VI

RESOLVING
‘THE SOCIAL PROBLEM’

For Paine and Condorcet in the 1790s, the elimination of
poverty had been part of a pitched battle between advanc-
ing enlightenment and the receding defences of ‘force
and fraud’ These powers were personified by the aristoc-
racy and the established church. In this battle, the works
of Adam Smith had been a crucial asset. In the eyes of his
progressive followers of the 1780s and 1790s, Smith’s great
achievement had not only been to spell out the historical
and political importance of the progress of exchange, but
also to distinguish the peaceful and reciprocally beneficial
facets of exchange from the self-interested pleading of mer-
chants, feudal magnates, closed corporations, mercantilist
politicians and religious establishments. Commerce — the
unhampered transactions between individuals desirous of
bettering their condition — would no longer be weighed
down and misshapen by the burdens imposed upon it by
vested interests and the residues of a feudal past. Having
been made accountable to the deliberations of representa-
tive and democratic bodies, assisted by the free circulation
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of knowledge, and nurtured by peaceful and non-predatory
government, its benign potential would freely unfold.

Commerece, in its eighteenth-century sense, also conveyed
a certain mode of sociability. In the usage of Hume and
Montesquieu, commerce implied peaceableness and the
‘polishing’ of manners. The French and American Revo-
lutions added a further dimension. This sociability would
now be practised by citizens sufficiently equal in legal and
material status to possess moral and intellectual independ-
ence in their transactions with each other. In other words,
viewed by Condorcet and Paine, the commerce of the future
assumed dimensions which were at the same time both
liberal and republican.

In the long nineteenth century which followed the Rev-
olution of 1789, it was to be expected that such an approach
would be more likely to find a home in a republic, such as
that established and consolidated in France in the decades
after 1870. In Britain, not only was the power of the crown,
in a symbolic if not a constitutional sense, enormously
boosted by the upsurge of loyalism after 1789, but the politi-
cal privileges and wealth of the aristocracy remained undi-
minished until the end of the 1870s.

The intermittently stormy post-revolutionary history of
France in the decades between the 1830s and the 1880s —and
beyond —meant that, even in the Third Republic, ideas about
the social underpinnings of a republic rarely had the chance
to become established. Either they were overshadowed by
more pressing political concerns or they were surrounded
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by a legacy of fear and suspicion which the revolutions and
uprisings of 1830, 1848 and 1871 could only reinforce. For
this reason, legislative enactments to give reality to a social
republican vision came only several decades into the history
of the Third Republic and were relatively limited in their
practical effects.

In the first months of the 1848 revolution, for instance,
the dreams of ‘association’ emanating from ‘the parliament
of labour’ at the Luxembourg Palace in Paris were lumped
together by legitimists, conservatives and liberals alike as
symptoms of anarchy and disorder. The bad reputation
of the national workshops for the unemployed of Paris in
bourgeois and provincial France and its culmination in the
June uprising of 1848 quickly killed off any temptation to
further social experiment. Thiers expressed the sentiments
of the majority of the National Assembly when he stated on
13 September 1848:

All that has been found to replace the old principles of the
former society, of society in every age, in every country —
property, liberty (of labour), emulation or competition, all
that has been found, is communism, that is to say the lazy
and slavish society; association, that is to say, anarchy in
industry, and monopoly, the suppression of the currency

and the right to work. !

The anti-interventionist individualism of Orleanist liberals
like Thiers expressed the viewpoint of the propertied classes
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across France. Or, as Frederick Bastiat put it, ‘What political
economy asks of governments is as simple as the retort of
Diogenes to Alexander: get out of my sunlight’.

Liberal notables were scarcely less hostile to Bonaparte’s
promises of a social progamme. In 1844, the future Napoleon
I1T had written a pamphlet on The Extinction of Pauperism.
Its argument was that it was necessary to turn the property-
less working class into proprietors and that through ‘associ-
ation’ in the form of ‘agricultural colonies) ‘poverty will no
longer be seditious’. Tocqueville characterised his approach
as ‘a sort of abstract adoration of the people’ unaccompa-
nied by ‘any taste for liberty’. During the Second Empire,
Napoleon took a spasmodic interest in the mobilisation and
support of mutual benefit societies, but never without the
heavy hand of administrative and political surveillance. Not
surprisingly, these plans got nowhere in practice.

In effect, whatever the nature of the political regime at
the centre, social services remained almost entirely a local
responsibility. The day-to-day functioning of offices of
public assistance, hospitals, dépots de mendicité, orphan-
ages, mental asylums, the regulation of apprenticeship
and child labour, the monitoring of benefit societies and
sanitary regulation were divided between communes and
départements. The Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of
Commerce and various specialised governmental agencies,
oversaw developments in these areas, but at least until the
1890s did not directly intervene or offer material support.
There was nothing comparable to the proactive ambitions
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of direction and control by central government such as
those pursued by the Poor Law Commissioners and Local
Government Board in Victorian England.”

In the first two decades of the Third Republic there was
little discernible change in these arrangements. On social
and economic questions, the so-called ‘Opportunists’ who
governed the Republic from the end of the 1870s differed
little from their Orleanist predecessors. Unlike the religious
and the legitimists, they were not shaken by the Commune,
which they regarded as an aberration. Like their moderate
republican predecessors from Thermidor onwards, they
preached a somewhat short-winded moralism, stressing
hygiene, sobriety, saving and economy; and still followed
the precepts of Benjamin Franklin’s Le Bonhomme Richard
(Poor Richard’s Almanack), which Jean-Baptiste Say had rec-
ommended in Olbie.

There was, however, one major area in which the
approach of even the most moderate republicans differed
from that of the monarchists and the Catholics, and in
which the legacy of Condorcet remained very much alive.
Almost all republicans were agreed about the central role to
be played by education in the new republic. Education was
important because, as Ferdinand Buisson wrote of Ferry’s
educational reforms in 1882: “‘When the whole of French
youth has developed, grown up under this triple aegis of
free, compulsory, secular education we shall have nothing
more to fear from returns to the past, for we shall have the
means of defending ourselves. Education was central not
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simply because it would mould the people into the ethos of
the Republic, but also because all except a small minority of
republicans believed that it would be the means of creating
equality and bringing to an end the social hierarchies of the
past.

A more decisive shift in attitudes, at least among radical
republicans, occurred in the 1890s with the emergence in the
political arena of the doctrine of ‘solidarism’. This concept
was put forward by Leon Bourgeois, briefly prime minister
in 18956, in his book La Solidarité, which appeared in 1896
and was adopted by the Radical Party as the basis of its party
programme in 1908.

Solidarism owed something to the socialist thought of
the 1830s but much more to a positivist optimism about the
role of scientific progress, in particular the hopes invested in
a science of society. Most immediately, Bourgeois built upon
the theories of Emile Durkheim, especially the arguments
put forward in his book The Division of Labour (1893) and
developed in Suicide (1897). Durkheim believed it possible
to build a science of morality and, in The Division of Labour
he laid out some of its foundations. He distinguished
between the ‘mechanical’ solidarity characteristic of primi-
tive societies and the ‘organic’ solidarity characteristic of an
evolved society based upon the division of labour.

The apparent paradox of the division of labour, in Durk-
heim’s view, was that while the individual became more
autonomous in an evolved society, at the same time s\he also
became more narrowly dependent upon that society. Unlike
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the automatic ‘mechanical’ solidarity of primitive society, in
which the idea of the autonomous individual did not exist,
there was nothing automatic about the ‘organic’ solidarity
needed in societies based upon the division of labour. In
evolved societies, such ‘solidarity’ had to be constructed
through the elaboration of a body of rules which bound
the component parts of such societies together. Like Con-
dorcet, Durkheim built upon an anti-Rousseauean position,
emphasising that modern society could not maintain itself
without a series of intermediate bodies, especially profes-
sional associations capable of integrating individuals. Such
a society would nurture the idea that social existence was a
moral whole and that it depended for its development upon
mutual sacrifice.’

Bourgeois’s aim was to turn Durkheim’s arguments
to practical political use. Opposing the idea of a state of
nature, Bourgeois argued that man was born ‘in debt’ to
human association. From birth, he benefited from the past
inheritance of a society and was in turn a link in the chain
of solidarity which bound society together. Just as society
created ties of dependence, this social debt created a moral
obligation. He conceived of this unspoken obligation as a
quasi-contract. Had the individual been consulted at the
moment of entry into the world, he or she would surely
have recognised that debt. The state as the guardian of law
should encourage, or even, by means of taxation, constrain
individuals to recognise these social obligations towards the
collectivity. Practically, the state should discharge the debt

205



An End to Poverty?

owed to society by taking care of children, the sick and the
old and pay for this care by means of a progressive income
tax. Both Durkheim and Bourgeois were careful, however, to
argue that solidarism did not entail the activity of an over-
bearing interventionist state. The ties of obligation were
generated by free associations acting within civil society.
The role of the state was to protect them and support them
by means of material assistance.

In his brief term as prime minister in 1895, Bourgeois
tried, unsuccessfully, to introduce income tax to support
what he called ‘sensible practical socialism’, and in the fol-
lowing decade a series of social measures were enacted.
These included industrial accident insurance in 1898, the
regulation of working hours in 1900, death duties in 1901,
a weekly rest day in 1906 and old age pensions in 1910. But,
as Madeleine Rebérioux and J. M. Mayeur have argued, ‘the
system was extremely sluggish; it had taken twenty years to
pass the law on pensions, and twenty years, too, for the tax
on income, “the Sleeping Beauty tax™*

Support for these measures by their intended benefi-
ciaries was tepid. Organised labour led by the Confédéra-
tion Générale des Travailleurs (General Confederation of
Workers) campaigned against the law on pensions, not
only because of its derisory character, but also because
the workers did not trust ‘the robber state’. Both pensions
and income tax were blocked for a considerable time by
the Senate. The Contributory Pensions Act, which was
supposed to apply to workers and peasants, was considered
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a‘fiasco’ Traditional republicans had great misgivings about
the introduction of compulsion, since it implied the accept-
ance of a society permanently divided into classes and the
abandonment of the idea that the worker could aspire to
independence. Even among the radicals at their Nancy Con-
ference of 1907, the social programme designed to attract
the support of workers was coupled to a vision of ‘the end
of the wage system’ and the ability to ‘obtain access to indi-
vidual property, which is the true condition of its [the pro-
letariat’s] liberty and dignity’.?

(@

In Britain, as well, there was a shift in attitudes towards
poverty during the last twenty years of the nineteenth
century. But the positions adopted in the resultant political
debate could not have been predicted from the struggles of
the 1790s. For the heirs to Painite republicanism and secular-
ism combined these positions with an intransigent defence
of Malthus and individualism. By contrast, the Church of
England, or at least the leading reforming current within it,
attacked political economy for its individualism and hostil-
ity to trade unions.

Some developments, however, might have been foreseen.
By the 1870s, steamships and the telegraph had transformed
the pace of commercial transactions, while railways had
opened up the interiors of vast and hitherto inaccessible
continents. The pessimistic prophecies of protectionists at
the time of the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 were finally
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beginning to come true, as the fall in world prices hit agri-
culture and began to undermine the wealth and power of
the aristocracy. Cobden and the Anti-Corn Law League had
won a belated victory, since the strength of Free Trade senti-
ment meant that, in Britain at least, the dramatic decline of
cereal prices after 1870 was not accompanied by the return
of protection.

At the beginning of the 1880s, great landowners, particu-
larly those with urban property, also found their wealth and
power under attack from a new form of popular radical-
ism. Once more, as in the case of Paine nearly a century
before, it was a radical inspired by a vision of America who
had transformed the terms of political debate: ‘If we had to
assign to any one event the starting of the new current of
thought), wrote Sidney Webb in 1890, ‘we should name the
wide circulation in Great Britain of Henry George’s Progress
and Poverty during the years 1880-1882.° On the basis of his
experiences in California, Henry George attacked Malthus,
holding that the unearned increment of the landlord was
responsible for the poverty of the masses. As soon as practi-
cable, he argued, the land must be made common property,
while in the interim a single tax should be imposed upon
land values. Not only did his book sell over 100,000 copies
but, in several tours of Britain in the early 1880s, his powerful
oratory left a lasting impact.

In some important ways, Henry George’s arguments
appeared like a return to the pre-Malthusian perspectives
of the late Enlightenment reformers. ‘Social development,
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he argued in Progress and Poverty, ‘is governed neither by
a Special Providence nor by a merciless fate, but by a law
at once unchangeable and beneficent; when we see that
human will is the great factor, and that taking men in the
aggregate, their condition is as they make it; when we see
that economic and moral law are essentially one, and that
the truth which the intellect grasps after toilsome effort is
but that which the moral sense reaches by a quick intui-
tion, a flood of life breaks in upon the problem of individual
life)” George’s assault upon ‘the unearned increment’ and
his proposal of a single tax on land helped to make possible
Sir William Harcourt’s 1894 budget, which introduced death
duties. This measure, as Moncure Conway remarked in his
pioneer biography of Paine, had been anticipated by the
proposals in Agrarian Justice a hundred years earlier.

But such continuities are also deceptive. Although
Henry George defined ‘the law of progress’ as ‘association
in equality’, his starting point was closer to Ricardo and the
early works of Herbert Spencer than to the arguments of
the 1790s. Progress and Poverty made no mention of Paine or
Condorcet and showed no interest in ‘the calculus of prob-
abilities’ Its radicalism was based upon a simple reading of
Ricardo’s theory of rent, in which the gains from the progress
of society went exclusively to the rentier at the expense of
both worker and employer. George’s starting point was ‘the
squalid misery of a great city, which he and his followers
linked to the undiminished power and wealth of the aris-
tocracy as ground landlords in the towns.?
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The best-known guardians of the tradition of Painite
radicalism in British politics in the 1870s and 1880s were
the activists of the Secularist movement, in particular, their
leader, the editor of the National Reformer, Charles Brad-
laugh. For Secularists, Paine’s most revered text was The Age
of Reason, a deist attack on Christianity. But Bradlaugh, like
Paine and Richard Carlile, combined the campaign for Free
Thought with that of republican radicalism. He believed,
like Paine, that ‘for free and rational men the only right
form of Government is a Republic’ and his aim, like that of
his predecessors, according to his daughter, Hypatia Bonner,
was ‘the bringing of reason to bear at once on the things of
Church and of State’

But on questions of social welfare, Bradlaugh was a dedi-
cated follower of Malthus; so much so that in 1861 he had
become secretary of the Malthusian League. For Bradlaugh,
Malthus had correctly identified the fundamental cause of
poverty. His only defect was his adherence to a Christian
ethic. ‘Neo-Malthusianism, as it was called, meant combin-
ing Malthus’s ‘principle of population’ with the ‘rational-
ist’ conviction that ‘the prudential check need not mean
prolonged celibacy’. In other words, Bradlaugh advocated
birth control. After challenging the law by republishing a
4o0-year-old birth control pamphlet entitled Fruits of Phi-
losophy: An Essay on the Population Question, Bradlaugh and
Annie Besant were arrested and prosecuted in a celebrated
trial in 1877-8.

Bradlaugh had first laid out his position in 1861 in a
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pamphlet entitled Jesus, Shelley and Malthus, in which he
had sketched out three successive attitudes towards poverty:
the spirit of religious submission; the spirit of humanitarian
revolt; and the spirit of science. Like Mill, Bradlaugh con-
sidered that there could be no escape from poverty until the
poor had been educated on the necessity of family limita-
tion. He accordingly condemned Paine’s social proposals.
‘The plan of allowancing poor families at so much per head
would have quickened immensely the progress towards
national bankruptcy which was carried so far under the old
Poor Law. It would have bred paupers by the thousand. Nor
was it surprising that in the 1880s he should have stepped
forward as the chief oratorical opponent of socialism and of
Henry George. ‘In a Socialistic State, Bradlaugh argued in
1884, ‘there would be no inducement to thrift, no individual
savings, no accumulation, no check upon waste.”?

The welfare legislation of the Liberal governments of
1906—14 owed nothing to the ideas of Paine or Condorcet.
The informing vision was no longer cosmopolitan, but
national and imperial. The primary concern within gov-
ernment appears to have been the military and industrial
efficiency of a working population now threatened by the
competition of foreign powers.'’ Not surprisingly, at a time
when Queen Victoria had become Empress of India and the
scramble for Africa had reached its height, there was little
place for a discussion whose prime aim in the ending of
poverty was to create a republic of educated and independ-
ent citizens.
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The case for ‘national insurance’ had first been proposed
by the Reverend W. E. Blackley in 1878. He made no refer-
ence to the 1790s or the French Revolution. His aim was not
to further equality, but to improve upon the New Poor Law
of 1834 which, despite the improvements of the 1860s, had
failed to reduce pauperism beyond a certain point. Black-
ley’s proposal involved a scheme to ‘abolish the improvi-
dence, which is the curse, and, unchecked, must become the
ruin, of our nation’. He argued that ‘to make a reasonable
provision against occasional sickness and the inevitable fee-
bleness and infirmity of old age’ was ‘the duty of every man
gifted with health and strength, and in a position to earn, by
his daily labour, a wage from which such provision” could
‘be made’. But this ‘universally admitted duty’ remained
‘grossly neglected by our working classes’

Blackley claimed that many friendly societies were insol-
vent, that withdrawals from benefit societies amounted to
at least half the number of entries made in any particular
year, and that a substantial proportion of these withdraw-
als — particularly those from people in middle life — were
permanent. The final and most telling point was that ‘the
rates of payment which can really assure the benefits gen-
erally offered by friendly societies are far higher than any
ordinary labourer in middle life can find it possible to pay’.
The net result was that, if every friendly society in England
were perfectly solvent, and if all that the law contemplated
and all that philanthropy suggested had been completely
realised there would still remain 75% of the labouring classes
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entirely dependent, in emergencies upon the poor rate, and
therefore to be classed as improvident paupers.

His solution was to make thrift compulsory. Every
working man between the ages of eighteen and twenty-
one should contribute £10 to an annuity fund, a ‘national
club) and payments should be made through employers
or through the Post Office. The labouring classes should
be shown how to contribute, and if they would not, they
should be ‘compelled’ to do so. His response to those who
objected to a compulsory state scheme was to point out how
extensive state intervention in everyday life already was: ‘A
man who trembles so at the thought of any interference
with his liberty, knows, if he will reflect a moment, that it
is interfered with terribly when he is compelled to make
his cottages fit for habitation; is compelled to disinfect his
clothes if he has had the small-pox; is compelled to have
his baby vaccinated; is compelled to keep it off the streets;
is compelled, mayhap, to send it to a board school, and is
even compelled, if need unhappily be, to pay for its support
in a reformatory.!

Blackley’s argument was exaggerated. He made no
attempt to understand the position of the friendly socie-
ties, and his estimate of £10 seriously underestimated the
sum needed to yield an old age pension. Nevertheless, in
the mid-twentieth century, the sequence of events which
ran from Blackley’s proposal to the 1908 Old Age Pensions
Act and the National Insurance Act of 1911 was depicted as
a progression from a coercive, moralistic and discretionary
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Poor Law relief system towards a liberal welfare state, uni-
versal in coverage, morally neutral in application, demo-
cratic in administration and based on legally enforceable
social rights.'?

Itis true that pressure for state-supported non-contribu-
tory pension schemes did build up among the trade unions
and the Lib—Lab MPs elected in 1906. Their arguments
were also reinforced by the influential advocacy of Charles
Booth, who had argued for a non-contributory scheme at
the beginning of the 1890s. But the legislation of the Liberal
governments between 1908 and 1911 was far less of a break
with Poor Law tradition than the mid-twentieth century
historians implied. Except in the case of old age pensions,
the spirit of this legislation was anything but universalis-
tic. Women, except in a few designated employments, were
excluded from health and unemployment insurance, and
so were the bulk of male wage-earners in casual employ-
ment. Nor did the legislation make any pretence of aspiring
to moral neutrality or a democratic inclusiveness. Pressure
in shaping the legislation came primarily from the friendly
societies, the Charity Organisation Society and the com-
mercial insurance companies.

The whole principle of social insurance was regarded
with great suspicion by the Charity Organisation Society
and its sympathisers in the ministry responsible for the
Poor Law, the Local Government Board. Their view was
that it was impossible to ‘legislate thrift’ and that there
should be no retreat from the strict deterrent principles of
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the 1834 Poor Law. As a result, except in the case of old age
pensions, the Liberal welfare reforms brought into being a
set of institutions which did not replace the Poor Law, but
ran alongside it. The unexpectedly non-contributory form
of the 1908 Old Age Pensions Act was the result not so much
of parliamentary or trade union pressure, but of the opposi-
tion of the friendly societies to any state-enforced contribu-
tory proposal.

The power of the friendly societies was greater than
that of either the Charity Organisation Society or the Local
Government Board. Their membership was twice as large
as that of the trade unions and their political influence
was such that no politician, either in Westminster or in the
country, dared to oppose them. Their objection to both
Blackley’s contributory scheme and a similar proposal put
forward by Joseph Chamberlain in 1891, was that they would
be competing in the same limited market for working-class
savings as the friendly societies themselves. With ageing
memberships living longer, but drawing ever more heavily
upon society sickness benefits as surrogate pensions, many
of these societies, especially the smaller ones, appeared to
be headed for insolvency. By contrast, the 1908 Act, which
paid old age pensions out of general taxation, helped the
societies by removing some of the pressure on their sickness
benefits and muted their anxieties about the involvement
of the state.

While the Liberal government overcame its misgivings
about financing an old age pensions scheme of unknown
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cost, it was not prepared to extend such a non-contribu-
tory approach to sickness or unemployment. Once again, it
seems that the thinking behind the National Insurance Act
of 1911 did not draw in any way upon the forgotten social
insurance proposals of the French Revolutionary era. The
chief influence upon Lloyd George, the minister responsi-
ble for the scheme, appears to have been the social legisla-
tion of Bismarckian Germany between 1883 and 1889. These
measures included accident insurance, sickness benefit and
old age pensions, each to be financed in different propor-
tions by contributions from employees, employers and
government.

In Germany itself, the legislation had largely been a
development of the practice of employer welfare schemes
in big industrial enterprises such as the Krupp works in
Essen and the Stumm-Halberg works in the Saar. In Britain,
however, the emphasis was rather different. Domestically,
the main aim was to ensure that workers should not fall
involuntarily into a pauper non-citizen category for reasons
over which they had no personal control. For this reason,
unlike in Germany, benefits were not graduated, but set at a
flat rate high enough to make it unnecessary for workers to
resort to the Poor Law."

Great care was also taken to incorporate friendly socie-
ties within the scheme, an approach which produced many
kinds of anomalies and a form of coverage which was
neither universal nor free from moralism. Friendly socie-
ties retained their rules, which generally included a range
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of highly censorious provisions against malingerers. They
were also able to refuse applicants, potentially perpetuat-
ing the same kind of problems which had left the bottom
third of the working classes outside the insured population
during the Victorian period. The problem was partly solved
by the entry of industrial and life insurance companies into
the sickness insurance business, but their inclusion was at
the cost of the tradition of local and democratic self-gov-
ernment originally intended to be the hallmark of the 1911
Act.

The most coherent and historically informed of the new
conceptions of social security which emerged in the late
nineteenth century was that adopted by liberal reformers
within the Church of England. It both helped to inspire the
late Victorian settlement movement and made a major con-
tribution to the new liberalism of the turn of the century.
One of its most important activists was Samuel Barnett, the
vicar of St Jude’s, Whitechapel, and first warden of Toynbee
Hall. He recalled that he had arrived in his parish in 1873,
convinced by the arguments of the newly founded Charity
Organisation Society that ‘doles’ given in the shape either
of charity or outrelief ‘did not make the poor any richer,
but served rather to perpetuate poverty. This victory was
won, outrelief to the able-bodied in Whitechapel was abol-
ished and charity only given in conjunction with the careful
investigation of individual circumstances.* But by 1883 he
declared himself not happy with the results. The labourer in
middle life on 20s. per week, he wrote, ‘hardly dares to think’,
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for, given the insecurity of employment in east London, ‘in
the labourer’s future there are only the workhouse and the
grave’. But even with a skill and 4o0s. per week, there was no
margin ‘out of which to provide for pleasure, for old age or
even for the best medical skill’. England, he went on, ‘is the
land of sad monuments. The saddest monument is, perhaps,
“the respectable working man”, who has been erected in
honour of Thrift. His brains, which might have shown the
world how to save men, have been spent in saving pennies.

Because of their lack of an adequate standard of living,
the lives of the majority of the English population were
poor, materially, and even more important, spiritually. They
were excluded from the world of culture and beauty:

To live the life of Christ is to make manifest the truth and to
enjoy the beauty of God. The labourer who knows nothing
of the law of life which has been revealed by the discoveries
of science, who knows nothing which by admiration can
lift him out of himself, cannot live the highest life of his
day, as Christ lived the highest life of his day. The social

reformer must go alongside the Christian missionary.

He, therefore, proposed a programme of social reform which
included old age pensions, schools of industry, medical
relief, adult education, libraries, gardens and a more sensi-
tive approach to the problem of slum clearance.'

Such an approach had already been pioneered by the
young Balliol tutor and Christian activist Arnold Toynbee.
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Toynbee remains famous not only for the new charitable
settlement which bears his name but also as the historian
who first introduced the idea of ‘the industrial revolution’
into English discussion. His Lectures on the Industrial Revo-
lution in England, together with some addresses on politi-
cal economy and contemporary politics, were edited by his
friend, the future South African pro-consul Alfred Milner,
and introduced by the Master of Balliol, Benjamin Jowett.
In the Lectures, Toynbee refers to Marx’s Capital (which
he probably read in French translation), Henry George,
Sismondi and Lassalle, as well as more familiar British
sources, especially Thomas Carlyle. “The essence of the
Industrial Revolution, according to Toynbee, who dated
its beginnings to the 1760s, ‘was the substitution of com-
petition for medieval regulations, which had previously
controlled the production and distribution of wealth. Its
ethos, ‘freedom’ as ‘the first and last word of the political
and industrial philosophy of the age’, had been proclaimed
on the ‘eve of the Industrial Revolution’ by Adam Smith.
‘When Adam Smith talked with James Watt in his workshop
at Glasgow, he little thought that by the steam engine Watt
would make possible the realisation of that freedom which
Adam Smith looked upon as a dream, a utopia.

Toynbee was struck by Smith’s ‘cosmopolitanism),
which had provoked his attack on the mercantile system,
but especially by Smith’s ‘primary axiom’ that ‘men follow
their pecuniary interest’ ‘Equally prominent, however, was
Smith’s ‘individualism’, ‘his complete and unhesitating trust
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in individual self-interest’. This axiom had been developed
to its furthest extent in the political economy of Ricardo:

That world of gold-seeking animals, stripped of every
human affection, for ever digging, weaving, spinning,
watching with keen undeceived eyes each other’s move-
ments, passing incessantly and easily from place to place in
search of gain, all alert, crafty, mobile — that world less real
than the island of Lilliput which has never had and never

can have any existence.

It had been Smith’s conviction that ‘the individual in
pursuing his own interest is promoting the welfare of all’
Smith was ‘interested in the production of wealth, not the
welfare of man’ He did not recognise that the principle of
laisser faire ‘breaks down in certain points’ Not only could
there be conflicts of interest between consumers and pro-
ducers, but also ‘a permanent antagonism of interests in the
distribution of wealth ... where the harmony of the individ-
ual and the public interest is a figment’. These antagonisms
emerged more strongly after Smith’s time in ‘a darker period
... as disastrous and terrible as any through which a nation
ever passed ... because side by side with a great increase
of wealth was seen an enormous increase of pauperism’.
Furthermore, ‘production on a vast scale, the result of free
competition, led to a rapid alienation of classes and to the
degradation of a large body of producers’. Toynbee went on
to support this claim with an account of the decline of the
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yeoman, the factory system in conjunction with ‘the all-cor-
roding force of foreign trade, the growth of the farmers as
a class distinct from their labourers who were henceforth
“expelled and degraded”, and in the manufacturing world,
the separation of masters and men in which a “cash nexus”
was substituted for the human tie’'

In politics, according to Jowett, Toynbee was ‘not a
party politician at all’. ‘He was not a socialist or a democrat,
though he had some tendencies in both directions. He
followed Marx’s Capital in thinking of the ‘free exchange
of labour’ as the crucial component in the emergence of
modern industry, but described Adam Smith’s enunciation
of this doctrine in the language of Carlyle’s denunciation
of ‘the cash nexus’. He also followed Coleridge in arguing
that the tendency of political economy was to ‘denational-
ise’ Mill’s distinction between production and distribution
and his late abandonment of the wage—fund theory enabled
him to express ‘his strong natural sympathy with the life of
the labouring classes’ and argue for the virtues and necessity
of trade unions.

Yet in other respects, like Barnett, Toynbee remained
true to his Charity Organisation Society formation, espe-
cially in his treatment of pauperism. The New Poor Law
of 1834 was ‘perhaps the most beneficial Act of Parliament
which has been passed since the Reform Bill. He blamed
the landowners for an ‘unthinking and ignorant benevo-
lence’ and, like Malthus, considered that there had been ‘the
growth of a sentiment which admitted an unconditional
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right on the part of the poor to an indefinite share in the
national wealth’. This ‘right’ was granted in such a way as to
‘keep them in dependence and diminish their self-respect’.
He rejected this ‘“Tory socialism’ and agreed with Burke’s
denunciation of the term ‘labouring poor’. The Speenham-
land system was an intimidatory use of its supposed ‘rights’
by the poor. ‘“The whole character of the people was lowered
by the admission that they had a right to relief independent
of work?

Toynbee agreed with the socialists about the need for
a more equitable distribution of wealth. ‘Competition,
heralded by Adam Smith, and taken for granted by Ricardo
and Mill, Toynbee wrote, ‘is still the dominant idea of our
time; though since the publication of the Origin of Species,
we hear more of it under the name of “struggle for exist-
ence”. Henry George, he continued, was right to object
to this analogy between men and animals and plants. To
the idea that ‘this struggle for existence’ is a law of nature,
and that therefore ‘all human interference with it is wrong),
Toynbee objected that ‘the whole meaning of civilisation’
was ‘interference with this brute struggle’. Competition in
production needed to be distinguished from competition
in distribution which could be improved by political inter-
vention.

Most noticeable in the writings of Toynbee and Barnett
about poverty and the working classes was the disappear-
ance of the Malthusian threat. Its dangers were diminished
by a combination of free trade, informal empire and social
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reform. Toynbee noted that, despite Mill’s insistence upon
restriction of population as a precondition of improve-
ment, the rate of increase had not slackened. But the burden
this placed upon the supply of labour had been lightened
by ‘the enormous emigration’ of three and a half million
people since 1846. The outlook for the labourer was hopeful
because ‘there is no reason to suppose that there will be any
check on this relief of the labourer for the next fifty years
at least’.

At home, on the other hand, a programme of social
reform was required. ‘For the labouring masses, with whom
prudential motives have no weight, the only true remedy
is to carry out such great measures of social reform as
the improvement of their dwellings, better education and
better amusements, and thus lift them into the position now
held by the artisan, where moral restraints are operative.
But a ‘more equitable distribution of wealth’ could only
be attained coincidentally with moral progress. “The old
economists thought competition good in itself. The social-
ist thinks it an evil in itself ... we accept competition as one
means, a force to be used, not to be blindly worshipped;
but assert religion and morality to be the necessary con-
dition of attaining human welfare. As Jowett wrote, “The
Church of the future which Toynbee had before his mind
was the union of the whole nation, or at least of the intel-
ligent classes, in one body for a common purpose; master-
ing their own circumstances, and fellow workers towards a
common end."”
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The argument put forward in An End to Poverty? is that the
first practicable proposals to eliminate poverty through the
creation of a universal framework for social security date
back to the 1790s, and were a direct product of the American
and French Revolutions. These were not proposals to resolve
the ‘social problem, as that problem came to be understood
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The purpose of
the schemes discussed by Condorcet and Paine was not to
remove the hostility of the working classes towards private
property or to overcome the antagonism between labour
and capital, since these were not yet perceived as intractable
problems. Social and political proposals went together, since
the aim was not solely to alleviate the lot of the poor but
to reproduce on European soil the conditions of existence
of a viable commercial republic akin to United States. All
would be citizens since an ignorant and dependent poor left
outside the political system would be vulnerable to faction
or demagogy, and a danger to the republic.

These proposals were products of a revolution which not
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only overthrew the monarchy in France but toppled its aris-
tocracy and unsettled their peers across Europe. Similarly,
the new social programmes associated with the Revolution
not only posed a direct challenge to the institutional role of
the Catholic church in the provision of poor relief in France,
but also directly threatened traditional Christian assump-
tions about poverty and charity in Britain as well. As the
Revolution developed, it also became clear that the threat of
the Revolution was not simply to the power, privileges and
abuses of the Catholic church, but to the whole Christian
cosmology throughout Europe and the wider world.

The fall of Robespierre, the famine of 1795 and the prac-
tical bankruptcy of the Jacobin state led to the wholesale
abandonment of schemes to abolish mendicity. The admin-
istrative practices of Thermidor fell back once more upon
pre-revolutionary forms of relief. After Napoleon’s Con-
cordat, the church also hastened to retrieve as much as it
could of the charitable and educational sphere, which had
traditionally belonged to it. Even among republicans, large-
scale experiments in the abolition of mendicity were hastily
forgotten. In their place there was once again a recycling of
the homilies of Benjamin Franklin on questions of industry
and thrift. This approach persisted among moderate repub-
lican leaders and their rural and small town supporters well
into the twentieth century. Towards the end of the nine-
teenth century there were impressive attempts to rethink a
republican notion of interdependence and social obligation,
most notably in the work of Durkheim. But the practical
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results of the attempts by Leon Bourgeois and the Radical
party to develop from this work a ‘solidarist’ political phi-
losophy and legislative programme were relatively feeble.

In Britain, Paine’s proposals reached and fired the
enthusiasm of unparalleled numbers of people in a country
still recovering from its American defeat, already in the
middle of a religious revival and about to enter a counter-
revolutionary war. Paine’s mockery of his country’s political
institutions from the monarchy downwards was regarded
with horror by the increasingly fearful and incensed loyal-
ists and defenders of the existing state. But it was his unde-
niable popularity which caused most alarm. This was why
the reaction was so intense.

The effort to thwart this revolutionary subversion
of beliefs demanded the mobilisation of unprecedented
numbers of the population and engaged the energies of
every organ of church and state in every locality. More last-
ingly, this period of fear and uncertainty stamped upon
the still protean features of political economy or Smith’s
‘science of the legislator’ a deeply anti-utopian cast of mind,
transforming future enquiry in the area into a gloomy and
tirelessly repeated catechism, all too appropriate to what
was becoming known as ‘the dismal science’. The frisson of
Smith’s mild mockery of the manners of the great was gone.
Instead, the ambition to combat poverty was henceforward
conceived as a bleakly individual battle against the tempta-
tions of the flesh. Among the poor, even the procreation of
children within marriage — though it could hardly be made
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punishable by eternal damnation — became the occasion
of official and ecclesiastical eyebrow-raising when such
activity was not attended by the due amount of prudence
and foresight. This combination of evangelical prurience
and Malthusian alarm provided much of the underpinnings
of the Victorian attitude to sex.

So deep was the repression of this brief republican
moment in modern British history that memory of it — or
at least discussion of it among the governing classes — all
but disappeared. By the Victorian era and certainly from
the withering away of Chartism after 1848, it appeared as if
there never had been a time — at least, not since Cromwell
— when Britain’s monarchy and its mixed constitution had
come under serious threat. Paine was remembered for his
attack on taxation and paper money, not for his republican
social proposals. Republicanism in Victorian and Edward-
ian Britain was the concern of a shrill sect led by men like
Bradlaugh, preaching atheism and sexual profligacy on the
streets of London and Northampton, but also less open to
Paine’s social proposals than their Anglican counterparts.
The dark period in British history around the years of Tra-
falgar and Waterloo was never entirely forgotten. But ulti-
mately, an alternative story of Britain’s ordeal was devised. It
was a story powerful enough to provide the starting point of
the social history of modern Britain, imparting to national,
religious and economic concerns a historical form which
was to endure through most of the twentieth century.

This was the significance of Arnold Toynbee’s Industrial
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Revolution, an eclectic masterpiece drawing its inspiration
in equal measure from Thomas Carlyle, Karl Marx and the
Charity Organisation Society, yet at the same time truly
a prototype of G. M. Trevelyan’s later definition of social
history as ‘history with the politics left out’ It is striking
that in The Industrial Revolution the French Revolution
is barely mentioned. Toynbee is too honest a historian to
suppress historical material altogether. He cites the Marquis
of Lansdowne’s statement on 1 February 1793 in which
Adam Smith was accused of being ‘the real originator’ of
‘the French principles’ against which a crusade was con-
templated. He calls it ‘a curious statement’. He makes no
mention of Paine and maintains that it was not Godwin
but the growth of pauperism which was ‘the real cause’” of
Malthus’s Essay on Population.

The republican challenge to the English constitution and
the church was ignored. Instead, there was the ‘industrial
revolution), not only ‘one of the most important facts of
English history’, but Europe owed to it ‘the growth of two
great systems of thought, economic science and its antith-
esis, socialism’ ‘Economic science’ meant Smith’s ‘gospel
of industrial freedom’ supplemented by Malthus on pau-
perism, Ricardo on rent and John Stuart Mill on distribu-
tion. If the radicalisation of British politics in the 1790s and
the intensity of the conservative reaction did not concern
Toynbee, it was because the die had already been cast. The
sequence which led to the substitution of the ‘cash nexus’
for ‘the human tie’ and to the end of ‘the old relations
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between masters and men’ had already been set in motion
by Smith.

Far from conceding that there might be more than one
way of reading Smith, his ‘gospel of industrial freedom),
Ricardo’s ‘gold-seeking animals’ and Charles Darwin’s
‘survival of the fittest’ were treated as all of one piece. It was
Smith’s ‘doctrine of freedom of labour’ which became ‘the
principal weapon against the methods by which labourers
have sought to improve their condition’. This doctrine, for-
malised by Ricardo and supplemented by Malthus’s ‘wage—
fund theory’ had produced the emergence of socialism in
the work of two of Ricardo’s disciples, Henry George and
Karl Marx. Framing the antitheses in this way prepared the
ground for Toynbee’s solution, one of the first, but also one
of the most influential of many proposals of ‘a third way’

Toynbee had established the outlines of a narrative
which continued to dominate conceptions of the history
of modern Britain throughout much of the twentieth
century. It was qualified, but not fundamentally altered by
debates between ‘optimists’ and ‘pessimists’ about the effect
of the industrial revolution upon the standard of living of
the working classes. On the left, historians were happy to
endorse such an agenda, in part because it allowed Marx to
intrude upon respectable historical debate, in part because
of the conviction that the politics of the period concealed
more basic and underlying social tensions. Typical of this
approach was the belief of Mark Hovell, the first profes-
sional historian of Chartism, that Chartists could not have
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thought that their aims would be realised by ‘mere improve-
ments of political machinery’, that Chartism was therefore
‘a protest against what existed ... a passionate negation’
Edward Thompson challenged this assumption by placing
the politics of English Jacobinism centre stage in his Making
of the English Working Class, but returned to the Toynbee
tradition with his distinction between ‘moral’ and ‘political’
economy, and in his refusal to draw significant distinctions
between the positions of Smith and Burke on the treatment
of scarcity.

On the centre left of British politics, Toynbee was even
more successful. Toynbee’s approach captured perfectly
twentieth-century Labour’s singular ability to combine
within one credo a commitment to socialise all means of
production, distribution and exchange, with an almost
Burkean respect for monarchical and aristocratic institu-
tions. Socialism in England, it seemed, was not a form of
republicanism, but an alternative to it. Indeed, the only
groups left outside this broad consensus stretching from
church, landed classes and professionals to trade union-
ists, co-operators and communists, were businessmen, the
much-lampooned entrepreneurs and the sort of people the
early Mrs Thatcher respected — people of modest means
who saved, did not call upon the help of their neighbours
and kept themselves to themselves. It was not until the
1970s that historians drew attention to this imbalance and
began to attribute to it some responsibility for the decline of
Britain’s ‘industrial spirit’ But this insight was not pushed
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far enough. Historical enquiry was largely confined to the
Victorian period, and the question restricted to the impact
of anti-industrialism upon economic performance. The
creation of this anti-industrial mythology was not tracked
back to its originating source.

([ &}

This book has been an argument for the relevance of history
to the present, an attempt to demonstrate — especially in
the history of ideas — that the long term matters. From the
general argument, a number of more specific conclusions
may be drawn.

One might concern the familiar claim that the ancestry of
aradically individualist and libertarian position in economic
affairs dates back to Adam Smith. This claim has already been
subjected to extensive criticism elsewhere. What has been
added here is a stronger emphasis upon what distinguished
Smith from his successors in the 1790s, Burke and Malthus
as much as Condorcet and Paine. Recent research has high-
lighted Smith’s fear of the doctrinaire approach of ‘men of
system’: he had in mind in particular the French Physiocratic
economistes. He placed considerable weight upon deference
to the great and admiration of the rich, precisely because he
considered that private property possessed such a shallow
basis of legitimacy. But this form of timidity, or caution,
had nothing in common with the Burkean relegation of the
poor to an unquestioning acceptance of the views of the
superior ranks in the social hierarchy or with the Malthusian
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equation of the mentality of the poor with the immediacy of
the animal passions of fear or concupiscence.

Furthermore, by following the story beyond the 1790s,
it becomes clearer how the notion of political economy
as a simple and total gospel of economic or industrial
freedom came into being. Although it is true that, even
in 1800, contemporaries had ceased to make a distinction
between Smith’s views on scarcity and those of Burke or
even Malthus, it was the writings of the Romantics — par-
ticularly Coleridge, Southey, Hazlitt and Carlyle — which
seized upon this fleeting and largely mistaken assumption
of identity and perpetuated it for posterity. Coleridge also
made an attack on political economy’s cosmopolitanism
and its supposed apology for the labour of factory children;
Southey on its association with the harshness of early
Malthusian doctrine and the ugliness of the manufacturing
town; Hazlitt and Peacock on the abstraction and pedantry
of its language. Finally, distilling all these disparate forms of
assault into one riveting image, Carlyle identified political
economy with the reduction of all the qualitative richness
and diversity of life to the emptiness of the ‘cash nexus’.

When Toynbee sought to characterise the ‘industrial rev-
olution’, he started out, not from the writings of Smith, but
from this single and commanding image of Carlyle, whose
paternity he then sought to transfer back to Smith. In the
case of Smith, Toynbee’s portrait is in large part caricature.
But neo-conservatism has been happier with the caricature
than a true likeness.
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Another conclusion which might be drawn concerns
the discursive character of the creation of ‘class’ in the early
nineteenth century. The 1832 Reform Bill legislated the dis-
franchisement of existing working-class voters in scot and
lot boroughs and the acquisition by the working classes of
a specific political identity — that of not being represented
in a new property-based representative political system.
The process which led to this enactment dated back to the
counter-revolutionary alarms of the 1790s. The so-called
‘social interpretation’ of the genesis of ‘class’ was not only
false for the reasons to which I have alluded in a previous
book, Languages of Class, in origin it was also part of the
process by which the republican and democratic challenge
to British politics in the 1790s was pushed into the back-
ground and replaced by another story, drawing upon the
Romantics, Carlyle, a bit of Marx and Toynbee. Toynbee’s
account of the ‘industrial revolution’ insisted that it was the
gospel of industrial freedom, not the French Revolution and
its repression, which was responsible for the separation and
alienation of classes. By diverting attention from the politi-
cal reaction to the Revolution and resituating a period of
trauma in a purely industrial or agrarian setting, the peculi-
arities of the British monarchical and constitutional system
came to belong to the natural and the taken-for-granted.

The last and most important conclusion concerns the
dating and nature of the beginnings of social democracy.
Historians generally date its emergence to Bernstein’s
‘revisionist’ critique of Marx in the 1890s, or the Fabians’
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substitution of Edgeworth’s theory of rent in place of Marx’s
theory of capital. Others date social democracy to 1848 and
Louis Blanc’s proposals of a state socialism based upon
partnership between producer associations and a Jacobin
state authority. Others yet again point to the 1860s and the
alleged deal struck up between Bismarck and Lassalle, the
first leader of German social democracy, whose aim was to
establish a form of state socialism.

But what the story told here suggests is that all these
historical approaches put the cart before the horse. Social
democracy preceded the genesis of nineteenth- or twen-
tieth-century socialism, whether in its ‘utopian’ or ‘scien-
tific’ form. The first thinkers and activists to build upon
the works of Smith were libertarians of the left rather than
of the right. However circumspect and politically cautious
Adam Smith’s own approach, readings of his work by the
progressives of the 1780s and 1790s provided much of the
foundation of a radical critique of aristocratic monopoly
and the bellicose and inegalitarian state which protected it.

It was not Smith but the conservative reaction of the 1790s
which produced the divorce between political economy and
progressive politics. Indeed, it was precisely the ferocious
reaction to what might be described as the first social dem-
ocratic programme for the elimination of poverty and ine-
quality that prompted the appearance of what came to be
called ‘socialism’. Socialism in the writings of Saint Simon,
Fourier and Owen assumed a non-political and anti-repub-
lican form, not least to avoid the hostility encountered by
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Condorcet, Paine and Godwin. Their ‘utopian’ or quasi-
religious appearance helped to circumvent the formidable
discursive and institutional obstacles, whether religious or
political, erected by the enraged or demoralised regimes of
the 1790s and 1800s.

The proposals of Condorcet and Paine derived from a
unique juncture between the rationalist optimism of the
Enlightenment, the impact of democratic revolutions and
an exhilarating sense of the possibility of marrying Smith’s
conception of the potential of commercial society with a
modern republican form. In the course of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, this new language of citizenship
was increasingly pushed aside by opposing extremes: on
the one side, laisser faire individualism and a language of
producer and consumer; on the other side, socialism and
the language of worker and capitalist. Contemporary social
democracy has too long attempted to navigate between these
two extremes, both elaborated in the chilly and anti-politi-
cal aftermath of the French Revolution. It should instead
revisit its original birthplace and resume the ambition of
the late and democratic Enlightenment to combine the
benefits of individual freedom and commercial society with
a republican ideal of greater equality, inclusive citizenship
and the public good.
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