upheld, as two variants of objectivist theories. These stand distinct
from subjectivist theories, which are dependent on the confidence with which
individuals entertain their beliefs, howsoever generated.

25 Carabelli, On Keynes's Method, pp. 16-17, 27.

26 Ibid., pp. 99-100. Indeed, only in Fitzgibbons does a literalist reading of “My
Early Beliefs” meet no explicit challenge, and even here its account is
implicitly undercut by the author’s exposition of Keynes’s all-embracing
probabilistic vision. Fitzgibbons begins with the principle of indifference,
which Keynes regarded as facile because “the world is too complex to be
explained by a theory that applies to the tossing of a coin.” He relied instead
on intuition to grasp a logic of probability that was “the logic of ordinary
discourse” and hence applicable to real world decisions. Fitzgibbons, Keynes’s
Vision, pp. 12, 17.

27 Anne Olivier Bell, ed., The Diary of Virginia Woolf, vol. 4, London, Penguin
edn, 1983, p. 208.

28 JMK, vol. 10, p. 339.

29 Carabelli, On Keynes’s Method, pp. 96-7.

186



J.M. KEYNES

30 O'Donnell, Keynes, pp. 139-48.

31 Bateman, “Keynes’s changing conception,” p.107. These interpretations, it
should be noted, disagree more sharply about the position from which
Keynes began than about that at which he ended, the more so since O'Don-
nell acknowledges that Ramsey had an indirect influence on Keynes in
moving him towards a preference for “weak rationality” rather than the
“strong rationality” which had previously underpinned his theories.
(O’Donnell, Keynes, p. 147.)

32 Thus it is surely misguided to suggest that some of Keynes’s ideas anticipate
a rational expectationist position, as in Allan H. Meltzer, Keynes’s Monetary
Theory: A Different Interpretation, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
1988, pp.7, 13-14, 68 n. 10, 141, 175; though Meltzer also recognizes the
discrepancy at p.144. For a clarification see Bateman, “Keynes’s changing
conception,” pp. 116-17.

33 JMK, vol. 10, p. 339.

34 JMK, vol. 5, pp. 223-5; cf. pp. 128-31.

35 MK, vol. 5, p. 125, and Peter Clarke, The Keynesian Revolution in the Making,
Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1988, pp. 250-1.

36 Clarke, Keynesian Revolution, p. 263.

37 MK, vol. 7, pp. 20, 293.

38 I have had the benefit of reading Bateman’s unpublished paper, “Finding
confidence,” which offers support for a discontinuity thesis while differing
in its treatment of the role of expectations as outlined in my next two
paragraphs.

39 JMK, vol. 14, p. 181.

40 JMK, vol. 14, p. 116.

41 JMK, vol. 14, p. 118.

42 JMK, vol. 14, p. 121.

43 O’Donnell, Keynes, p. 261. Not, as Bateman shows, “rational expectations” in
the modern sense, since Keynes’s point about how expectations are formed
under uncertainty was “that people use epistemic probabilities in decision
making and this was still his position at the time he wrote The General
Theory.” (Bateman, “Keynes’s changing conception,” pp. 116-17.)

44 Fitzgibbons, Keynes’s Vision, p. 142.

45 Carabelli, On Keynes’s Method, p. 103.

46 Ibid., pp. 161, 163.

47 As Carabelli puts it, “the analysis of the passivity of individual economic
behaviour put forward by Keynes did not imply a denial of the possibility
of intervention of and on economic agents as a4 whole and of social institutions
in an active way in the future” (ibid., p. 228).

48 See Eduardo da Fonseca, Beliefs in Action, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 1991, pp. 90-2, 184-5, 186, 188-9.

49 JMK, vol. 28, pp. 35-6.

50 JMK, vol. 28, p. 42.

51 JMK, vol. 10, p. 447.

187



LAEF o
11 John Reith, cartoon by Low




8
John Reith 1889-1971

Entrepreneur of collectivism
D.L. LeMahieu

He was a Calvinist who helped define the notion of public service
broadcasting in Britain; an authoritarian with administrative power over
an entire medium of communication; a visionary whose cultural legacy
endured deep into this century. Few figures would seem to illustrate
better the relationship between private conscience and public duty in
twentieth-century Britain than John Reith, the first Director General of
the British Broadcasting Corporation. “Reith did not make broadcast-
ing,” Asa Briggs later wrote, “but he did make the BBC.” The Times
called him “one of the outstanding personalities of his time” and even
his more hostile critics acknowledged the impact of his character and
idealism upon a major new institution in Britain.! From 1922 to 1938,
Reith created a cultural mission for the BBC which later officials could
emulate or mock, but not ignore.

Yet to evaluate the relationship between private conscience and public
duty in Reith involves a number of problems. First, the early influences
which crafted him into such an extraordinary personality necessarily
remain a source of controversy. What were the personal origins of his
public ambitions? Was Scottish Presbyterianism the central influence on
his “private conscience” or were there other crucial experiences which
shaped his beliefs? Then too, although Reith provided strong leadership
for the early BBC, his success must be evaluated within a specific
historical context. How much opposition did he confront in implement-
ing his vision of public service broadcasting? How flexible was his
administrative leadership? What role did he play in the rapid expansion
and cultural evolution of the BBC during the 1930s? Third, although
Reith pursued a productive career after 1938, his work at the BBC
remains his major historical contribution. Reith lived for over three
decades after his resignation, increasingly bitter and frustrated that he
could never regain the power he once commanded. What do these later
years reveal about Reith? What clues do they hold for understanding
his personality and influence?
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Commentators invariably tagged Reith as a “son of the manse” to
explain his adherence to high moral ideals. Garry Allighan’s journalistic
biography in 1938 emphasized Reith’s religious background, and
Andrew Boyle’s Only the Wind Will Listen, published in 1972, argued that
Reith’s sense of foredoomed damnation vitiated whatever consolation he
garnered from his public achievements.> Certainly religion played a
central role in shaping his early character. Born in July 1889, John Reith
was the seventh and youngest child of George and Adah Reith. A
minister in the Free Church of Scotland, George Reith had served the
College Church in Glasgow for over twenty years. Both parents taught
their children strong Christian values which permeated their later lives.
John Reith’s intense ambition to achieve “great good,” his Sabbatarian-
ism, the Manicheanism of his judgments, his pessimism and character-
istic gloom, even the keeping of his extraordinarily detailed personal
diary — all might be explained by reference to the Calvinist framework of
his youth. Moreover, Reith’s later understanding of modern psychology
reinforced his Calvinist notion of human moral frailty. Reith believed
that an individual’s inner life was composed of lower instincts and
higher faculties competing for dominance. “The personality is made up
of two distinct and often warring elements,” he observed in 1922. “We
surely want to wipe out as much as we can of the barbarian in case it
may get control over us, in a weak moment, with results of a disastrous
kind.”? One theme which united his personal and professional life cent-
ered upon his ongoing, often problematic quest for control, over himself
and over others around him.

Yet there were at least three other aspects of his youth and early
career that contributed enormously to the formation of his character.
First, though he was born into a large family, Reith spent his childhood
in relative isolation. His nearest sibling was almost ten years older, and
throughout his younger years he barely knew most of his brothers
and sisters. As Charles Stuart put it in his introduction to Reith’s pub-
lished diaries, “his early life was effectively that of an only child.”*
Reith only became close to his parents well into adulthood; during his
crucial early years, his parents devoted their energies to church affairs.
“In the corporate sense, there was little or no home life,” Reith recalled
in his autobiography, “antagonisms and reserves were marked among
us. We met perforce at family worship morning and night and at meals;
we sought our separate rooms thereafter.”> Though observations about
childhood influences remain necessarily speculative, Reith’s instinctive
mistrust of other people, difficulty in forming personal relationships,
and almost insatiable desire for reassurance, cannot be unrelated to a
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childhood in which parents and children dwelt in self-enclosed
emotional spheres.

A second pivotal element of Reith’s early development concerns his
education. Though he spent two years at Gresham’s School in Norfolk,
where he excelled in German and earned a coveted place on the rugby
team, he left school at seventeen under mysterious circumstances and
became apprenticed as a mechanical engineer to the North British Loco-
motive Company. From 1906 to 1914, Reith studied and worked as an
engineer, first in Glasgow and then for a brief period in London before
the outbreak of the First World War. “Eight years of intellectual and
social frustration,” he later recalled.® Throughout his life, Reith deeply
regretted never following his schoolmates to Oxford or Cambridge,
and his attitude towards university education and higher culture often
embodied the exaggerated respect of the outsider.

Yet his technical training in engineering prepared him for a career in
mass communication in ways that an Oxbridge education might not.
Reith’s grasp of technology improved his managerial skills and became
one factor, among others, that help explain his life-long preoccupation
with “efficiency” as a measure of judgment. “Efficiency implies that a
machine does its work to a standard; that a bridge carries its load with
a factor of safety; that the value and performance of the product is
commensurate with the cost of making it.”” Throughout his career, Reith
applied this standard to a long list of subjects, including monarchy, the
civil service, British business, democracy and, above all, the use of his
own talents. The complaint that he was not “fully stretched” spans
virtually his entire public career.

The path to efficiency lay in planning and organization. Here Reith
excelled. He loved to reorganize things, whether the rooms in his house,
a factory, a government department or an entire new medium of com-
munication. As a factory manager after the War he embraced Taylorism;
at the BBC he established chains of command that withstood explosive
growth; during the Second World War he helped organize the British
supplies for the landings on D-Day. For Reith, however, planning and
organization could rarely be collaborative undertakings; genuine
efficiency usually depended upon his direction alone. He did not like
compromise and he virtually never forgave opponents. Reith’s love of
efficiency often meshed comfortably with his demands for authority.

The military provided an early outlet for this love of command, as
well as his sense of public duty. Reith joined the Glasgow University
Officer Training Corps in 1908 and three years later accepted a com-
mission in the 5th Scottish Rifles, a position that ensured his rapid
mobilization to the Western Front in 1914. Initially, Reith served as a
Transport Officer, a duty he filled enthusiastically, but not always accord-
ing to military procedure. An acrimonious and self-destructive clash
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with his superior officers resulted in his transfer to the Royal Engineers.
On 7 October 1915, while assigned to inspect damage from night shel-
ling, he flouted all danger by walking upright above the trench line. A
sniper rewarded this bravado by shooting him in the face, nearly killing
him.® The wound healed but left a distinctive jagged scar on his left
cheek. Standing six feet six inches tall, with great bushy eyebrows and
a baleful stare, Reith was already an astonishing physical presence.
Now, for the remainder of his life, anyone who encountered him also
gazed upon an emblem of courageous service during the Great War, the
defining event of his generation.

The First World War proved a crucial experience for Reith in two
other ways. Unlike most of his fellow soldiers, he enjoyed his active
participation in combat, and rejected the tragic view of the conflict
which dominated the interwar period. In 1930, he wrote a controversial
article challenging the “All Quiet School”; and his memoirs of the war,
Wearing Spurs, so alarmed his friends that Reith postponed publication
until 1966. Even at that late date, his eagerness for battle and evident
pleasure at its sacrifices took reviewers aback. Reith never suffered the
disillusion with nineteenth-century values which characterized so many
of his contemporaries. He retained faith in the Victorian ideals of his
youth long after others abandoned them as hopelessly tainted by Galli-
poli, Passchendaele and the Somme.®

The war also provided Reith with managerial experiences crucial to
his later appointment to the BBC. After convalescing from his wound,
Reith was sent to the United States in 1916 to help organize the manufac-
ture and supply of rifles for the British army. He spent the next eighteen
months in Swarthmore, Pennsylvania, where his administrative
responsibilities combined with a friendly reception by the Americans
contributed enormously to his personal happiness. Reith socialized with
the business elite of Philadelphia and became an effective public spokes-
man for the war effort. His managerial skills and deep moral seriousness
impressed a number of influential Americans, who conveyed their high
regard for the young officer to British authorities. Reith’s talents
blossomed in America.'

He returned to England late in 1917, and completed his active service
working as an engineer on a major project for the Admiralty. In 1918
he met Muriel Odhams, the daughter of a wealthy publisher and, after
a long engagement, they married and eventually had two children. In
1920, Reith agreed to administer a factory in Coatbridge that manufac-
tured a variety of goods, including oil engines and rotary pumps. Reith
quickly improved organization and sought to raise morale. In his deal-
ings with labor, he proved to be a classic paternalist, eager to upgrade
working conditions but only on terms dictated by management. Despite
his efforts, however, the factory at Coatbridge eventually closed and by
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1922 he was again looking for suitable employment. Though ambiguous
in his political allegiances, he worked briefly for Sir William Bull, a
Conservative politician who probably arranged for Reith to have an
interview with the British Broadcasting Company, a new consortium of
wireless manufacturers eager to enter broadcasting. “I think they had
more or less made up their minds that I was the man before they saw
me,” he confided in his diary." In December 1922, Reith became the
first general manager of the BBC. He had found a position almost
perfectly suited for his temperament, ideals, skills and ambitions.

II

On 30 December 1922, John Reith came to offices that lay empty in
order to manage a business only recently formed.

As the liftman bore me upwards he looked at me curiously; con-
ducted me to a labelled door; opened it ceremoniously. I entered;
the door was shut; footsteps echoing in the corridor; clang of iron
gate. Utterly alone. ... Having discovered what broadcasting was,
reflected, given rein to imagination, I realized to some extent at
least what had been committed to me. For to me it was committed.
I had thought that the chairman or Sir William Noble might be
around a good deal, and when Noble came to see me ... I asked
him about this. “Oh no,” he replied, “we’re leaving it all to
you. ...” Leaving it all to me.”?

Reith believed strongly that individuals shaped institutions, that, as he
put it in 1960, “the success of a business depends on one man.”?® His
autobiography stressed the powerful social and political forces that
opposed his ideas of public service and unified control. In his own eyes,
he overcame tremendous obstacles from government and commercial
interests to lead the BBC into the uplands of moral greatness. When he
assumed control of the BBC, it was a tiny company of limited resources
and no fixed identity. When he left it sixteen years later, it was a major
British cultural institution with an international reputation for quality.
While not without foundation, this version of events needs to be
qualified. Reith and the BBC confronted remarkably little opposition
when they sought to create a monopoly over an entire medium, a feat
difficult to imagine for any other major source of information and
entertainment. Despite the often heroic self-portrayal of his early
struggles at the BBC, Reith pushed against an open door when he
leveled arguments against competition. Neither the government nor the
producers of commercial culture objected to a service whose organiz-
ation, financing and programming often unintentionally served their
own agendas. The wireless manufacturers who initially formed the BBC
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welcomed an opportunity to choke off foreign competition and share
an expanding market for their goods. The music and entertainment
industry acquiesced to the Reithian ethos because they feared that radio
would shorten the life of songs, undermine the quality of performers
through poor reception, and discourage attendance at live concerts.
Ironically, Reith needed to persuade commercial entertainers to perform
on the early BBC. The popular press regarded radio as a potential rival
for news but soon learned that it was easier to deal with a regulated
monopoly that encouraged their support, rather than a competitive
system which might have ignored it. The press embraced a broadcast
system which prohibited advertising, a major source of their own rev-
enue. The Newspaper Proprietors’ Association, the Newspaper Society
and the Scottish Newspaper Society all accepted the essential arguments
for unified control.*

Among government officials and politicians, arguments for monopoly
control involved both ideology and convenience. The essentially private
monopoly controlled by manufacturers which the Sykes Committee
approved in 1923 and the Crawford Committee transformed into a
public corporation in 1926, simplified the bureaucratic tasks of the Post
Office, which oversaw broadcasting under the Wireless Telegraphy Act
of 1904. The BBC proved to be a lucrative source of income for the Post
Office.” Politicians, on the other hand, supported the monopoly for
diverse ideological reasons. The Left quite naturally welcomed an
experiment in public control. Indeed, Ramsay MacDonald strongly
endorsed Reith’s cultural elitism. On the Right, the paternalist tradition,
repeated assurances of the monopoly’s political neutrality, and the BBC’s
skillful cultivation of social respectability muted any reservations that
back-benchers might have harbored about unified control. Only a hand-
ful of politicians, drawing upon a divided and virtually exhausted Lib-
eral tradition, offered serious reservations. The BBC proved an
experiment in public ownership and control which drew support across
the political spectrum.’s

If in later life Reith tended to exaggerate the opposition to his ideals,
his early tenure as Director General was not without difficulty. During
the General Strike in 1926, he withstood the efforts of Conservative
politicians, most notably Winston Churchill, to commandeer broadcast-
ing. Still, the BBC proved anything but impartial during that difficult
period in May. “There could be no question about our supporting the
Government in general,” Reith informed his subordinates, “particularly
since the General Strike has been declared illegal in the High Court.”
Although news bulletins sometimes quoted trade union officials, no
Labour politician was allowed to speak. As Briggs puts it, “there is little
doubt that BBC news assisted the government against the strikers.”"”
Reith prided himself on the restraint of his institution during the crisis,

194



JOHN REITH

and firmly believed that broadcasting soothed public opinion. “If there
had been broadcasting at the time of the French Revolution,” he often
boasted, “there might have been no French Revolution.”*®

Within the BBC, Reith’s authoritarian manner suffered few challenges,
with one significant exception. When the BBC first began functioning
as a public corporation in 1927, it was not clear how the new Board of
Governors would exercise the considerable powers granted to them
under the Charter. Not surprisingly, Reith believed that the Governors
ought to play a fundamentally passive role, not unlike some boards in
private corporations. The first chairman, Lord Clarendon, and one gov-
ernor, Ethel Snowden, sought more active participation. From 1927 to
1930, Reith faced constant aggravation from a Board two of whose
members he could not respect. Clarendon he found “incredibly stupid”;
Snowden he labeled “The Red Woman,” “a truly terrible creature.”*
For their part, Clarendon and Snowden considered Reith too dictatorial
for his own good; more than once he was called “Mussolini.” As in the
First World War, Reith once again confronted superiors who refused to
accept his authority unconditionally. “What a curse it is to have out-
standing comprehensive ability and intelligence, combined with a desire
to use them to maximum purpose,” he confessed to his diary in 1927.
“I am much burdened with a sense of my own ability, and this is not
conceit,” he wrote two years later after an annoying Board meeting.?

Reith defined his notion of public service in testimony before the
Sykes Committee, which granted the BBC its first charter in 1923, and
in scores of subsequent articles, speeches and, most comprehensively, in
the book Broadcast Over Britain published in 1924. Reaffirming Victorian
traditions of rational recreation, Reith viewed culture as a form of self-
improvement, a means of personal and social discipline. “Enjoyment
may be sought, not with a view to returning refreshed to the day’s
work, but as a mere means of passing the time, and therefore of wasting
it,” he wrote in his book. “On the other hand, it may be part of a
systematic and sustained endeavour to re-create, to build up knowledge,
experience and character. . . .”?' Reith’s “high moral standard” involved
an intense suspicion of amusements which served no didactic purpose.
He shared with the Victorian middle classes a public distrust of the
frivolous and the sensual. Reith would not have understood the feelings
of ecstasy which absorbed some figures within the Bloomsbury circle
whenever they encountered works of genius. Like Thomas Arnold and
other Victorians, Reith placed culture within the context of moral
character.”

Perhaps the most characteristic feature of Reith’s vision of public
service, however, lay not in its Victorian morality, but its self-assured
paternalism. Here he clearly separated himself from the frequent boast
of commercial culture that it fulfilled public demands. As he once put
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it bluntly in a speech at Cambridge University, “The best way to give
the public what it wants is to reject the express policy of giving the
public what it wants.”? This startling paradox meant that the BBC
demanded and received not only unity but centrality of control, an
institutional arrangement that paved the way for the benign rule by
experts which Reith advocated so forcefully. Drawing its adherents from
both sides of the political spectrum, Reith’s middle-class paternalism
reversed the classical liberal orientation of some Victorians by arguing
that centralized power proved more, not less, efficient than competing
authorities. As Briggs notes, Reith never saw a contradiction between
individualism and certain forms of collectivism, as long as public serv-
ants acted from pure motives. “The broadcasting system of a nation is
a mirror of that nation’s conscience,” he observed in 1931, “there are
no loopholes to duty, and no compromise is possible with what one
considers to be right.” The BBC, like other experiments in public owner-
ship such as the Central Electricity Board and the London Passenger
Transport Board, buttressed the conviction of planners that the future
belonged to them.*

Reith argued in Broadcast Over Britain that high culture need only be
made available for most people to embrace it. Despite private moments
of profound disillusion, he retained in public the rationalist faith in the
liberating potential of great ideas. Supply would create demand. Hos-
tility could usually be explained by ignorance, and ignorance, in turn,
might be banished by repeated exposure to “everything that is best in
every department of human knowledge, endeavour and achievement.”?
He presumed, but rarely made explicit, the notion that the working
class lacked a legitimate culture of its own. Reith conceived of the BBC,
in part, as a vital institution of public education, and to him this mission
necessarily excluded the notion of popular choice. “A man may be as
good a democrat as another,” he proclaimed in a speech at Manchester
University, “and yet reject, in the light of philosophy, history, or experi-
ence, democratic process to accomplish democratic ends.” Reith believed
that democracy meant equal access, not equal choice. Broadcasting
allowed every social group to hear the same programs at the same time.
“The same music rings as sweetly in mansion as in cottage.”? To Reith,
the vulgarities and inefficiencies of democracy could be eliminated once
individuals parted with the shibboleth that they best understood their
own self-interest.

To implement Reith’s ideals, BBC programmers in the 1920s con-
structed a schedule that reflected the biases and treasured aspirations
of their social class. Though committed formally to providing balance
within their broadcast schedule, programmers defined “music” to mean
only such things as symphony, opera and chamber concerts. Though it
occupied less than a third of the total broadcast hours, such music was
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usually scheduled from between eight and ten o’clock on weekday
evenings, prime listening hours. After 1927, the BBC provided alterna-
tive programs, but even these occasionally “balanced” such things as
symphonic music with, say, the reading of poetry.’

Even in the 1920s, Reith became famous for his commitment to
religious broadcasting. “The Christianity which is broadcast is unassoci-
ated with any particular creed or denomination,” he assured his readers
in Broadcast Over Britain. “It is a thoroughgoing, optimistic and manly
religion.” The BBC’s religious policy mirrored the Sabbatarian discipline
of the Victorian middle classes, long since eroded by declining church
attendance and other social changes.”® Reith deplored what he called
“the surrender of the principles of Sunday observance” and made
sure the BBC honored the Christian sabbath strictly. Church services
alternated with serious music or extended periods of silence. By 1929,
the amount of religious broadcasting increased to include a daily service
and weekly evensong.”” Yet, though some clerical figures grasped early
the possibilities of radio, Reith felt the churches never really seized the
opportunity he presented them. “If they had,” he wrote late in life,
“there might have been a national revival. ... "%

The Reithian ethos allowed the BBC to portray itself as the embodi-
ment of British culture and tradition. Such a stance brilliantly foreclosed
most criticism not only of radio as a new and therefore suspect tech-
nology of communication, but also the BBC as a monopolistic institution.
To argue against the programming policies of the BBC often amounted
to an embarrassing admission of one’s own philistine tastes. To be sure,
some criticized Reith and the Corporation for failing to be even more
refined and culturally uplifting in its programming. In a somewhat
ironic bow to democratic argument, the BBC replied that it needed to
serve the entire nation, not simply a small minority. By the early 1930s,
the BBC compared itself favorably with other established institutions in
Britain, such as the Bank of England, The Times and the Royal Academy.
“Under its aegis,” the Listener proclaimed in 1930, “it has been possible
to build up in a very few years a tradition of commercial and political
disinterestedness, and of service to national culture such as usually
requires generations to establish.”*

Reith became a prominent national figure. Though he sought to keep
his name out of the newspapers, the Director General of a major new
diversion in British life could not remain anonymous. The popular press
ran features on him and The Times covered his major speeches. Prime
Ministers sought his advice on how to make known their policies; lesser
politicians scrambled to get themselves heard on a medium covering an
entire nation. The Royal Family counted him as a valuable, reliable
acquaintance. Artists, writers and celebrities courted his good favor.
When he traveled, he consulted with major foreign dignitaries. His visit
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to the United States in 1933 became a triumphal return to a country
whose people he enjoyed but whose broadcasting he loathed.*

Reith’s notion of public service broadcasting, easy to enforce within
a small organization during the 1920s, confronted different challenges
during the 1930s. Between 1929 and 1933 the number of license holders
doubled, and by 1935, ninety-eight per cent of the population had some
access to programs.® As its audience expanded, the BBC grew in size
and complexity. In the early 1930s, Reith presided over both a move to
new headquarters in Portland Square, and a major reorganization of the
internal bureaucracy. In 1932, the BBC launched its broadcasts to
the Empire and a few years later initiated a television service. Though
Reith still played an active managerial role during these years, he gradu-
ally began to detach himself from the organization’s routine operations.
The chain of command became more complex and impersonal. The size
of the staff increased from 773 in 1926 to over 5,000 by the end of the
1930s. Subordinates exercised more authority. “I have, it seems, organ-
ized myself out of work . ..” he recorded in his diary in 1935.*

Expansion contributed to pressures that challenged the Reithian ethos.
The popular press, still committed to the notion of monopoly, hired
radio critics who often deplored the BBC'’s cultural elitism. Continental
stations, such as Radio Luxembourg and Radio Normandie, beamed a
steady stream of popular programming that for many listeners provided
an attractive alternative to the BBC’s often sober fare, especially on
Sunday. BBC functionaries began to modify the assumptions and atti-
tudes that buttressed Reith’s cultural mission.*®

The BBC responded to these pressures in the 1930s with greater
flexibility than might be imagined. The number of variety and related
programs increased dramatically, and light entertainment prospered.
Dance music filled more prime listening hours and even jazz found a
place on the broadcast schedule. In 1933, the Corporation finally created
a separate Variety Department, with more money, staff and time for
broadcasts than ever possible under earlier arrangements. Even religious
broadcasting, in some ways the cornerstone of the Reithian ethos,
adjusted to new realities. In 1934, Reith told his staff that “Sunday
programmes were too highbrow.”* The Corporation began to abandon
gradually its Sabbatarianism and respond to competition from Radio
Luxembourg. During key listening hours on Sunday, virtually all “silent
periods” became filled with alternative programming, including popular
music. The BBC also accepted the notion of systematic listener research
and hired an expert from advertising to discover what the public
wanted. In a statement of policy in 1939, the BBC Handbook reported
that “no one whose business it is to supply things to people - least of
all those who supply entertainment — can afford to be ignorant about
what people want.” This statement, virtually inconceivable ten years
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before, illustrated how far the Corporation had traveled during the
decade.?”

Yet it was not simply pragmatism and the inevitable compromises of
rapid institutional expansion that explain the BBC’s accommodation to
change. Already in the late 1920s, Reith had become restless in his job
and sought greater opportunities to become “fully stretched.” “I ought
to go to some much bigger job,” he recorded in his diary in 1927. “What
on earth can I go to?” By the mid-1930s, these feelings of frustration
and discontent became more insistent. “Very disgusted with every-
thing and feeling that I simply cannot stand things longer in the BBC,”
he wrote in 1936.3 Discreetly, Reith canvassed his friends and political
contacts for new positions of responsibility. Only one solid offer pre-
sented itself: the leadership of Imperial Airways, another relatively new
technology in need of strong guidance. Because he retained mixed feel-
ings about leaving the BBC, Reith sought a direct order from the Prime
Minister to take the job. Though a bewildered Chamberlain refused to
be quite so authoritative, Reith accepted the position in June 1938. His
last days at the BBC proved awkward and wounding. He was not
retained on the Board of Governors, which chose his successor without
consulting him. Though letters of gratitude poured into his office and
the press hailed his tenure, he felt uneasy and betrayed. For a number
of years, he severed all connections with the BBC, refusing even to listen
to its programs.*

When Reith joined the BBC in 1922, his timing had proven unex-
pectedly propitious. With virtually unchallenged authority, he directed
a rapidly expanding medium that, like the cinema, helped define an
entire era. Now in 1938 his timing proved unexpectedly disastrous. He
left the BBC precisely at the moment when, with war impending, the
Corporation once again demanded firm leadership. He took on a posi-
tion which, despite its later potential, possessed only a limited immedi-
ate future. Reith always believed that leaving the BBC was the most
calamitous decision of his entire life. Never again would he occupy an
office of such power, prestige and access. Although, as many have
pointed out, his subsequent positions in government and commerce
would have satisfied most individuals, Reith believed his great mana-
gerial skills atrophied after 1938. In his heart, he longed to become Prime
Minister, especially during a period of grave national peril. Instead, he
occupied a series of lesser posts, always responsible to authorities above
him, that embittered his spirit and poisoned his legacy.

IT1

In his autobiography, Reith drew an ironic parallel between his first day
at Imperial Airways in 1938, and his inauspicious beginnings at the BBC.
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On Monday morning, July 4, as fifteen and a half years earlier, but
under very different circumstances, I had to find my new office. . . .
I was brought to the door of an old furniture depository behind
Victoria Station. It was Imperial Airways; a plate on the wall said
so. Inside were some counters, luggage on the floor, a few
people. . . . From Broadcasting House to this. And the first decision
demanded of me was indication of what had happened to me
otherwise. Would I approve the expenditure of 238 pounds on
passengers’ lavatories at Croydon?. .. It seemed I was to work in
very low gear.®

In less than two years, Reith reorganized the airline, transforming a
mismanaged organization into the British Overseas Airways Cor-
poration, with routes planned or operating throughout the world. Once
again, he made a mark on the development of a major twentieth-century
technology. Unlike his work at the BBC, however, the task of building
commercial air travel would be disrupted, and his achievement all but
forgotten.** Reith never liked his work at Imperial Airways and almost
immediately made known his desire for political office.

He got his wish in January 1940, when Chamberlain appointed him
Minister of Information. One month later, he was found a safe seat in
the House of Commons as a National MP for Southampton. Reith
became Minister of Transport in May, and Minister of Works in October,
a position he occupied for less than eighteen months, when Churchill
dismissed him early in 1942. Despite his life-long ambition to be a high
government official, Reith floundered as a politician. “I think I enjoy
being an MP,” he wrote in his diary, “as long as I don’t need to bother
with a constituency.”# As a minister, he found cooperation and compro-
mise difficult to accept personally and “inefficient” administratively.
Because his self-absorption frequently blinded him from other points of
view, seasoned politicians easily maneuvered around him, or manipu-
lated him in ways he failed to perceive. Halifax once told him half-
jokingly that to be a successful minister, Reith needed to spend much
more time in the lobby and smoking-room of the House of Commons.
For weeks, Reith left his office each afternoon to patrol those areas, much
to the relief of his subordinates in the ministry. Cecil King recorded in
his diary in 1940 that Reith would “get around to a lot of the right
answers — but long after everyone else.”*

Reith also wounded himself with his indiscreet, almost pathological
hatred of Churchill. “I expressed myself with some freedom about
Churchill and his rotten gang,” he wrote in 1942. “He is the greatest
menace we have ever had - country and Empire sacrificed to his megalo-
mania, to his monstrous obstinacy and wrong-headedness.”* Reith’s
problems with the Prime Minister began during the General Strike and
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throughout the 1930s Churchill felt that the BBC prohibited him from
broadcasting his controversial views on India. At one point, he even
offered the Corporation money in exchange for broadcast time, a pro-
posal that shocked and disgusted Reith.® When Churchill assumed
power, Reith tried to make peace with the new prime minister, but all
efforts failed. “He never shows any friendliness to me,” Reith com-
plained in 1940, “and therefore I dislike him intensely, which is a pity
- especially as he reminds one so much of myself in his methods.”*

Reith joined the Navy in 1942 and, for the duration of the war,
served in a number of administrative capacities. He assisted in the
reorganization of Coastal Forces, and helped organize supplies for the D-
Day invasion, an immensely time-consuming task that often shielded
him from frustration about his blocked political career. He hoped in
vain that he would be summoned to assume a position of high leader-
ship worthy of his talents. “For hardly an hour had passed since I joined
the navy,” he wrote in his autobiography “but I was listening for a call
that never came; a call from Churchill.” After VE Day and the election
of Labour into office in 1945, Reith wrote Churchill an extraordinary
letter, admonishing him that “you could have used me in a way and
to an extent you never realized.” Churchill replied that whenever he
considered him for a post, “I always encountered considerable oppo-
sition from one quarter or another on the ground that you were difficult
to work with.”¥

Reith’s dismissal from office in 1942 contributed to a recurring
depression that hounded him the remainder of his life.

2 January 1943 Having a tremendous struggle with myself not to
be in absolute despair. . ..

23 August 1943 I have made such a mess of everything and I wish
I had never been born.

14 May 1944 1 am utterly alone. No one to help me; no one to talk
to. All the swarming people that push against me in trains and
tubes — they are all more or less happy.... I really feel I could
contemplate killing myself.

20 May 1944 I suppose I am and I always have been almost
completely self-centered. ... I have no ordinary human kindliness
or tolerance. ... I am obsessed by my own fate and by a desire
for revenge for my treatment; by a sense of injury. ... And now I
am querulous and embittered and small and shrunken ... sub-
merged by the pettiness of my own preoccupations.*

Virtually nothing said against Reith by his enemies was not said by
himself, to himself. He tortured himself with his own limitations. Only
a few activities, especially furious work for a higher cause, provided re-
lief from self-loathing, veneered over by fantasies of self-aggrandizement.

201



D.L. LEMAHIEU

Yet, no amount of external reward and reassurance could possibly
extinguish the resentment smoldering within his personality.

Reith entitled his autobiography, published in 1949, Into the Wind,
emblematic of both the ephemerality of a radio signal and his own
achievements. He dedicated his memoirs to his children, who “may be
interested in them; but that is incidental.” He said the book would
be “more biography than autobiography; written about someone the
writer used to know.” Based upon his diaries, the book began the process
of public confession and open self-laceration that provides at least one
theme of his final years. In his years at the BBC, Reith’s aloofness and
personal reserve masked the raw feelings of his diary. He justified
himself publicly through his good works and became a major national
figure. After he left the BBC and, from his point of view, descended
into obscurity and oblivion, Reith began to draw attention to himself,
in print and with his friends, through the open and painful exposure
of his inner struggles. It was as if he now justified himself to others
through intense personal suffering. “Much that I was brought up to
pursue and prize now seems of small account,” he wrote in the con-
clusion of Into the Wind. “What purpose or direction now?”#

Despite this sense of drift, Reith continued to acquire new responsi-
bilities, usually related to mass communication and often well paid. He
joined the board of Cable and Wireless in 1943, and by the late 1940s
found himself chairman of the New Towns Committee, the Common-
wealth Telecommunications Board, the Hemel Hempstead Development
Corporation and the National Film Finance Corporation. From 1950 to
1959, he led the Colonial Development Corporation. Once again, others
handed him an institution in need of strong leadership. Deep in debt and
overstaffed, the CDC had floundered in its responsibilities to provide
assistance to a rapidly diminishing empire. Reith took control with his
usual vigor. Within five years, the CDC balanced its budget, in part by
Reith’s merciless trimming of its staff. To fulfill his various duties, he
traveled throughout the world on tours of inspection, a task filled with
sufficient novelty and adventure to enliven his diary with vivid reflec-
tions and observations. Yet, at the CDC the old patterns of behavior
once again emerged. Reith proved an effective manager, but a rebellious
subordinate. Inevitably, he quarreled with his superiors in the Colonial
Office, who made allowances for the Great Man, but failed to renew his
chairmanship in 1959. As Stuart observes, “He left CDC, as he had left
the BBC more than twenty years before, in bitterness and misunder-
standing.”*°

Reith was seventy years old when he left the CDC, and a man of
many honors. He had been elevated to a peerage in 1942, awarded
honorary degrees by many universities, including Oxford, and showered
with praise. In the years 1967-8, he served as Lord High Commissioner
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of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland, a position whose
elaborate ceremonial duties much pleased him. Yet, the 1960s would
not prove a serene retirement for Lord Reith. His children, long since
grown, resented his intrusions into their private lives. He could not find
activity to occupy his time meaningfully, an old complaint worsened by
age. His depressions deepened; he underwent shock treatments; and in
1971, after a short illness, he died.?!

For many observers, including Reith himself, the decades after the
BBC represented a tragic anti-climax to a remarkably successful early
career. The posthumous publication of the diaries in 1975 confirmed in
painful detail the price of frustrated ambitions and often destructive
self-absorption. Yet these later years, for all their psychic drama, merely
accentuated an essential element within Reith’s complex personality. To
an exaggerated degree, Reith believed in his own personal autonomy.
He was convinced that individuals shaped their own character and
destiny; that success in life depended upon intense effort for a lofty
goal. This view, which flourished within the tangled bank of Victorian
liberalism, stemmed from a variety of influences in Reith’s background:
an isolated childhood in a Calvinist home, a technical education that
detoured his ambition onto precisely the right road, an unconventionally
positive experience of a devastating war. Reith’s astonishing rise from an
engineer’s apprentice to the inner corridors of the British Establishment
strengthened immeasurably his conviction that history rested upon per-
sonal agency.

To the biographer, who must constantly balance claims for individual
achievement against the larger historical forces which shape personal
destiny, Reith’s career reveals both the efficacy and innocence of such a
philosophy. His convictions and managerial skills guided the BBC as it
grew from a struggling private business monopoly with no clear man-
date into a major public institution of enormous cultural significance.
Yet the success of the early BBC also proved very much the complex
product of a particular conjuncture in British cultural history. Reith’s
concept of public service broadcasting met little active resistance; the
risks he undertook were almost always respectable; his authoritarian
leadership proved more flexible than his public posture might indicate,
especially during the 1930s. After 1938, Reith never recaptured the tri-
umph of his early career: his successes at Imperial Airways faded into
obscurity; the art of politics during wartime defeated him; the oppor-
tunities for public service after 1945 never approached what was handed
him in 1922. Characteristically, this entrepreneur of collectivism searched
his private conscience for the source of his thwarted public ambition.
To the end, he remained innocent of factors outside himself which
molded his extraordinary career and which, taken to heart, might have
graced his later years with self-forgiveness.
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J.B. Priestley 1894-1984

Englishness and the politics of nostalgia
Chris Waters

In their attempt to map the contours of the national culture, Robert
Colls and Philip Dodd argue that we are still living in the shadow of
the significant changes that took place between 1880 and 1920. It was
in these years, they suggest, that the idioms of national identity we now
take for granted were first constituted in a recognizably modern form,
that Englishness as we understand it was first articulated. This was the
period, according to Dodd, when “the conviction that English culture
was to be found in the past was stabilised,” when the “people of these
islands were invited to take their place, and become spectators of a
culture already complete and represented for them by its trustees.””

Despite the importance of such claims, the notion that Englishness
was more or less “complete” by 1920 needs to be revised given that
components of the national culture have been contested and reworked
throughout the twentieth century. Indeed, as the editors of the present
volume suggest, significant elements of the national culture were exten-
sively reconfigured between the wars by intellectuals who were disil-
lusioned by politics and who sought in that culture the vital glue that
might stick the nation back together. Some stressed the importance of
the “country turn,” developing those conservative strands of English-
ness that emphasized the healing nature of rural nostalgia — as had
Raymond Unwin, according to Standish Meacham in this volume, earlier
in the century. Others romanticized elements of urban, working-class
culture, a culture they represented, perhaps for the first time, as central
to the nation’s heritage. In short, the Depression, along with the Second
World War, witnessed extensive attempts to remake the symbols of
national identity. Moreover, many activists in these years worked to
develop new idioms of Englishness that could be harnessed — as turn-
of-the-century Englishness could not — to a democratic and populist
politics of the Left.

Born in 1894, J.B. Priestley contributed extensively to this transform-
ation of the idioms of national identity. In his plays and his novels,
through his journalism and his broadcasting, Priestley never tired of
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offering his audience a sense of themselves as vital participants in an
elaborate, richly-textured national story. If the story he told was only a
national fiction, it nevertheless consisted of a series of interconnected
myths that resonated deeply with many people, particularly in the 1930s
and 1940s.2 The older he grew, the more obsessed Priestley became with
fine-tuning the tale he was so fond of telling the English about them-
selves. On the eve of his eightieth birthday, for example, he devoted an
entire book to a discussion of what he termed “the essential Englishness
of the English.”? It was here that he offered an analysis of what he
believed to be unique in the national character, focusing in particular
on the common sense, humor and stoic fortitude of the English people.
These themes had always been central to Priestley’s definition of Eng-
lishness: eager to recycle his old stories in new packages, he had made
the same point about the English, in virtually the same words, as early
as 1929.* Nevertheless, by the 1970s Priestley was less sanguine than he
had once been about the future of the national culture: “Englishness,”
he wrote in despair, “is not as strong as it was.... It needs to be
nourished.”® Throughout his life, Priestley saw it as his task not only
to define “essential Englishness,” but to put himself forward as its moral
guardian. An activist in the cultural sphere, he worked to develop an
inclusive vocabulary of belonging that he hoped might serve as a bul-
wark for the nation in a period of unsettling change.

I
“In a bakelite house the dishes may not break, but the heart can”®

Between the wars, Priestley’s constructions of Englishness emerged both
out of his engagement with a present he very much disliked and out
of the memory of his own past. Priestley’s autobiographical story was
thus crucial to the story he told the nation about itself; more specifically,
his remembered past provided him with incidents, characters and values
that he could weave together into a seamless narrative of Englishness,
a morality play about a nation in peril of losing its identity. His search
for Englishness in this period began, as it did for others, in a panic
about the present, especially about the ways in which the advent of
mass culture seemed to imperil everything he cherished. The most
elaborate articulation of that panic appeared in the pages of his English
Journey, the work that established his credentials as a social critic. First
published in 1934, the book not only recounted Priestley’s search for
“essential Englishness,” but also contributed to a far-reaching reconsti-
tution of the components of the national heritage and catapulted Pries-
tley to the center of cultural debate.

Priestley was alarmed by what he perceived as the growing American-
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ization of English culture. In the South, the starting point for his trip
around the country, Priestley encountered elements of a new way of life
that he found profoundly unsettling. Commenting on the road from
Southampton to Bristol, for example, he wrote, “they only differ in a
few minor details from a few thousand such roads in the United States,
where the same tooth-pastes and soaps and gramophone records are
being sold, the very same films are being shown.”” Later, Priestley
journeyed to the industrialized Midlands and the North, hoping to
discover an “enduring England.” But even Blackpool seemed “machine
made and not really English.”® “Essential Englishness,” Priestley con-
cluded, was rooted in the nation’s natural heritage: “The beauty of the
Cotswolds,” he wrote, “belongs to England and England should see
that she keeps it.”®

On this level, Priestley’s rural nostalgia was similar to that of many of
his contemporaries. Both ER. Leavis and Stanley Baldwin had similarly
stressed the importance of the rural components of Englishness, holding
them up as a bulwark against the changes that appeared to be under-
mining a more settled way of life.’® But Priestley’s notions of Englishness
moved beyond the theme of rural nostalgia in significant ways, and at
the end of his book he reflected on the existence of three, distinct
Englands. His first “England” was “Old Merrie England,” a pre-indus-
trial world that he desired to see preserved, especially in places like the
Cotswolds. Priestley’s second “England” was the product of an indus-
trial revolution that “had found a green and pleasant land and had left
a wilderness of dirty bricks.”” Then there was a third “England,” largely
imported from the United States, an England of congested roads, factor-
ies that looked like exhibition halls, cinemas, Woolworths and cocktail
bars. Priestley detested these phenomena, but this forced him to recon-
sider his second, industrial, “England.” At least the old factories, he
argued — those that looked like factories and not like exhibition halls —
had “solid lumps of character in them.”*?

Priestley’s dislike of imported mass culture was intense, and while it
dominated much of his English Journey it was also present in a good
deal of his writing between the wars and earlier. Even as a teenager,
writing in the socialist Bradford Pioneer, Priestley attacked American
films for their sensationalism, noting the way in which they tended to
distance their viewers from the rich associational life of the local com-
munity through fantasies that undermined the stability of Englishness.'®
Moreover, his first encounter in a Leeds music hall with the “syncopated
frenzy” of American ragtime offered him a metaphor for the changes
he feared, a metaphor he would deploy repeatedly throughout the next
seven decades:

It was as if we had been still living in the nineteenth century and
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then suddenly found the twentieth glaring and screaming at us.
We were yanked into our own age, fascinating, jungle-haunted,
monstrous. . .. Out of those twenty noisy minutes in a music-hall
. came fragmentary but prophetic outlines of the situation in
which we find ourselves now, ... the domination of America ...
the end of confidence and any feeling of security, the nervous
excitement, the underlying despair of our own century.™*

Although Priestley developed these themes in many of his essays in
the 1920s, it was in the 1930s that he began quite specifically to define the
essence of Englishness against imported forms of mass culture from
the United States: “Let’s be British,” he pleaded, “I like the British to
be British.””> He particularly liked them to be British after witnessing
American culture first-hand on his extended visits to the United States in
the 1930s. There, in a convocation address at the University of Colorado,
Priestley argued against what he termed “passive-minded, robot-like
people, with no real initiative, no genuine appetites, no free intelli-
gence.” The future, he suggested, offered a vision of a consumer para-
dise, full of bakelite houses and synthetic rubber highways. But for
Priestley the vision was really a nightmare: as alluring as bakelite and
synthetic rubber might be, he argued, we “cannot seek grace through
gadgets.”’¢ It was thus against the promise of the New World that he
defined the enduring characteristics of Englishness: against the world
of Hollywood, where “not a thing looked solidly real,”"” Priestley juxta-
posed the nineteenth-century English factory, full of its “solid lumps of
character.”

Two of Priestley’s lesser novels of the 1930s, Wonder Hero (1933)
and They Walk in the City (1936), developed these themes further, both
suggesting that the “essential Englishness of the English” was being
undermined by processes similar to those at work in the United States.
Wonder Hero, in particular, operates around a series of binary oppositions
between working-class innocence and the corrupting effects of mass
culture: the working class of Priestley’s imagination was at once both
noble and threatened (indeed, noble because it was threatened), in need
of protection and guidance. But as Simon Frith has suggested, comment-
ing on those who, like Priestley, praised the working class, although
“mass culture was resisted in the name of working-class ‘community,” ”
that community was largely “the product of a decidedly middle-class
nostalgia.”?® In short, Priestley’s working-class culture - as imagined in
his fiction and to some extent fictionalized in his social criticism — was
little more than a nostalgic fabrication, juxtaposed against insidious
forms of mass culture.

Priestley’s working-class culture was also a decidedly masculine affair.
Throughout the 1930s he extolled the virtues of imagined working-class
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communities but constantly denigrated the role of women in them;
without failure he positioned women as the conduit through which
mass culture infected the very communities he wished to see preserved.
If, for Priestley, the United States was filled with “tough blonds throwing
their legs about,”” Britain was in danger of succumbing to similar
influences. As Sally Alexander has suggested, while the image of the
cloth cap and spare frame of the unemployed working man often elicited
pity in the 1930s, the image of the lipsticked, silk-stockinged young
woman was viewed with contempt.? Priestley was thus not alone in
suggesting that a heroic working-class culture was slowly being femini-
zed by the wireless, movie-star worship, silk stockings and hire
purchase.

Throughout the 1930s, Priestley contrasted the “people” with the
“masses,” praising the former and wishing to encourage their creativity,
largely because he feared their degeneration under American influences.
In so doing, he sought actively to reshape the way in which people
comprehended the national heritage, creating new spaces in that heri-
tage in which the character and lifestyle of the English “common man”
at his best could be inserted. But it must be emphasized that Priestley
never wished to extol the virtues of working-class life as it was actually
experienced by most workers: he was not in favor, he claimed, of “a
policy of giving us great slabs of English working-class life, miles of
celluloid showing us factories ... folks sitting down to endless meat
teas, and a dreary round of housework, machine-minding, football
matches and whist drives.”? Rather, it was a selective tradition of
working-class customs and practices that Priestley attempted to articu-
late as a central idiom of national identity, a tradition that cannot be
understood without reference to his own turn-of-the-century childhood.

II
“Part of me is still in Bradford”?

Priestley liked to contrast the present with images from his Bradford
childhood and his memories thus served as a benchmark against which
he could measure subsequent loss, offering him material he could use
in constructing his ideal working class. Priestley’s search for a usable
past led him to sift through his memories, organizing them in an elabor-
ate and coherent narrative of the self — and through the self of the nation.
Just as Henrietta Barnett refashioned her own past in the biography she
wrote of her husband, according to Seth Koven in this volume, so
Priestley refashioned his own past in order to make it usable in the
story he told the English about themselves. The narrative he recounted
of his origins was often refined, reaching its apogee in his third
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volume of autobiography, Margin Released (1962), and in his lavishly
illustrated popular history, The Edwardians (1970). In these works, Pries-
tley sought to make his private memories central to a new, public
discourse of Englishness. Hence the past he recounted was always
related to his desire to reshape national identity. His past was, in short,
a product of the present, for as David Lowenthal reminds us, “memories
are not ready-made reflections of the past, but eclectic, selective recon-
structions based on subsequent actions and perceptions and on ever-
changing codes by which we delineate, symbolize, and classify the
world around us.”?

Priestley’s identity was anchored in the late Victorian and Edwardian
past: “I was born in the nineteenth century,” he wrote, “and my most
impressionable years were those just before World War 1.”* Early twenti-
eth-century Bradford gave Priestley his bearings in life, bearings he tried
in vain to hold on to: “Part of me is still in Bradford,” he lamented in
the 1960s, “though when I return there now I wander about half-lost, a
melancholy stranger.”” In the 1930s and 1940s, before his nostalgia
for Edwardian Bradford became incapacitating, Priestley consciously
deployed his remembered experience of those years in an attempt to
validate his social criticism, despite the fact that his past “experience”
was always a construct of the present. “I know from my own experi-
ence,”” he was fond of saying, always contrasting his own practical
wisdom with the more abstract knowledge of others. He believed, for
example, that his “experience” permitted him to speak with “authentic”
knowledge of the working class. As he wrote on the eve of the Second
World War, “I did not discover ‘the proletariat’ in late night talks in
some tutor’s rooms at Oxford. I grew up with proletarians ... and
indeed their blood is mine.”%

While Priestley’s constant reference to his own experience became an
important rhetorical device in his efforts to gain credibility as a social
critic, it was slightly disingenuous of him to say that he “grew up with
proletarians.” Although his mother’s family had been mill workers,
Priestley grew up in one of Bradford’s more salubrious suburbs, raised
by a father who was a teacher and later a headmaster at a large elemen-
tary school. In one of his more candid moments Priestley admitted that
he was brought up as a member of the Edwardian lower middle class.?®
Despite the contradictions in Priestley’s accounts of his background, it
is clear that he inhabited a world dominated by the values of self-help,
self-culture, thrift and moral sobriety, values that had been so central
to Victorian autodidact culture. His father was an ethical socialist, a
Sabbatarian and a Sunday School teacher, and while Priestley came to
reject his father’s puritanism in favor of Robert Blatchford’s cakes-and-
ale variety of English socialism, he devoted much of his life to extolling
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the virtues of his father’s values against the “machine-made values” of
his own world.

In the 1930s and 1940s Priestley judged the present against the
world of his remembered childhood and found it wanting. Specifically,
he lamented the loss of “a kind of regional self-sufficiency” that he
recalled existing in his youth.” In towns like Bradford, he argued, local
choral societies, arts clubs, theaters, music halls, subscription concerts
and an independent press all flourished, offering residents the oppor-
tunity to light up “some of the dreariest towns in the world by an
evening’s enthusiasm.”* Priestley looked for such institutions in
working-class communities on his English journey in the 1930s; when
he discovered them he positioned them as central to those idioms of
Englishness that needed to be identified, defended and encouraged
before they vanished forever.

Priestley’s nostalgia went beyond the rich, associational culture he
fondly recalled to the people who inhabited that vanished paradise of
memory — to the “solid lumps of character” he wrote about in English
Journey. He often praised those sturdy English workers, who, he
believed, were to be found in abundance in pre-1914 Bradford, strategi-
cally positioning them against the new “mass man” of the 1930s. Never-
theless, not all workers were included in Priestley’s dense iconography
of Englishness. As early as 1913 he wrote: “Bradfordians can be divided
into two classes, those who go to Morecambe every year and those who
don’t. The latter is a small group; I don’t go to Morecambe.”! Later he
argued that “with the exceptions among the nonconformists in the
industrial North, the Edwardian working class tended to be . .. shallow
and silly, the women particularly.”*> But among the skilled craftsmen
of Edwardian Bradford Priestley retrospectively identified an immense
repository of hope for the future of the English, a group of men who
would keep alive English traditions in the face of cheap American
imports between the wars and who, in the Second World War, with
their deeply-entrenched memories of clog-dancing and choral singing,
would become the backbone of the struggle to defend native customs
against the menace of Hitler.

These remembered aspects of his youth in Bradford became for Pries-
tley the filter through which he perceived English society in the 1930s
and 1940s. Moreover, other critics in those decades drew on their Edwar-
dian backgrounds in similar ways. A major determinant in George
Orwell’s attitude towards the working class was, for example, his own
“emotional commitment to what he considered to be ‘decent’ and
‘honest’ in Edwardian England.”*® Unlike Orwell, however, Priestley not
only made his remembered past central to his critique of the present,
but also wrote and extensively rewrote that past as an argument against,
and as an antidote to, the present. By the time his faith in the future
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of the English had largely evaporated, Priestley had manufactured an
elaborate narrative about pre-1914 Bradford which not only served as a
metaphor for an Englishness that increasingly seemed to be waning, but
also offered him a psychologically comforting world into which he could
escape.

ITI
“My politics are based almost entirely on compassion”*

Priestley’s politics in the 1930s drew extensively on the Utopian imagery
of nineteenth-century forms of socialism that were the product, as he
termed it, of middle-class compassion rather than proletarian resent-
ment.* He disliked Marxist intellectuals, refusing to accord them a place
in his populist vision of Englishness: they had a “central European and
not an English air about them.”? With his English distrust of theory,
Priestley was indebted more to the performances of Charlie Chaplin
than to the tracts of Karl Marx: “twenty Marxian treatises about the
proletariat,” he argued, “would not make you feel a tenth of the com-
passion for the dispossessed urban masses as ... [a] bit of pantomime
does. That is the genius of Chaplin.”%

Throughout the 1930s Priestley railed against the “masses.” But, dis-
trusting Marxists, he also refused to adopt the language of class. Against
the masses and the classes he posited the existence of the English
common people, and it was out of his notion of, and compassion for,
“the people” that his politics emerged. A twentieth-century populist,
Priestley might best be understood as one of the last major contributors
to the populist discourse that, according to Patrick Joyce, was pervasive
in the nineteenth century.® But this won him few friends on the Left
and most socialists found his constant appeal to “the people” vacuous
and rather tiresome. Even Priestley had difficulty defining what he
meant by the term: “And who are the people? We are all the people so
long as we are willing to consider ourselves the people.”* Despite his
vagueness, Priestley’s conception of “the people” was a specific con-
struct, rooted in his memories of the Edwardian working class. It was
the robustness of the remembered past, a robustness that Priestley found
on the music-hall stage, that Priestley mapped onto “the people” in the
1930s. Richard Hoggart’s observation that Orwell never lost the habit
of “seeing the working-class through the cosy fug of an Edwardian
music hall” is as applicable to Priestley as it is to Orwell.* Unlike
Orwell, however, Priestley went one step further, strategically position-
ing his imagined “people” against the masses and the classes. Specifi-
cally, it was the tenacity of “the people” in the face of adversity that
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Priestley remembered from the past and viewed as crucial once again
in the struggles of the 1930s.

Much of Priestley’s literary production in the late 1920s and 1930s
offered a particular image of “the people,” derived from the past and
yet put forward as an alternative to the politics of class and mass in
the present. It was his third novel, The Good Companions, published
in the summer of 1929, that both catapulted Priestley to fame - it was
soon selling 3,000 copies a day — and drew most explicitly on his
memories of the world of popular culture in pre-1914 Bradford. The
story of various individuals dissatisfied with their lot and brought
together to form a touring theater company, it charts their heroic
struggle to survive in a world increasingly dominated by the alien forces
of big business. It portrayed the England that Priestley both loved and
wished to see preserved, an England in which “the people” were keenly
aware of the need to defend their heritage and way of life. Similar
themes pervade the novel he wrote a decade later, Let the People Sing,
commissioned by the BBC to be read on the air. Once again Priestley
portrayed “the people” as the backbone of England; once again “the
people” consisted of resurrected “types” from his childhood; and once
again their virtues were conferred on them by the very struggles they
were engaged in. Moreover, in both novels Priestley infused life into
his imaginary “people” by drawing heavily on character types in the
works of Dickens, an author he greatly admired. This made him
immensely popular, largely because many of his readers, like Priestley
himself, had been taught to see the world through the eyes of Dickens.*!

If, in his early novels, Priestley defined the essential Englishness he
wished to encourage by mapping its attributes onto particular kinds of
people, mostly resurrected from his Bradford childhood and presented
in familiar Dickensian terms, he attempted a similar feat in the two
screenplays he wrote for Gracie Fields in the 1930s, Sing as We Go
(1934) and Look Up and Laugh (1935). Although he regularly attacked
Hollywood films, Priestley also saw in film an opportunity to contribute
to the myth of Englishness he was eager to promote.” In his screenplays
he thus made Gracie Fields a vehicle for the dissemination of that myth.
In the process, “Our Gracie” helped open up a space in the national
culture for the inclusion of representations of working-class life: as
Jeffrey Richards has suggested, she played an important role in bringing
a particular version of industrial Britain into the midst of discourses of
national identity.® Priestley himself recognized not only that Fields
stood for all that he liked in northern music-hall culture, but also that
she could appeal to her audience as one of them, as one of “the people”:

The secret of Gracie Fields’ vast popularity is that not only does
she know ... how to entertain people, but she knows, too, how to
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represent the people. In a country in which privilege is still the
rule and snobbery is the most characteristic weakness, the people
do not get much of a chance to express themselves. But in Gracie
Fields for once they are expressing themselves. ... “

Despite his enthusiasm, Priestley orchestrated Fields’s representations
of the people in specific ways. In Sing as We Go, in which Gracie leads
unemployed workers through the streets of Blackpool in song until,
miraculously, they get their jobs back, and in Look Up and Laugh, in
which she rallies small shopkeepers against the threat posed by a
modern department store, Dickensian sympathy and comic effect tri-
umph over more politicized forms of understanding. As in his novels,
Priestley was eager in these films to resurrect elements of the world of
his remembered youth. But he was less eager to show how “the people”
might realistically defend their culture against the threats posed to it.

Writing at the end of the Second World War, the Marxist literary critic
and novelist, Jack Lindsay, praised Priestley’s work and suggested that
it contributed “something essential to our national culture,” that it her-
alded “the first basic movement towards revivifying our tradition” and
gathered the “forces that lead into our democratic future.”** While it was
true that Priestley managed to incorporate “the people” in discourses of
national identity in the 1930s, it was unclear whether or not his com-
passion for “the people” had any radical political edge to it. As Alick
West once noted, Priestley reduced “the power of the collective people
to the comparative powerlessness of individuals.”* Certainly this was
the case in most of the novels and screenplays he wrote before the war.
While Priestley attempted to attach memories of his own past to public
idioms of national identity, “the people” in his works often remained
little more than appealing Dickensian caricatures.

Iv
“All of us ordinary people”*

The Second World War brought into sharp focus the meanings of Eng-
lishness and led to the production of a vast number of works that
attempted to identify and codify those essential characteristics of the
nation that its people were being ask to defend. Priestley played a major
role in many of the representational struggles over Englishness during
the war, further elaborating his imagery of the nation and its people.
Priestley often portrayed the heritage in danger as a rural heritage,
as he had in the 1930s.*® In his famous “Postscripts,” broadcast on the
BBC on Sunday evenings following the nine o’clock news, he drew
heavily from the repository of rural nostalgia, discovering England’s
“real truth” in its countryside. In his broadcast of 9 June 1940, for
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example, he commented on the bucolic English village and its local
volunteer forces, claiming that such scenes

made me feel sometimes that I'd wandered into one of those rich
chapters of Thomas Hardy’s fiction in which his rustics meet in
the gathering darkness of some Wessex hillside. . . . There we were,
ploughman and parson, shepherd and clerk, turning out at night,
as our forefathers had often done before us, to keep watch and
ward over the sleeping English hills and fields and homesteads.*

Three weeks later, he praised the “massive yeoman figure of Mr Bevin,”
clearly legitimating such figures by linking their “deep kindness” and
“natural goodness” to the nation’s pastoral inheritance. In short, the war
encouraged Priestley to rediscover Englishness in the “Deep England” of
the countryside, and he played an important role in revitalizing rural
nostalgia as a major component of the war effort.

Despite his tributes to the rural elements of Englishness, Priestley was
never entirely comfortable inhabiting the realm of rural nostalgia. Thus,
while he strategically deployed rural metaphors during the war, they
were always subordinated to his emphasis on the Englishness of the
English common people, an Englishness which — as in his description
of Bevin - transcended rural nostalgia in significant ways. The “real
Englishmen” Priestley invoked in the war, the “ordinary folk” of his
imagined community, may have kept alive the sturdy independence of
the countryside, but they were now more likely to be found in the pub
or the music hall: “There you will find the English much as they were
in Shakespeare’s time.”*

During the war, Priestley called on those people not only to defend
the nation against the external enemy, but to reclaim their birthright
from their aristocratic and plutocratic enemies at home as well. If, in
the 1930s, Gracie Fields became the vehicle through which Priestley
depicted “the people” cheerfully struggling against the forces of a new,
impersonal world, then in the 1940s the entire country was invited to
join her struggle. As Angus Calder has argued, the language of pre-
existing mythologies was easily adapted to the necessities of wartime
“with remarkable naturalness and fluency.”** Those mythologies were
centrally deployed in Priestley’s wartime “Postscripts”: taken together,
they played a crucial role in generating national unity by inviting their
listeners to feel part of a great national tradition, an all-encompassing
Englishness of the heart and soul. By speaking personally to his audi-
ence and including himself as one of them — by referring to “you and I,”
to “all of us ordinary people”? — Priestley made his listeners complicit in
his construction of Englishness to a far greater extent than he had in the
1930s.

In his “Postscripts,” Priestley was particularly adept at defining the
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struggle against Germany by invoking his recollections of the lost world
of popular culture from his Yorkshire past. In his discussion of Dunkirk,
for example, he focused on the pleasure steamers (including the “Gracie
Fields”) that sailed across the channel to bring “the people” “home,”
and he conjured up images of the holiday steamers from his own
remembered past, of boats packed with people “full of high spirits
and bottled beer, the ladies eating pork pies, the children sticky with
peppermint rock.” There was, he wrote, “always something old-
fashioned, a Dickens touch, a mid-Victorian air about them.”* Likewise,
a deserted Margate allowed Priestley to recall other images from his
past — “children shouting and laughing, bands playing, concert parties
singing, men selling ice-cream, whelks and peppermint rock.”* This
was the world of pre-1914 popular holiday-making, as remembered in
The Good Companions and reinvented by Gracie Fields, but now har-
nessed to the war effort.

Many of “the people” on whom Priestley focused in his “Postscripts”
bore striking resemblance to those recognizable “types” from the pre-
1914 music-hall stage he had so often invoked. For example, he began
his broadcast on 15 September 1940 with a passage from Dickens’ Pick-
wick Papers in order to suggest that the old cockney of his memory had
not become “soft,” had not perished in the face of mass culture, but
was again displaying his true spirit of “independence, ironic humour,
cheek and charm” in the battle against the Nazis.* Originally a symbol
of Englishness in the face of American culture, the cockney had become
the “unlikely embodiment of the spirit of national defence.”* In fact,
all around him Priestley found characters from a past he had once
believed lost to be alive and well after all. This gave Priestley faith in
the future of England and the English and encouraged him to articulate
what might be termed a forward-looking nostalgia, to borrow from the
remembered past in an attempt to imagine a different future. The battle,
he argued, was “not merely to recover what has been lost,” but to
march forward “to something better than we’ve ever known before.””
The image of a transformed future, populated by recognizable characters
from the past, made Priestley’s broadcasts appealing to his wartime
audience, although it worried those less concerned with the future and
more concerned with the war at hand.

Priestley further developed these themes in articles and pamphlets he
wrote for the 1941 Committee, a Leftist brain trust. He argued, for
example, that “the people” in England were unique, distinct from Hit-
ler’'s “masses.” And he also looked beyond the war to the future,
claiming, “If I thought for a moment that the people were ... fighting
the war only to get back to the drivel [of the tabloids] and dog-racing
... I would not be writing these pages.”*® Following the cancellation of
the “Postscripts,” and after a brief period of infatuation with Richard
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Acland’s Forward March movement, Priestley continued to campaign
tirelessly for a postwar Britain that would be genuinely democratic,
where planning would triumph and a national minimum be guaran-
teed, where industry would be subordinated to the needs of the people,
and where a vital popular culture would again flourish. In the polemical
tracts he wrote during the later part of the war® in plays like They
Come to a City (1942), and in his demobilization novel, Three Men in New
Suits (1945), Priestley imagined a bold new order where all the virtues
he had identified with “the people” at war would flourish, where Eng-
lishness would, at last, be safe.

Despite his general optimism, Priestley was not without his anxieties
about the future, and on several occasions his old worries about the
United States resurfaced. On the eve of victory, for example, he warned
a returning serviceman to “be a real citizen, not a hermit in a bungalow””:
“Refuse with scorn the great dope-dreams of the economic emperors
and their sorcerers and Hollywood siren. Don’t allow them to inject
you with Glamour, Sport, Sensational News, and all the other De-luxe
nonsense, as if they were filling you with an anaesthetic.”® Despite the
fact that individuals in the armed forces were presumably part of
“the people” whose virtues he extolled during the war, Priestley was
not at all sure they would, in peacetime, be able to preserve the English-
ness of the English nation at war. Priestley’s fears won him few friends,
and a “returning serviceman,” irritated by Priestley, wrote back to him:
“Your tone in addressing me is one of patronising but ‘matey’ vulgarity.
You assume that my chief objects in life are slippers and bungalows
and tunes on the wireless.”®! After the war Priestley assumed just
that and came to feel that “the people” were not living up to his
expectations of them.

v
“I often have a nightmare vision”¢

Looking back on 1945 from the vantage point of the 1960s, Priestley
argued that at the end of the war “the people” demanded a whole new
way of life but their hopes soon faded and a “general English together-
ness seemed to vanish.” Society, he lamented, became “a slobbering
mess of irresponsibility, mean devices, and self-deception.”®® As early
as 1946, Priestley had already carved out a new role for himself, not as
the spokesperson for a triumphant Englishness, but as the bitter, disil-
lusioned critic of the postwar settlement, of a world in which “the
people” were offered “an extra tin or two of spam and a new overcoat”
while being denied the tools and the inspiration required to generate a
much-needed spiritual renewal.* In 1947, in a mood of despair, Priestley
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again trekked around the nation, writing a series of articles, ““Crisis
Journey.” His conclusions bore a resemblance to those of English Journey:
textile workers in Lancashire needed a reminder that romance did not
begin in Beverly Hills, while Liverpudlian picture-goers “looked a bit
doped.” By contrast, in South Wales, argued Priestley, one could still
find “a good crop of fruity characters.”®® Amidst the gloom, one of the
few rays of hope Priestley seemed to encounter was at a Butlin’s holiday
camp: the whole phenomenon, he claimed, was very English, and the
festivities illustrated the people’s desire for some color and fun in
the drab, postwar world. “Does Butlin know better than Bevin?,” Pries-
tley asked pensively, tacitly suggesting that the bureaucracy of the wel-
fare state had robbed “the people” of their birthright.s

By 1949 Priestley was complaining loudly that the space available for
the kind of good-humored cultural self-sufficiency that he remembered
from his Bradford youth and identified with the nation at its best seemed
to be fast disappearing.” While he had uttered similar warnings before,
Priestley made few friends with these outbursts. Individuals on the Left
who placed their faith in Bevin, rather than Butlin, began to tire of his
cynicism. Michael Foot, for example, claimed that Priestley had become
the new High Priest of a defeatist cult, a nihilist who no longer deigned
“to join the strivings of the common people.”*

Priestley still believed he was on the side of “the people.” Neverthe-
less, his image of “the people” remained rooted in the jolly band of
characters he had conjured up in The Good Companions, in the Dickensian
caricatures of a remembered childhood. Thus, in 1951, when the Festival
of Britain promised temporarily to lift the gloom of postwar austerity,
Priestley became one of its most enthusiastic supporters, largely because
it permitted him to imagine an England full of those convivial gather-
ings that were central to his fictitious constructs of the nation in the
1930s.% Fired by enthusiasm, Priestley contributed Festival at Farbridge
(1951) to the celebrations, a comic novel that chronicled the attempts of
a provincial town to stage its own festival. While the Bradford-born
novelist and admirer of Priestley, John Braine, praised the work and
viewed the Festival as “the last gasp of what we had begun to hope for
during the war,”” Priestley was deeply disappointed that his novel was
received so unfavorably. While the imagined community of his Bradford
childhood seemed alluring during the Depression, and while it could
be deployed in the consolidation of national identity during the war, it
appeared curiously anachronistic in the postwar world.

VI
“Is some of my work haunted by a certain feeling of nostalgia?””*
Following the Festival, Priestley became more and more disillusioned
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and retreated into nostalgia for his own remembered past. His Bradford
childhood, once the most important source for his definition of the
essential characteristics of the nation in the 1930s and 1940s, had become
little more than a safe retreat from a hostile world, a hazy memory that
gave rise to sudden bursts of longing for a ground already lost. If late
Victorian and Edwardian Bradford had once given Priestley hope of
direction - if it had offered him a cognitive map on which he could
chart the Englishness of the English common people — direction no
longer seemed possible. Priestley’s remembered past came to offer him
consolation rather than inspiration, a past yearned for simply for its
own sake: “At least that is how it is with me,” he wrote in 1962, “a
tune from a forgotten operetta, an old music-hall ditty, is my equivalent
of Proust’s madeleine.””? His memories of the pre-1914 music-hall stage
became a particularly important element in Priestley’s nostalgia.
Although the halls had once provided him material he could deploy in
his own “essential Englishness,” in his novel of the Edwardian halls,
Lost Empires (1965), they were merely part of a forgotten world into
which he could escape. After “the people” grew weary of his exhor-
tations, all Priestley was left with was his own bittersweet nostalgia for
an earlier golden age.

Other individuals examined in this volume shared many of Priestley’s
anxieties about the twentieth century, although they did not attempt to
negotiate them in the same way. In the terminal note he wrote in 1960
to his pre-1914 gay novel, Maurice, E.M. Forster lamented that two world
wars had left the nation with forms of regimentation that had destroyed
an England in which he felt at home.” Priestley, like Forster, lamented
the loss. Unlike Forster, however, Priestley fought back, drawing from
his own remembered past in order to propagate idioms of national
identity that he believed could serve as valuable weapons in the present.
As successful as such images may have appeared in the 1930s and 1940s,
twentieth-century Britons could not be compelled to see themselves in
terms of a nostalgically-invoked, pre-1914, music-hall tradition. Ulti-
mately, Priestley’s attempt to make his remembered past the basis of a
new public discourse of national identity failed. “Perhaps,” he wrote in
1949, “for all my pretence of being up to the minute, I was not even
living in the right age; and when I looked for my own enduring delight,
I became an anachronism.””*
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