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NEW YORK E.P.

DUTTON &

COMPANY

PUBLISHERS Preface

The History of the Fabian Society will perhaps

chiefly interest the members, present and past,

of the Society. But in so far as this book de-

scribes the growth of Socialist theory in Eng-

land, and the influence of Socialism on the po-

litical thought of the last thirty years, I hope it
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will appeal to a wider circle.

I have described in my book the care with

which the Fabian Tracts have been revised and

edited by members of the Executive Commit-

tee. Two of my colleagues, Sidney Webb and

Bernard Shaw, have been good enough to re-

vise this volume in like manner, and I have

to thank them for innumerable corrections in

style, countless suggestions of better words and

phrases, and a number of amplifications and

additions, some of which I have accepted with-

out specific acknowledgment, whilst others for

one reason or another are to be found in notes;

and I am particularly grateful to Bernard Shaw

for two valuable memoranda on the history of

Fabian Economics, and on Guild Socialism, which

are printed as an appendix.

The MS. or proofs have also been read by

Mrs. Sidney Webb, Mrs. Bernard Shaw, Sir
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Sydney Olivier, Graham Wallas, W. Stephen Sanders,

and R.C.K. Ensor, to each of whom my cordial

thanks are due for suggestions, additions, and

corrections.

To Miss Bertha Newcombe I am obliged for

permission to reproduce the interesting sketch

which forms the frontispiece.

-January-, 1916.
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Chapter 1

The Sources of Fabian Socialism

The ideas of the early eighties–The epoch of

Evolution–Sources of Fabian ideas–Positivism–

Henry George–John Stuart Mill–Robert Owen–

Karl Marx–The Democratic Federation–”The Chris-

tian Socialist”–Thomas Davidson.

”Britain as a whole never was more tranquil

and happy,” said the ”Spectator,” then the or-

gan of sedate Liberalism and enlightened Progress,

in the summer of 1882. ”No class is at war with

society or the government: there is no disaffec-
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tion anywhere, the Treasury is fairly full, the

accumulations of capital are vast”; and then

the writer goes on to compare Great Britain with

Ireland, at that time under the iron heel of coer-

cion, with Parnell and hundreds of his followers

in jail, whilst outrages and murders, like those

of Maamtrasma, were almost everyday occur-

rences.

Some of the problems of the early eighties

are with us yet. Ireland is still a bone of con-

tention between political parties: the Channel

tunnel is no nearer completion: and then as

now, when other topics are exhausted, the ”Spec-

tator” can fill up its columns with Thought Trans-

ference and Psychical Research.

But other problems which then were vital,

are now almost forgotten. Electric lighting was

a doubtful novelty: Mr. Bradlaugh’s refusal

to take the oath excited a controversy which
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now seems incredible. Robert Louis Steven-

son can no longer be adequately described as

an ”accomplished writer,” and the introduction

of female clerks into the postal service by Mr.

Fawcett has ceased to raise alarm lest the cour-

teous practice of always allowing ladies to be

victors in an argument should perforce be aban-

doned.

But in September of the same year we find

a cloud on the horizon, the prelude of a com-

ing storm. The Trade Union Congress had just

been held and the leaders of the working classes,

with apparently but little discussion, had passed

a resolution asking the Government to institute

an enquiry with a view to relaxing the strin-

gency of Poor Law administration. This, said

the ”Spectator,” is beginning ”to tamper with

natural conditions,” ”There is no logical halting-

place between the theory that it is the duty of

http://booksiread.org
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the State to make the poor comfortable, and so-

cialism.”

Another factor in the thought of those days

attracted but little attention in the Press, though

there is a long article in the ”Spectator” at the

beginning of 1882 on ”the ever-increasing won-

der” of that strange faith, ”Positivism.” It is dif-

ficult for the present generation to realise how

large a space in the minds of the young men

of the eighties was occupied by the religion in-

vented by Auguste Comte. Of this however more

must be said on a later page.

But perhaps the most significant feature in

the periodical literature of the time is what it

omits. April, 1882, is memorable for the death

of Charles Darwin, incomparably the greatest

of nineteenth-century Englishmen, if greatness

be measured by the effects of his work on the

thought of the world. The ”Spectator” printed
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a secondary article which showed some appre-

ciation of the event. But in the monthly re-

views it passed practically unnoticed. It is true

that Darwin was buried in Westminster Abbey,

but even in 1882, twenty-three years after the

publication of the ”Origin of Species,” evolution

was regarded as a somewhat dubious theorem

which respectable people were wise to ignore.

In the monthly reviews we find the same odd

mixture of articles apposite to present problems,

and articles utterly out of date. The organisa-

tion of agriculture is a perennial, and Lady Ver-

ney’s ”Peasant Proprietorship in France” (”Con-

temporary,” January, 1882), Mr. John Rae’s

”Co-operative Agriculture in Germany” (”Con-

temporary,” March, 1882), and Professor Sed-

ley Taylor’s ”Profit-Sharing in Agriculture” (”Nine-

teenth Century,” October, 1882) show that change

in the methods of exploiting the soil is leaden-

http://booksiread.org
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footed and lagging.

Problems of another class, centring round

”the Family,” present much the same aspect

now as they did thirty years ago. In his ”In-

fant Mortality and Married Women in Facto-

ries,” Professor Stanley Jevons (”Contemporary,”

January, 1882) proposes that mothers of chil-

dren under three years of age should be ex-

cluded from factories, and we are at present

perhaps even farther from general agreement

whether any measure on these lines ought to

be adopted.

But when we read the articles on Socialism–

more numerous than might be expected at that

early date–we are in another world. Mr. Samuel

Smith, M.P., writing on ”Social Reform” in the

”Nineteenth Century” for May, 1883, says that:

”Our country is still comparatively free from Com-

munism and Nihilism and similar destructive
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movements, but who can tell how long this will

continue? We have a festering mass of human

wretchedness in all our great towns, which is

the natural hotbed of such anarchical move-

ments: all the great continental countries are

full of this explosive material. Can we depend

on our country keeping free from the infection

when we have far more poverty in our midst

than the neighbouring European States?” Emi-

gration and temperance reform, he thinks, may

avert the danger.

The Rev. Samuel (later Canon) Barnett in

the same review a month earlier advocated Free

Libraries and graduated taxation to pay for free

education, under the title of ”Practicable So-

cialism.” In April, 1883, Emile de Lavelaye de-

scribed with alarm the ”Progress of Socialism.”

”On the Continent,” he wrote, ”Socialism is said

to be everywhere.” To it he attributed with re-
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markable inaccuracy, the agrarian movement

in Ireland, and with it he connected the fact

that Henry George’s new book, ”Progress and

Poverty,” was selling by thousands ”in an ul-

tra popular form” in the back streets and alleys

of England. And then he goes on to allude to

Prince Bismarck’s ”abominable proposition to

create a fund for pensioning invalid workmen

by a monopoly of tobacco”!

Thirty years ago politics were only intermit-

tently concerned with social problems. On the

whole the view prevailed, at any rate amongst

the leaders, that Government should interfere

in such matters as little as possible. Pauperism

was still to be stamped out by ruthless deter-

rence: education had been only recently and

reluctantly taken in hand: factory inspection

alone was an accepted State function. Lord

Beaconsfield was dead and he had forgotten his



http://booksiread.org 27

zeal for social justice long before he attained

power. Gladstone, then in the zenith of his

fame, never took any real interest in social ques-

tions as we now understand them. Lord Salis-

bury was an aristocrat and thought as an aris-

tocrat. John Bright viewed industrial life from

the standpoint of a Lancashire mill-owner. William

Edward Forster, the creator of national educa-

tion, a Chartist in his youth, had become the

gaoler of Parnell and the protagonist of coercion

in Ireland. Joseph Chamberlain alone seemed

to realise the significance of the social problem,

and unhappily political events were soon to de-

flect his career from what then seemed to be its

appointed course.

The political parties therefore offered very

little attraction to the young men of the early

eighties, who, viewing our social system with

the fresh eyes of youth, saw its cruelties and

http://booksiread.org
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its absurdities and judged them, not as older

men, by comparison with the worse cruelties

and greater absurdities of earlier days, but by

the standard of common fairness and common

sense, as set out in the lessons they had learned

in their schools, their universities, and their

churches.

It is nowadays not easy to recollect how wide

was the intellectual gulf which separated the

young generation of that period from their par-

ents. ”The Origin of Species,” published in 1859,

inaugurated an intellectual revolution such as

the world had not known since Luther nailed

his Theses to the door of All Saints’ Church at

Wittenberg. The older folk as a rule refused to

accept or to consider the new doctrine. I rec-

ollect a botanical Fellow of the Royal Society

who, in 1875, told me that he had no opin-

ions on Darwin’s hypothesis. The young men of
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the time I am describing grew up with the new

ideas and accepted them as a matter of course.

Herbert Spencer, then deemed the greatest of

English thinkers, was pointing out in porten-

tous phraseology the enormous significance of

Evolution. Professor Huxley, in brilliant essays,

was turning to ridicule the simple-minded credulity

of Gladstone and his contemporaries. Our par-

ents, who read neither Spencer nor Huxley, lived

in an intellectual world which bore no relation

to our own; and cut adrift as we were from the

intellectual moorings of our upbringings, recog-

nising, as we did, that the older men were use-

less as guides in religion, in science, in philos-

ophy because they knew not evolution, we also

felt instinctively that we could accept nothing

on trust from those who still believed that the

early chapters of Genesis accurately described

the origin of the universe, and that we had to

http://booksiread.org


30 The History of the Fabian Society

discover somewhere for ourselves what were the

true principles of the then recently invented sci-

ence of sociology.

One man there was who professed to offer

us an answer, Auguste Comte. He too was pre-

Darwinian, but his philosophy accepted science,

future as well as past. John Stuart Mill, whose

word on his own subjects was then almost law,

wrote of him with respectful admiration. His

followers were known to number amongst them

some of the ablest thinkers of the day. The

”Religion of Humanity” offered solutions for all

the problems that faced us. It suggested a new

heaven, of a sort, and it proposed a new earth,

free from all the inequalities of wealth, the pre-

ventable suffering, the reckless waste of effort,

which we saw around us. At any rate, it was

worth examination; and most of the free-thinking

men of that period read the ”Positive Polity” and



http://booksiread.org 31

the other writings of the founder, and spent

some Sunday mornings at the little conventicle

in Lamb’s Conduit Street, or attended on Sun-

day evenings the Newton Hall lectures of Fred-

eric Harrison.

Few could long endure the absurdities of a

made-up theology and a make-believe religion:

and the Utopia designed by Comte was as im-

practicable and unattractive as Utopias gener-

ally are. But the critical and destructive part

of the case was sound enough. Here was a

man who challenged the existing order of so-

ciety and pronounced it wrong. It was in his

view based on conventions, on superstitions,

on regulations which were all out of date; so-

ciety should be reorganised in the light of pure

reason; the anarchy of competition must be brought

to an end; mankind should recognise that or-

der, good sense, science, and, he added, re-

http://booksiread.org


32 The History of the Fabian Society

ligion freed from superstition, could turn the

world into a place where all might live together

in comfort and happiness.

Positivism proposed to attain its Utopia by

moralising the capitalists, and herein it showed

no advance on Christianity, which for nineteen

centuries had in vain preached social obligation

to the rich. The new creed could not succeed

where the old, with all its tremendous sanc-

tions, had completely failed. We wanted some-

thing fresh, some new method of dealing with

the inequalities of wealth.

Emile de Lavelaye was quite correct in at-

tributing significance to the publication of ”Progress

and Poverty,” though the seed sown by Henry

George took root, not in the slums and alleys of

our cities–no intellectual seed of any sort can

germinate in the sickly, sunless atmosphere of

slums–but in the minds of people who had suf-
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ficient leisure and education to think of other

things than breadwinning. Henry George pro-

posed to abolish poverty by political action: that

was the new gospel which came from San Fran-

cisco in the early eighties. ”Progress and Poverty”

was published in America in 1879, and its au-

thor visited England at the end of 1881. So-

cialism hardly existed at that time in English-

speaking countries, but the early advocates of

land taxation were not then, as they usually are

now, uncompromising individualists. ”Progress

and Poverty” gave an extraordinary impetus to

the political thought of the time. It proposed

to redress the wrongs suffered by the work-

ing classes as a whole: the poverty it consid-

ered was the poverty of the wage workers as

a class, not the destitution of the unfortunate

and downtrodden individuals. It did not merely

propose, like philanthropy and the Poor Law,
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to relieve the acute suffering of the outcasts

of civilisation, those condemned to wretched-

ness by the incapacity, the vice, the folly, or

the sheer misfortune of themselves or their re-

lations. It suggested a method by which wealth

would correspond approximately with worth; by

which the reward of labour would go to those

that laboured; the idleness alike of rich and

poor would cease; the abundant wealth cre-

ated by modern industry would be distributed

with something like fairness and even equality,

amongst those who contributed to its produc-

tion. Above all, this tremendous revolution was

to be accomplished by a political method, ap-

plicable by a majority of the voters, and capable

of being drafted as an Act of Parliament by any

competent lawyer.

To George belongs the extraordinary merit

of recognising the right way of social salvation.
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The Socialists of earlier days had proposed seg-

regated communities; the Co-operators had tried

voluntary associations; the Positivists advocated

moral suasion; the Chartists favoured force, phys-

ical or political; the Marxists talked revolution

and remembered the Paris Commune. George

wrote in a land where the people ruled them-

selves, not only in fact but also in name. The

United States in the seventies was not yet dom-

inated by trusts and controlled by millionaires.

Indeed even now that domination and control,

dangerous and disastrous as it often is, could

not withstand for a moment any widespread

uprising of the popular will. Anyway, George

recognised that in the Western States political

institutions could be moulded to suit the will

of the electorate; he believed that the majority

desired to seek their own well-being and this

could not fail to be also the well-being of the
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community as a whole. From Henry George I

think it may be taken that the early Fabians

learned to associate the new gospel with the old

political method.

But when we came to consider the plan pro-

posed by George we quickly saw that it would

not carry us far. Land may be the source of all

wealth to the mind of a settler in a new coun-

try. To those whose working day was passed

in Threadneedle Street and Lombard Street, on

the floor of the Stock Exchange, and in the Bank

of England, land appears to bear no relation at

all to wealth, and the allegation that the whole

surplus of production goes automatically to the

landowners is obviously untrue. George’s polit-

ical economy was old-fashioned or absurd; and

his solution of the problem of poverty could not

withstand the simplest criticism. Taxation to

extinction of the rent of English land would only
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affect a small fraction of England’s wealth.

There was another remedy in the field. So-

cialism was talked about in the reviews: some

of us knew that an obscure Socialist movement

was stirring into life in London. And above all

John Stuart Mill had spoken very respectfully

of Socialism in his ”Political Economy,” which

then held unchallenged supremacy as an expo-

sition of the science. If, he wrote, ”the choice

were to be made between Communism[1] with

all its chances, and the present state of soci-

ety with all its sufferings and injustices, if the

institution of private property necessarily car-

ried with it as a consequence that the produce

of labour should be apportioned as we now see

it almost in inverse proportion to labour, the

largest portions to those who have never worked

at all, the next largest to those whose work is

almost nominal, and so in descending scale,
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the remuneration dwindling as the work grows

harder and more disagreeable until the most

fatiguing and exhausting bodily labour cannot

count with certainty on being able to earn even

the necessities of life; if this or Communism

were the alternative, all the difficulties, great

or small, of Communism would be but as dust

in the balance.”[2] And again in the next para-

graph: ”We are too ignorant, either of what in-

dividual agency in its best form or Socialism in

its best form can accomplish, to be qualified

to decide which of the two will be the ultimate

form of human society.”

More than thirty years had passed since this

had been written, and whilst the evils of private

property, so vividly depicted by Mill, showed

no signs of mitigation, the remedies he antic-

ipated had made no substantial progress. The

co-operation of the Rochdale Pioneers had proved
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a magnificent success, but its sphere of opera-

tions was now clearly seen to be confined within

narrow limits. Profit-sharing then as now was

a sickly plant barely kept alive by the labori-

ous efforts of benevolent professors. Mill’s in-

dictment of the capitalist system, in regard to

its effects on social life, was so powerful, his

treatment of the primitive socialism and com-

munism of his day so sympathetic, that it is

surprising how little it prepared the way for the

reception of the new ideas. But to some of his

readers, at any rate, it suggested that there was

an alternative to the capitalistic system, and

that Socialism or Communism was worthy of

examination.[3]

The Socialism of Robert Owen had made a

profound impression on the working people of

England half a century earlier, but the tradi-

tion of it was confined to those who had heard
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its prophet. Owen, one of the greatest men of

his age, had no sense of art; his innumerable

writings are unreadable; and both his later ex-

cursions into spiritualism, and the failure of his

communities and co-operative enterprises, had

clouded his reputation amongst those outside

the range of his personality. In later years we

often came across old men who had sat at his

feet, and who rejoiced to hear once more some-

thing resembling his teachings: but I do not

think that, at the beginning, the Owenite tradi-

tion had any influence upon us.

Karl Marx died in London on the 14th March,

1883, but nobody in England was then aware

that the greatest figure in international poli-

tics had passed away. It is true that Marx had

taken a prominent part in founding the Inter-

national at that historic meeting in St. Mar-

tin’s Town Hall on September 28th, 1864. The
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real significance of that episode was over-rated

at the time, and when the International dis-

appeared from European politics in 1872 the

whole thing was forgotten.

In Germany Marxian Socialism was already

a force, and it was attracting attention in Eng-

land, as we have seen. But the personality of

Marx must have been antipathetic to the En-

glish workmen whom he knew, or else he failed

to make them understand his ideas: at any

rate, his socialism fell on deaf ears, and it may

be said to have made no lasting impression on

the leaders of English working-class thought.

Though he was resident in England for thirty-

four years, Marx remained a German to the

last. His writings were not translated into En-

glish at this period, and Mr. Hyndman’s ”Eng-

land for All,” published in 1881, which was the

first presentation of his ideas in English, did

http://booksiread.org


42 The History of the Fabian Society

not even mention his name. This book was in

fact an extremely moderate proposal to rem-

edy ”something seriously amiss in the condi-

tions of our everyday life,” and the immediate

programme was no more than an eight hours

working day, free and compulsory education,

compulsory construction of working-class dwellings,

and cheap ”transport” for working-class pas-

sengers. It was the unauthorised programme

of the Democratic Federation which had been

founded by Mr. Hyndman in 1881. ”Socialism

Made Plain,” the social and political Manifesto

of the Democratic Federation (undated, but ap-

parently issued in 1883), is a much stronger

document. It deals with the distribution of the

National Income, giving the workers’ share as

300 out of 1300 millions sterling, and demands

that the workers should ”educate, agitate, or-

ganise” in order to get their own. Evidently it
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attracted some attention, since we find that the

second edition of a pamphlet ”Reply” by Samuel

Smith, M.P., then a person of substantial im-

portance, was issued in January, 1884.

At the end of 1883 Mr. Hyndman published

his ”Historical Basis of Socialism in England,”

which for some time was the text-book of the

Democratic Federation, but this, of course, was

too late to influence the founders of the Fabian

Society.

We were however aware of Marx, and I find

that my copy of the French edition of ”Das Kap-

ital” is dated 8th October, 1883; but I do not

think that any of the original Fabians had read

the book or had assimilated its ideas at the time

the Society was founded.

To some of those who joined the Society in

its early days Christian Socialism opened the

way of salvation. The ”Christian Socialist”[4]
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was established by a band of persons some of

whom were not Socialist and others not Chris-

tian. It claimed to be the spiritual child of the

Christian Socialist movement of 1848-52, which

again was Socialist only on its critical side, and

constructively was merely Co-operative Produc-

tion by voluntary associations of workmen. Un-

der the guidance of the Rev. Stewart D. Head-

lam[5] its policy of the revived movement was

Land Reform, particularly on the lines of the

Single Tax. The introductory article boldly claims

the name of Socialist, as used by Maurice and

Kingsley: the July number contains a long ar-

ticle by Henry George. In September a formal

report is given of the work of the Democratic

Federation. In November Christianity and So-

cialism are said to be convertible terms, and in

January, 1884, the clerical view of usury is set

forth in an article on the morality of interest.
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In March Mr. H.H. Champion explains ”sur-

plus value,” and in April we find a sympathetic

review of the ”Historic Basis of Socialism.” In

April, 1885, appears a long and full report of

a lecture by Bernard Shaw to the Liberal and

Social Union. The greater part of the paper is

filled with Land Nationalisation, Irish affairs–

the land agitation in Ireland was then at its

height–and the propaganda of Henry George:

whilst much space is devoted to the religious

aspect of the social problem. Sydney Olivier,

before he joined the Fabian Society, was one of

the managing group, and amongst others con-

cerned in it were the Rev. C.L. Marson and the

Rev. W.E. Moll. At a later period a Christian

Socialist Society was formed; but our concern

here is with the factors which contributed to

the Fabian Society at its start, and it is not nec-

essary to touch on other periods of the move-
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ment.

Thomas Davidson[6] was the occasion rather

than the cause of the founding of the Fabian

Society. His socialism was ethical and indi-

vidual rather than economic and political. He

was spiritually a descendant of the Utopians

of Brook Farm and the Phalanstery, and what

he yearned for was something in the nature

of a community of superior people withdrawn

from the world because of its wickedness, and

showing by example how a higher life might be

led. Probably his Scotch common sense re-

coiled from definitely taking the plunge: I am

not aware that he ever actually proposed that

his disciples should form a self-contained com-

munity. In a lecture to the New York Fellowship

of the New Life, he said, ”I shall set out with

two assumptions, first, that human life does

not consist in material possession; and second,
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that it does consist in free spiritual activity, of

which in this life at least material possession is

an essential condition.” There is nothing new in

this: it is the common basis of all religions and

ethical systems. But it needs to be re-stated for

each generation, and so stated as to suit each

environment. At the time that I am describing

Davidson’s re-statement appealed to the small

circle of his adherents, though the movement

which he started had results that he neither

expected nor approved.

I have now indicated the currents of thought

which contributed to the formation of the Fabian

Society, so far as I can recover them from mem-

ory and a survey of the periodical literature of

the period. I have not included the writings of

Ruskin, Socialist in outlook as some of them

undoubtedly are, because I think that the value

of his social teachings was concealed from most
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of us at that time by reaction against his re-

ligious mediaevalism, and indifference to his

gospel of art. Books so eminently adapted for

young ladies at mid-Victorian schools did not

appeal to modernists educated by Comte and

Spencer.



FOOTNOTES:

[1] The words Communism and Socialism were

interchangeable at that period, e.g. the ”Man-

ifesto of the Communist Party,” by Karl Marx

and Frederick Engels, 1848.

[2] ”Political Economy,” Book II, Chap. i,

Sec. 3.

[3] William Morris attributed to Mill his con-

version to Socialism. See J.W. Mackail’s ”Life,”

Vol. II, p. 79.

[4] No. 1, June, 1883, monthly, 1d.; contin-

ued until 1891.

[5] Born 1847. Founded the Guild of St.
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Matthew 1877 and edited its organ, the ”Church

Reformer,” till 1895. Member of the English

Land Restoration League, originally the Land

Reform Union, from 1883. Member of the Lon-

don School Board 1888-1904; of the London

County Council since 1907.

[6] See ”Memorials of Thomas Davidson: the

wandering scholar.” Edited by William Knight.

London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1907. Thomas David-

son was born in Aberdeenshire in 1840 of a

peasant family; after a brilliant career at Ab-

erdeen University he settled in America, but

travelled much in Europe. His magnetic per-

sonality inspired attachment and admiration in

all he came across. He lectured and wrote in-

cessantly, founded Ethical Societies and Schools,

and published several volumes on philosophi-

cal subjects, but his achievements were scarcely

commensurate with his abilities. He died in
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1900.
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Chapter 2

The Foundations of the Society: 1883-4

Frank Podmore and Ghost-hunting–Thomas

Davidson and his circle–The preliminary meetings–

The Fellowship of the New Life–Formation of the

Society–The career of the New Fellowship.

In the autumn of 1883 Thomas Davidson

paid a short visit to London and held several

little meetings of young people, to whom he ex-

pounded his ideas of a Vita Nuova, a Fellowship

of the New Life. I attended the last of these

meetings held in a bare room somewhere in
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Chelsea, on the invitation of Frank Podmore,[7]

whose acquaintance I had made a short time

previously. We had become friends through a

common interest first in Spiritualism and sub-

sequently in Psychical Research, and it was whilst

vainly watching for a ghost in a haunted house

at Notting Hill–the house was unoccupied: we

had obtained the key from the agent, left the

door unlatched, and returned late at night in

the foolish hope that we might perceive some-

thing abnormal–that he first discussed with me

the teachings of Henry George in ”Progress and

Poverty,” and we found a common interest in

social as well as psychical progress.

[Illustration: -From a copyright photograph

by Fredk. Hollyer, W-.



FRANK PODMORE,

ABOUT 1895]

The English organiser or secretary of the still

unformed Davidsonian Fellowship was Percival

Chubb, then a young clerk in the Local Gov-

ernment Board, and subsequently a lecturer

and head of an Ethical Church in New York

and St. Louis. Thomas Davidson was about to

leave London; and the company he had gath-

ered round him, desirous of further discussing

his suggestions, decided to hold another meet-

ing at my rooms. I was at that time a member of
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the Stock Exchange and lived in lodgings fur-

nished by myself.

Here then on October 24th, 1883, was held

the first of the fortnightly meetings, which have

been continued with scarcely a break, through

nine months of every year, up to the present

time. The company that assembled consisted

in part of the Davidsonian circle and in part of

friends of my own.

The proceedings at this meeting, recorded in

the first minute book of the Society in the hand-

writing of Percival Chubb, were as follows:–



”THE NEW LIFE”

”The first general meeting of persons interested

in this movement was held at Mr. Pease’s rooms,

17 Osnaburgh Street, Regent’s Park, on Wednes-

day the 24th October, 1883. There were present:

Miss Ford, Miss Isabella Ford [of Leeds], Mrs.

Hinton [widow of James Hinton], Miss Haddon

[her sister], Mr., Mrs., and Miss Robins, Mau-

rice Adams, H.H. Champion, Percival A. Chubb,

H. Havelock Ellis, J.L. Joynes, Edward R. Pease,

Frank Podmore, R.B.P. Frost, and Hamilton Pullen.

”The proceedings were begun by the reading

of Mr. Thomas Davidson’s paper ’The New Life,’
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read by him at a former assemblage, and after it

of the Draft of a proposed constitution (Sketch

No. 2). [This has not been preserved.]

”A general discussion followed on the ques-

tion as to what was possible of achievement

in the way of founding a communistic society

whose members should lead the new higher life

foreshadowed in the paper just read. The idea

of founding a community abroad was gener-

ally discredited, and it was generally recognised

that it would not be possible to establish here

in England any independent community. What

could be done perhaps would be for a num-

ber of persons in sympathy with the main idea

to unite for the purpose of common living as

far as possible on a communistic basis, real-

ising amongst themselves the higher life and

making it a primary care to provide a worthy

education for the young. The members would
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pursue their present callings in the world, but

they would always aim to make the community

as far as practicable self-contained and self-

supporting, combining perhaps to carry on some

common business or businesses.

”It was eventually arranged to further dis-

cuss the matter at another meeting which was

fixed for a fortnight hence (Wednesday, 7th Novem-

ber). Mr. Podmore consented to ask Miss Owen

[afterwards Mrs. Laurence Oliphant] to attend

then and narrate the experiences of the New

Harmony Community founded by [her grandfa-

ther] Robert Owen.

”It was suggested–and the suggestion was

approvingly received–that undoubtedly the first

thing to be done was for those present to be-

come thoroughly acquainted with each other. A

general introduction of each person to the rest

of the company was made and the business of
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the meeting being concluded conversation fol-

lowed,”

On November 7th, the second meeting was

held, when a number of new people attended,

including Hubert Bland, who, I think, had been

one of the original Davidson group. Miss Owen

was unable to be present, and a draft constitu-

tion was discussed.

”A question was then raised as to the method

of conducting the proceedings. The appoint-

ment of a chairman was proposed, and Mr. Pease

was appointed. It was suggested that resolu-

tions should be passed constituting a society,

and, as far as those present were concerned,

designating its objects. Some exception was

taken to this course as being an undesirable

formality not in harmony with the free spirit of

the undertaking, but meeting with general ap-

proval it was followed.
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”After some discussion ... the following res-

olution was proposed and agreed to:–

”That an association be formed whose ulti-

mate aim shall be the reconstruction of Society

in accordance with the highest moral possibili-

ties”

A Committee consisting of Messrs. Cham-

pion (who was not present), Ellis, Jupp, Pod-

more, and Chubb, and, failing Champion, Pease

was appointed to draw up and submit propos-

als, and it was resolved for the future to meet

on Fridays, a practice which the Society has

maintained ever since.

The meeting on November 23rd was attended

by thirty-one people, and included Miss Dale

Owen, William Clarke, and Frederick Keddell,

the first Secretary of the Fabian Society.

H.H. Champion[8] introduced the proposals

of the Committee, including the following reso-
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lution, which was carried apparently with unanimity:–

”The members of the Society assert that the

Competitive system assures the happiness and

comfort of the few at the expense of the suffer-

ing of the many and that Society must be re-

constituted in such a manner as to secure the

general welfare and happiness,”

Then the minutes go on, indicating already

a rift in the Society: ”As the resolution referred

rather to the material or economic aims of the

Society and not to its primary spiritual aim, it

was agreed that it should stand as No. 3, and

that another resolution setting forth the spir-

itual basis of the Fellowship shall be passed

which shall stand as No. 2.”

It proved impossible to formulate then and

there the spiritual basis of the Society, and af-

ter several suggestions had been made a new
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committee was appointed. Resolution No. 1

had already been deferred.

The next meeting was held on December 7th,

when only fifteen were present. Hubert Bland

occupied the chair, and Dr. Burns-Gibson in-

troduced a definite plan as follows:–
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”THE FELLOWSHIP

OF NEW LIFE

-Object-.–The cultivation of a perfect character

in each and all.

-Principle-.–The subordination of material things

to spiritual.

-Fellowship-.–The sole and essential condi-

tion of fellowship shall be a single-minded, sin-

cere, and strenuous devotion to the object and

principle.”

Further articles touched on the formation of

a community, the supplanting of the spirit of
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competition, the highest education of the young,

simplicity of living, the importance of manual

labour and religious communion. Nine names

were attached to this project, including those

of Percival Chubb, Havelock Ellis, and William

Clarke, and it was announced that a Fellow-

ship would be formed on this basis, whether it

was accepted or rejected by the majority. These

propositions were discussed and no decision

was arrived at.

Up to this point the minutes are recorded in

the writing of Percival Chubb. The next entry

was made by Frank Podmore, and those after

that by Frederick Keddell.

We now arrive at the birthday of the Fabian

Society, and the minutes of that meeting must

be copied in full:–

”Meeting held at 17 Osnaburgh Street, on

Friday, 4th January, 1884.
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”Present: Mrs. Robins, Miss Robins, Miss

Haddon, Miss C. Haddon, Messrs. J. Hunter

Watts, Hughes, Bland, Keddell, Pease, Staple-

ton, Chubb, Burns-Gibson, Swan, Podmore, Est-

court, etc.

”Mr. Bland took the chair at 8.10 p.m.

”After the minutes of the previous meeting

had been read and confirmed Dr. Gibson moved

the series of resolutions which had been read to

the Society at the previous meeting.

”Mr. Podmore moved as an amendment the

series of resolutions, copies of which had been

circulated amongst the members a few days pre-

viously.

”The amendment was carried by 10 votes to

4.

[Presumably the 4 included Burns-Gibson,

Chubb, and Estcourt, who signed the defeated

resolutions.]
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”Mr. Podmore’s proposals were then put for-

ward as substantive resolutions and considered

seriatim.

”Resolution I.–That the Society be called the

Fabian Society (as Mr. Podmore explained in al-

lusion to the victorious policy of Fabius Cunc-

tator) was carried by 9 votes to 2.

”Resolution II.–That the Society shall not at

present pledge its members to any more defi-

nite basis of agreement than that contained in

the resolution of 23rd November, 1883.

”Carried unanimously.

”Resolution III.–In place of Mr. Podmore’s

first proposal it was eventually decided to mod-

ify the resolution of 7th November, 1883, by in-

serting the words ’to help on’ between the words

’shall be’ and the words ’the reconstruction.’

”Resolution IV with certain omissions was

agreed to unanimously, viz.: That with the view
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of learning what practical measures to take in

this direction the Society should:

”-(a)- Hold meetings for discussion, the read-

ing of papers, hearing of reports, etc.

”-(b)- Delegate some of its members to at-

tend meetings held on social subjects, debates

at Workmen’s Clubs, etc., in order that such

members may in the first place report to the

Society on the proceedings, and in the second

place put forward, as occasion serves, the views

of the Society.

”-(c)- Take measures in other ways, as, for

example, by the collection of articles from cur-

rent literature, to obtain information on all con-

temporary social movements and social needs.

”Mr. Bland, Mr. Keddell, and Mr. Podmore

were provisionally appointed as an Executive

Committee, to serve for three months, on the

motion of Mr. Pease. A collection was made to
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provide funds for past expenses: the sum col-

lected amounting to 13s. 9d.”

It appears that Mr. Bland on this occasion

acted as treasurer, though there is no record of

the fact. He was annually re-elected treasurer

and a member of the Executive Committee until

he retired from both positions in 1911.

Thus the Society was founded. Although

it appeared to be the outcome of a division of

opinion, this was scarcely in fact the case. All

those present became members, and the rela-

tions between the Fabian Society and the Fel-

lowship of the New Life were always of a friendly

character, though in fact the two bodies had

but little in common, and seldom came into

contact.

* * * * *

A few words may be devoted to the Fellow-

ship of the New Life, which continued to exist
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for fifteen years. Its chief achievement was the

publication of a quarterly paper called ”Seed-

time,”[9] issued from July, 1889, to February,

1898. The paper contains articles on Ethical

Socialism, the Simple Life, Humanitarianism,

the Education of Children, and similar subjects.

The Society was conducted much on the same

lines as the Fabian Society: fortnightly lectures

were given in London and reported in ”Seed-

time.”

In 1893 we find in ”Seedtime” an Annual

Report recording 12 public meetings, 4 social

gatherings, a membership of 95, and receipts

L73. During this year, 1892-3, J. Ramsay Mac-

donald, subsequently M.P. and Secretary and

Chairman of the Labour Party, was Honorary

Secretary, and for some years he was on the

Executive. In 1896 the membership was 115

and the income L48.
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The most persistent of the organisers of the

New Fellowship was J.F. Oakeshott, who was

also for many years a member of the Fabian Ex-

ecutive. Corrie Grant, later a well-known Lib-

eral M.P., H.S. Salt of the Humanitarian League,

Edward Carpenter, and his brother Captain Car-

penter, Herbert Rix, assistant secretary of the

Royal Society, Havelock Ellis, and, both before

and after her marriage, Mrs. Havelock Ellis

(who was Honorary Secretary for some years),

are amongst the names which appear in the

pages of ”Seedtime,”

Mild attempts were made to carry out the

Community idea by means of associated colonies

(e.g. the members residing near each other)

and a co-operative residence at 49 Doughty Street,

Bloomsbury; but close association, especially of

persons with the strong and independent opin-

ions of the average socialist, promotes discord,
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and against this the high ideals of the New Fel-

lowship proved no protection. Indeed it is a

common experience that the higher the ideal

the fiercer the hostilities of the idealists.

At Thornton Heath, near Croydon, the Fel-

lowship conducted for some time a small print-

ing business, and its concern for the right ed-

ucation for the young found expression in a

Kindergarten. Later on an Ethical Church and

a Boys’ Guild were established at Croydon.

Soon afterwards the Fellowship came to the

conclusion that its work was done, the last num-

ber of ”Seedtime” was published, and in 1898

the Society was dissolved.

[Illustration: -From a photograph by G.C.

Baresford, S.W.-
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HUBERT BLAND, IN

1902] FOOTNOTES:

[7] Frank Podmore, M.A.–b. 1856, ed. Pem-

broke College, Oxford, 1st class in Science, 1st

class clerk, G.P.O. Author of ”Apparitions and

Thought Transference,” 1894, ”Modern Spiritu-

alism,” 1902, ”The Life of Robert Owen,” 1906,

etc. D. 1910.

[8] Mr. Champion took no further part in the

Fabian movement, so far as I am aware. His

activities in connection with the Social Demo-

cratic Federation, the ”Labour Elector,” etc., are
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not germane to the present subject. He has for

twenty years resided in Melbourne.

[9] See complete set in the British Library of

Political Science, London School of Economics.



Chapter 3

The Early Days: 1884-6

The use of the word Socialism–Approval of

the Democratic Federation–Tract No. 1–The Fabian

Motto–Bernard Shaw joins–His first Tract–The

Industrial Remuneration Conference–Sidney Webb

and Sydney Olivier become members–Mrs. An-

nie Besant–Shaw’s second Tract–The Tory Gold

controversy–”What Socialism Is”–The Fabian Con-

ference of 1886–Sidney Webb’s first contribu-

tion, ”The Government Organisation of Unem-

ployed Labour.”
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The Fabian Society was founded for the pur-

pose of ”reconstructing society,” based on the

competitive system, ”in such manner as to se-

cure the general welfare and happiness.” It is

worth noting that the word ”Socialism” had not

yet appeared in its records, and it is not until

the sixth meeting, held on 21st March, 1884,

that the word first appears in the minutes, as

the title of a paper by Miss Caroline Haddon:

”The Two Socialisms”; to which is appended a

note in the handwriting of Sydney Olivier: ”This

paper is stated to have been devoted to a com-

parison between the Socialism of the Fabian

Society and that of the S.D.F.” The Society, in

fact, began its career with that disregard of mere

names which has always distinguished it. The

resolutions already recorded, advocating the re-

construction of society on a non-competitive ba-

sis with the object of remedying the evils of poverty,
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embody the essence of Socialism, and our first

publication, Tract No. 1, was so thorough-going

a statement of Socialism that it has been kept

in print ever since. But neither in Tract No. 1

nor in Tract No. 2 does the word Socialism oc-

cur, and it is not till Tract No. 3, published in

June, 1885, that we find the words ”the Fabian

Society having in view the advance of Socialism

in England.” At this stage it is clear that the So-

ciety was socialist without recognising itself as

part of a world-wide movement, and it was only

subsequently that it adopted the word which

alone adequately expressed its ideas.

At the second meeting, on 25th January,

1884, reports were presented on a lecture by

Henry George and a Conference of the Demo-

cratic Federation (later the Social Democratic

Federation); the rules were adopted, and Mr.

J.G. Stapleton read a paper on ”Social condi-
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tions in England with a view to social recon-

struction or development.” This was the first

of the long series of Fabian fortnightly lectures

which have been continued ever since. On Febru-

ary 29th, after a paper on the Democratic Fed-

eration, Mr. Bland moved: ”That whilst not en-

tirely agreeing with the statements and phrases

used in the pamphlets of the Democratic Fed-

eration, and in the speeches of Mr. Hyndman,

this Society considers that the Democratic Fed-

eration is doing good and useful work and is

worthy of sympathy and support.” This was car-

ried nem. con. On March 7th a pamphlet com-

mittee was nominated, and on March 21st the

Executive was reappointed. On April 4th the

Pamphlet Committee reported, and 2000 copies

of ”Fabian Tract No. 1” were ordered to be

printed.

This four-page leaflet has now remained in



http://booksiread.org 81

print for over thirty years, and there is no rea-

son to suppose that the demand for it will soon

cease. According to tradition, it was drafted

by W.L. Phillips, a house-painter, at that time

the only ”genuine working man” in our ranks.

He had been introduced to me by a Positivist

friend, and was in his way a remarkable man,

ready at any time to talk of his experiences of

liberating slaves by the ”Underground Railway”

in the United States. He worked with us cor-

dially for several years and then gradually dropped

out. The original edition of ”Why are the many

poor?” differs very little from that now in cir-

culation. It was revised some years later by

Bernard Shaw, who cut down the rhetoric and

sharpened the phraseology, but the substance

has not been changed. It is remarkable as con-

taining a sneer at Christianity, the only one to

be found in the publications of the Society. Per-
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haps this was a rebound from excess of ”subor-

dination of material things to spiritual things”

insisted on by the Fellowship of the New Life!

The tract had on its title page two mottoes,

the second of which has played some part in the

Society’s history. They were produced, again

according to tradition, by Frank Podmore, and,

though printed as quotations, are not to be dis-

covered in any history:–

”Wherefore it may not be gainsaid that the

fruit of this man’s long taking of counsel–and

(by the many so deemed) untimeous delays–

was the safe-holding for all men, his fellow-

citizens, of the Common Weal.”

”For the right moment you must wait, as

Fabius did most patiently, when warring against

Hannibal, though many censured his delays;

but when the time comes you must strike hard,

as Fabius did, or your waiting will be in vain,
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and fruitless.”

It has been pointed out by Mr. H.G. Wells,

and by others before him, that Fabius never did

strike hard; and many have enquired when the

right time for the Fabians to strike would come.

In fact, we recognised at that time that we did

not know what were the remedies for the evils

of society as we saw them and that the right

time for striking would not come until we knew

where to strike. Taken together as the two mot-

toes were first printed, this meaning is obvious.

The delay was to be for the purpose of ”taking

counsel.”

Tract No. 1, excellent as it is, shows a sense

of the evil, but gives no indication of the rem-

edy. Its contents are commonplace, and in no

sense characteristic of the Society. The men

who were to make its reputation had not yet

found it out, and at this stage our chief char-
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acteristic was a lack of self-confidence unusual

amongst revolutionaries. We had with consid-

erable courage set out to reconstruct society,

and we frankly confessed that we did not know

how to go about it.

The next meeting to which we need refer took

place on May 16th. The minutes merely record

that Mr. Rowland Estcourt read a paper on

”The Figures of Mr. Mallock,” but a pencil note

in the well-known handwriting of Bernard Shaw

has been subsequently added: ”This meeting

was made memorable by the first appearance

of Bernard Shaw.”

On September 5th Bernard Shaw was elected

a member, and at the following meeting on Septem-

ber 19th his first contribution to the literature

of the Society, Pamphlet No. 2, was read. The

influence of his intellectual outlook was imme-

diate, and already the era of ”highest moral pos-
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sibilities” seems remote. Tract No. 2 was never

reprinted and the number of copies in existence

outside public libraries is small: it is therefore

worth reproducing in full.

THE FABIAN SOCIETY

17 Osnaburgh Street, Regent’s Park Fabian

Tract No. 2

A MANIFESTO

”For always in thine eyes, O liberty, Shines

that high light whereby the world is saved; And

though thou slay us, we will trust in thee.”

London: George Standring, 8 & 9 Finsbury

Street, E.C. 1884.
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A MANIFESTO

THE FABIANS are associated for spreading the

following opinions held by them and discussing

their practical consequences.

That under existing circumstances wealth can-

not be enjoyed without dishonour or foregone

without misery.

That it is the duty of each member of the

State to provide for his or her wants by his or

her own Labour.

That a life interest in the Land and Capital of

the nation is the birthright of every individual

born within its confines and that access to this

87



88 The History of the Fabian Society

birthright should not depend upon the will of

any private person other than the person seek-

ing it.

That the most striking result of our present

system of farming out the national Land and

Capital to private persons has been the divi-

sion of Society into hostile classes, with large

appetites and no dinners at one extreme and

large dinners and no appetites at the other.

That the practice of entrusting the Land of

the nation to private persons in the hope that

they will make the best of it has been discred-

ited by the consistency with which they have

made the worst of it; and that Nationalisation

of the Land in some form is a public duty.

That the pretensions of Capitalism to en-

courage Invention and to distribute its benefits

in the fairest way attainable, have been discred-

ited by the experience of the nineteenth cen-
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tury.

That, under the existing system of leaving

the National Industry to organise itself Compe-

tition has the effect of rendering adulteration,

dishonest dealing and inhumanity compulsory.

That since Competition amongst producers

admittedly secures to the public the most sat-

isfactory products, the State should compete

with all its might in every department of pro-

duction.

That such restraints upon Free Competition

as the penalties for infringing the Postal monopoly,

and the withdrawal of workhouse and prison

labour from the markets, should be abolished.

That no branch of Industry should be car-

ried on at a profit by the central administration.

That the Public Revenue should be levied by

a direct Tax; and that the central administra-

tion should have no legal power to hold back for
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the replenishment of the Public Treasury any

portion of the proceeds of Industries adminis-

tered by them.

That the State should compete with private

individuals–especially with parents–in provid-

ing happy homes for children, so that every

child may have a refuge from the tyranny or

neglect of its natural custodians.

That Men no longer need special political priv-

ileges to protect them against Women, and that

the sexes should henceforth enjoy equal politi-

cal rights.

That no individual should enjoy any Privi-

lege in consideration of services rendered to the

State by his or her parents or other relations.

That the State should secure a liberal edu-

cation and an equal share in the National In-

dustry to each of its units.

That the established Government has no more
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right to call itself the State than the smoke of

London has to call itself the weather.

That we had rather face a Civil War than

such another century of suffering as the present

one has been.

It would be easy in the light of thirty years’

experience to write at much length on these

propositions. They are, of course, unqualified

”Shaw.” The minutes state that each was dis-

cussed and separately adopted. Three proposi-

tions, the nature of which is not recorded, were

at a second meeting rejected, while the propo-

sition on heredity was drafted and inserted by

order of the meeting. I recollect demurring to

the last proposition, and being assured by the

author that it was all right since in fact no such

alternative would ever be offered!

The persistency of Mr. Shaw’s social phi-

losophy is remarkable. His latest volume[10]

http://booksiread.org


92 The History of the Fabian Society

deals with parents and children, the theme he

touched on in 1884; his social ideal is still a

birthright life interest in national wealth, and

”an equal share in national industry,” the lat-

ter a phrase more suggestive than lucid. On

the other hand, he, like the rest of us, was

then by no means clear as to the distinction be-

tween Anarchism and Socialism. The old Rad-

ical prejudice in favour of direct taxation, so

that the State may never handle a penny not

wrung from the reluctant and acutely conscious

taxpayer, the doctrinaire objection to State mo-

nopolies, and the modern view that municipal

enterprises had better be carried on at cost price,

are somewhat inconsistently commingled with

the advocacy of universal State competition in

industry. It may further be noticed that we

were as yet unconscious of the claims and aims

of the working people. Our Manifesto covered a
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wide field, but it nowhere touches Co-operation

or Trade Unionism, wages or hours of labour.

We were still playing with abstractions, Land

and Capital, Industry and Competition, the In-

dividual and the State.

In connection with the first tracts another

point may be mentioned. The Society has stuck

to the format adopted in these early days, and

with a few special exceptions all its publica-

tions have been issued in the same style, and

with numbers running on consecutively. For

all sorts of purposes the advantage of this con-

tinuity has been great.

* * * * *

On January 2nd, 1885, Bernard Shaw was

elected to the Executive Committee, and about

the same time references to the Industrial Re-

muneration Conference appear in the minutes.

This remarkable gathering, made possible by a
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gift of L1000 from Mr. Miller of Edinburgh, was

summoned to spend three days in discussing

the question, ”Has the increase of products of

industry within the last hundred years tended

most to the benefit of capitalists and employers

or to that of the working classes, whether arti-

sans, labourers or others? And in what relative

proportions in any given period?”

The second day was devoted to ”Remedies,”

and the third to the question, ”Would the more

general distribution of capital or land or the

State management of capital or land promote

or impair the production of wealth and the wel-

fare of the community?” The Fabian Society ap-

pointed two delegates, J.G. Stapleton and Hu-

bert Bland, but Bernard Shaw apparently took

the place of the latter.

It met on January 28th, at the Prince’s Hall,

Piccadilly. Mr. Arthur J. Balfour read a paper
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in which he made an observation worth record-

ing: ”As will be readily believed, I am no Social-

ist, but to compare the work of such men as

Mr. (Henry) George with that of such men, for

instance, as Karl Marx, either in respect of its

intellectual force, its consistency, its command

of reasoning in general, or of economic reason-

ing in particular, seems to me absurd.”

The Conference was the first occasion in which

the Fabian Society emerged from its drawing-

room obscurity, and the speech of Bernard Shaw

on the third day was probably the first he deliv-

ered before an audience of more than local im-

portance. One passage made an impression on

his friends and probably on the public. ”It was,”

he said, ”the desire of the President that noth-

ing should be said that might give pain to par-

ticular classes. He was about to refer to a mod-

ern class, the burglars, but if there was a bur-
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glar present he begged him to believe that he

cast no reflection upon his profession, and that

he was not unmindful of his great skill and en-

terprise: his risks–so much greater than those

of the most speculative capitalist, extending as

they did to risk of liberty and life–his absti-

nence; or finally of the great number of people

to whom he gave employment, including crimi-

nal attorneys, policemen, turnkeys, builders of

gaols, and it might be the hangman. He did

not wish to hurt the feelings of shareholders ...

or of landlords ... any more than he wished to

pain burglars. He would merely point out that

all three inflicted on the community an injury

of precisely the same nature.”[11]

It may be added that Mr. Shaw was patted

on the back by a subsequent speaker, Mr. John

Wilson, of the Durham Miners, for many years

M.P. for Mid-Durham, and by no means an ha-
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bitual supporter of Socialists.

The stout volume in which the proceedings

are published is now but seldom referred to,

but it is a somewhat significant record of the

intellectual unrest of the period, an indication

that the governing classes even at this early

date in the history of English Socialism, were

prepared to consider its claims, and to give its

proposals a respectful hearing.

* * * * *

The early debates in the Society were in the

main on things abstract or Utopian. Social Re-

construction was a constant theme, Hubert Bland

outlined ”Revolutionary Prospects” in January,

1885, and Bernard Shaw in February combated

”The proposed Abolition of the Currency.”

On March 6th a new departure began: a

Committee was appointed to collect ”facts con-

cerning the working of the Poor Law,” with spe-
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cial reference to alleged official attempts to dis-

prove ”great distress amongst the workers.” It

does not appear that the Report was ever com-

pleted.

On March 20th Sidney Webb read a paper

on ”The Way Out,” and on the 1st May he was

elected a member along with his Colonial Of-

fice colleague Sydney Olivier. On May 15th is

recorded the election of Harold Cox, subsequently

M.P., and now editor of the ”Edinburgh Review.”

The Society was now finding its feet. On

April 17th it had been resolved to send a dele-

gate ”to examine into and report upon the South

Yorkshire Miners”! And on the same day it was

determined to get up a Soiree. This gather-

ing, held in Gower Street, was memorable be-

cause it was attended by Mrs. Annie Besant,

then notorious as an advocate of Atheism and

Malthusianism, the heroine of several famous
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law cases, and a friend and colleague of Charles

Bradlaugh. Mrs. Besant was elected a member

a few weeks later, and she completed the list

of the seven who subsequently wrote ”Fabian

Essays,” with the exception of Graham Wallas,

who did not join the Society until April, 1886.[12]

But although Sidney Webb had become a

Fabian the scientific spirit was not yet predomi-

nant. Bernard Shaw had, then as now, a strong

objection to the peasant agriculture of his na-

tive land, and he submitted to the Society a

characteristic leaflet addressed: ”To provident

Landlords and Capitalists, a suggestion and a

warning.” ”The Fabian Society,” it says, ”having

in view the advance of Socialism and the threat-

ened subversion of the powers hitherto exer-

cised by private proprietors of the national land

and capital ventures plainly to warn all such

proprietors that the establishment of Socialism
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in England means nothing less than the com-

pulsion of all members of the upper class, with-

out regard to sex or condition, to work for their

own living.” The tract, which is a very brief one,

goes on to recommend the proprietary classes

to ”support all undertakings having for their

object the parcelling out of waste or inferior

lands amongst the labouring class” for sundry

plausible reasons. At the foot of the title page,

in the smallest of type, is the following: ”Note.–

Great care should be taken to keep this tract

out of the hands of radical workmen, Social-

ist demagogues and the like, as they are but

too apt to conclude that schemes favourable

to landlords cannot be permanently advanta-

geous to the working class.” This elaborate joke

was, except for one amendment, adopted as

drafted on June 5th, 1885, and there is a tradi-

tion that it was favourably reviewed by a Con-
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servative newspaper!

The Society still met as a rule at 17 Osnaburgh

Street, or in the rooms of Frank Podmore at 14

Dean’s Yard, Westminster, but it was steadily

growing and new members were elected at ev-

ery meeting. Although most of the members

were young men of university education, the

Society included people of various ages. To us

at any rate Mrs. James Hinton, widow of Dr.

Hinton, and her sisters, Miss Haddon and Miss

Caroline Haddon, seemed to be at least elderly.

Mrs. Robins, her husband (a successful archi-

tect), and her daughter, who acted as ”assis-

tant” honorary secretary for the first eighteen

months, lent an air of prosperous respectabil-

ity to our earliest meetings. Mr. and Mrs. J.

Glode Stapleton, who were prominent members

for some years, were remarkable amongst us

because they drove to our meetings in their own
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brougham! The working classes, as before men-

tioned, had but a single representative. An-

other prominent member at this period was Mrs.

Charlotte M. Wilson, wife of a stock-broker liv-

ing in Hampstead, who a short time later ”sim-

plified” into a cottage at the end of the Heath,

called Wildwood Farm, now a part of the Gar-

den Suburb Estate, where Fabians for many

years held the most delightful of their social

gatherings. Mrs. Wilson was elected to the Ex-

ecutive of five in December, 1884 (Mrs. Wil-

son, H. Bland, E.R. Pease, G. Bernard Shaw

and F. Keddell), but after some time devoted

herself entirely to the Anarchist movement, led

by Prince Kropotkin, and for some years edited

their paper, ”Freedom.” But she remained through-

out a member of the Fabian Society, and twenty

years later she resumed her Fabian activity, as

will be related in a later chapter.
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All this time the Socialist movement in Eng-

land was coming into public notice with startling

rapidity. In January, 1884, ”Justice, the organ

of the Democratic Federation,” was founded, and

in August of that year the Federation made the

first of its many changes of name, and became

the Social Democratic Federation or S.D.F. The

public then believed, as the Socialists also nec-

essarily believed, that Socialism would be so at-

tractive to working-class electors that they would

follow its banner as soon as it was raised, and

the candidatures undertaken by the S.D.F. at

the General Election in November, 1885, pro-

duced widespread alarm amongst politicians of

both parties. The following account of this episode

from Fabian Tract 41, ”The Early History of the

Fabian Society,” was written by Bernard Shaw

in 1892, and describes the events and our atti-

tude at the time far more freshly and graph-
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ically than anything I can write nearly thirty

years later.

After explaining why he preferred joining the

Fabian Society rather than the S.D.F., Mr. Shaw

goes on (pp. 4-7):–

”However, as I have said, in 1885 our dif-

ferences [from other Socialists] were latent or

instinctive; and we denounced the capitalists

as thieves at the Industrial Remuneration Con-

ference, and, among ourselves, talked revolu-

tion, anarchism, labour notes -versus- pass-

books, and all the rest of it, on the tacit as-

sumption that the object of our campaign, with

its watchwords, ’EDUCATE, AGITATE, ORGA-

NIZE,’ was to bring about a tremendous smash-

up of existing society, to be succeeded by com-

plete Socialism. And this meant that we had

no true practical understanding either of exist-

ing society or Socialism. Without being quite
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definitely aware of this, we yet felt it to a cer-

tain extent all along; for it was at this period

that we contracted the invaluable habit of freely

laughing at ourselves which has always distin-

guished us, and which has saved us from be-

coming hampered by the gushing enthusiasts

who mistake their own emotions for public move-

ments. From the first, such people fled after

one glance at us, declaring that we were not

serious. Our preference for practical sugges-

tions and criticisms, and our impatience of all

general expressions of sympathy with working-

class aspirations, not to mention our way of

chaffing our opponents in preference to denounc-

ing them as enemies of the human race, re-

pelled from us some warm-hearted and eloquent

Socialists, to whom it seemed callous and cyn-

ical to be even commonly self-possessed in the

presence of the sufferings upon which Social-
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ists make war. But there was far too much

equality and personal intimacy among the Fabi-

ans to allow of any member presuming to get up

and preach at the rest in the fashion which the

working-classes still tolerate submissively from

their leaders. We knew that a certain sort of

oratory was useful for ’stoking up’ public meet-

ings; but we needed no stoking up, and, when

any orator tried the process on us, soon made

him understand that he was wasting his time

and ours. I, for one, should be very sorry to

lower the intellectual standard of the Fabian

by making the atmosphere of its public dis-

cussions the least bit more congenial to stale

declamation than it is at present. If our de-

bates are to be kept wholesome, they cannot

be too irreverent or too critical. And the ir-

reverence, which has become traditional with

us, comes down from those early days when we
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often talked such nonsense that we could not

help laughing at ourselves.
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”TORY GOLD AT THE

1885 ELECTION.

”When I add that in 1885 we had only 40 mem-

bers, you will be able to form a sufficient no-

tion of the Fabian Society in its nonage. In

that year there occurred an event which devel-

oped the latent differences between ourselves

and the Social-Democratic Federation. The Fed-

eration said then, as it still says, that its pol-

icy is founded on a recognition of the existence

of a Class War. How far the fact of the work-

ing classes being at war with the proprietary
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classes justifies them in suspending the obser-

vance of the ordinary social obligations in deal-

ing with them was never settled; but at that

time we were decidedly less scrupulous than

we are now in our ideas on the subject; and we

all said freely that as gunpowder destroyed the

feudal system, so the capitalist system could

not long survive the invention of dynamite. Not

that we are dynamitards: indeed the absur-

dity of the inference shows how innocent we

were of any practical acquaintance with explo-

sives; but we thought that the statement about

gunpowder and feudalism was historically true,

and that it would do the capitalists good to re-

mind them of it. Suddenly, however, the Fed-

eration made a very startling practical applica-

tion of the Class War doctrine. They did not

blow anybody up; but in the general election

of 1885 they ran two candidates in London–Mr.
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Williams, in Hampstead, who got 27 votes, and

Mr. Fielding, in Kennington, who got 32 votes.

And they made no secret of the fact that the

expenses of these elections had been paid by

one of the established political parties in order

to split the vote of the other. From the point

of view of the abstract moralist there was noth-

ing to be said against the transaction; since it

was evident that Socialist statesmanship must

for a long time to come consist largely of taking

advantage of the party dissensions between the

Unsocialists. It may easily happen to-morrow

that the Liberal party may offer to contribute to

the expenses of a Fabian candidate in a hope-

lessly Tory stronghold, in order to substanti-

ate its pretensions to encourage Labour rep-

resentation. Under such circumstances it is

quite possible that we may say to the Fabian

in question, Accept by all means; and deliver
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propagandist addresses all over the place. Sup-

pose that the Liberal party offers to bear part of

Mr. Sidney Webb’s expenses at the forthcoming

County Council election at Deptford, as they

undoubtedly will, by means of the usual Na-

tional Liberal Club subscription, in the case of

the poorer Labour candidates. Mr. Webb, as

a matter of personal preference for an indepen-

dence which he is fortunately able to afford, will

refuse. But suppose Mr. Webb were not in that

fortunate position, as some Labour candidates

will not be! It is quite certain that not the small-

est odium would attach to the acceptance of a

Liberal grant-in-aid. Now the idea that taking

Tory money is worse than taking Liberal money

is clearly a Liberal party idea and not a Social-

Democratic one. In 1885 there was not the

slightest excuse for regarding the Tory party as

any more hostile to Socialism than the Liberal
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party; and Mr. Hyndman’s classical quotation,

-’Non olet’—’It does not smell,’ meaning that

there is no difference in the flavour of Tory and

Whig gold once it comes into the Socialist trea-

sury, was a sufficient retort to the accusations

of moral corruption which were levelled at him.

But the Tory money job, as it was called, was

none the less a huge mistake in tactics. Be-

fore it took place, the Federation loomed large

in the imagination of the public and the politi-

cal parties. This is conclusively proved by the

fact that the Tories thought that the Socialists

could take enough votes from the Liberals to

make it worth while to pay the expenses of two

Socialist candidates in London. The day after

the election everyone knew that the Socialists

were an absolutely negligeable quantity there

as far as voting power was concerned. They

had presented the Tory party with 57 votes, at
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a cost of about L8 apiece. What was worse, they

had shocked London Radicalism, to which Tory

money was an utter abomination. It is hard to

say which cut the more foolish figure, the To-

ries who had spent their money for nothing, or

the Socialists who had sacrificed their reputa-

tion for worse than nothing.

”The disaster was so obvious that there was

an immediate falling off from the Federation, on

the one hand of the sane tacticians of the move-

ment, and on the other of those out-and-out

Insurrectionists who repudiated political action

altogether, and were only too glad to be able

to point to a discreditable instance of it. Two

resolutions were passed, one by the Socialist

League and the other by the Fabian Society.

Here is the Fabian resolution:

”’That the conduct of the Council of the Social-

Democratic Federation in accepting money from
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the Tory party in payment of the election ex-

penses of Socialist candidates is calculated to

disgrace the Socialist movement in England,’–

4th Dec., 1885.”

The result of this resolution, passed by 15

votes to 4, was the first of the very few splits

which are recorded in the history of the Soci-

ety. Frederick Keddell, the first honorary sec-

retary, resigned and I took his place, whilst a

few weeks later Sidney Webb was elected to the

vacancy on the Executive.

In 1886 Socialism was prominently before

the public. Unemployment reached a height

which has never since been touched. Messrs.

Hyndman, Champion, Burns, and Williams were

actually tried for sedition, but happily acquit-

ted; and public opinion was justified in regard-

ing Socialism rather as destructive and disor-

derly than as constructive, and, as is now of-
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ten said, even too favourable to repressive leg-

islation. In these commotions the Society as

a whole took no part, and its public activities

were limited to a meeting at South Place Chapel,

on December 18th, 1885, addressed by Mrs.

Besant.

In March, 1886, the Executive Committee

was increased to seven by the addition of Mrs.

Besant and Frank Podmore, and in April Tract

No. 4, ”What Socialism Is,” was approved for

publication. It begins with a historical pref-

ace, touching on the Wars of the Roses, Tudor

confiscation of land, the enclosure of commons,

the Industrial Revolution, and so on. Surplus

value and the tendency of wages to a minimum

are mentioned, and the valuable work of Trade

Unionism–sometimes regarded by Guild Social-

ists and others nowadays as a recent discovery–

is alluded to: indeed the modern syndicalist
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doctrine was anticipated: the workman, it is

said, ”has been forced to sell himself for a mess

of pottage and is consequently deprived of the

guidance of his own life and the direction of his

own labour.” Socialist opinion abroad, it says,

”has taken shape in two distinct schools, Col-

lectivist and Anarchist. English Socialism is

not yet Anarchist or Collectivist, not yet defi-

nite enough in point of policy to be classified.

There is a mass of Socialist feeling not yet con-

scious of itself as Socialism. But when the con-

scious Socialists of England discover their po-

sition they also will probably fall into two par-

ties: a Collectivist party supporting a strong

central administration, and a counterbalanc-

ing Anarchist party defending individual initia-

tive against that administration. In some such

fashion progress and stability will probably be

secured under Socialism by the conflict of the
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uneradicable Tory and Whig instincts in hu-

man nature.”

It will be noticed that even in this period

of turmoil the Society was altogether constitu-

tional in its outlook; political parties of Social-

ists and Anarchists combining progress with

stability were the features of the future we fore-

saw.

By this time the Society was thoroughly aware

of its relation to international socialism, and

the remaining six pages of the tract are occu-

pied by expositions of the alternatives above al-

luded to. ”Collectivism” is summarised from

Bebel’s ”Woman in the Past, Present, and Fu-

ture,” and is a somewhat mechanical scheme of

executive committees in each local commune or

district representing each branch of industry,

elected by universal suffrage for brief periods of

office and paid at the rate of ordinary workmen;
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and of a central Executive Committee chosen in

like manner or else directly appointed by the lo-

cal Communal Councils. The second part con-

sists of ”Anarchism, drawn up by C.M. Wilson

on behalf of the London Anarchists.” This is a

statement of abstract principles which frankly

admits that ”Anarchists have no fears that in

discarding the Collectivist dream of the scien-

tific regulation of industry and inventing no for-

mulas for social conditions as yet unrealised,

they are neglecting the essential for the vision-

ary,”

This tract was never reprinted, and, of course,

it attracted no attention. It was however the

first of the long series of Fabian tracts that aimed

at supplying information and thus carrying out

the original object of the Society, the education

of its members and the systematic study of the

reconstruction of the social system.
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The spring of 1886 was occupied with ar-

rangements for the Conference, which was held

at South Place Chapel on June 9th, 10th, and

11th.

Here again a quotation from Bernard Shaw’s

”Early History of the Fabian Society” is the best

description available:–



”THE FABIAN

CONFERENCE OF

1886.

”You will now ask to be told what the Fabians

had been doing all this time. Well, I think it

must be admitted that we were overlooked in

the excitements of the unemployed agitation,

which had, moreover, caused the Tory money

affair to be forgotten. The Fabians were dis-

gracefully backward in open-air speaking. Up

to quite a recent date, Graham Wallas, myself,
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and Mrs. Besant were the only representative

open-air speakers in the Society, whereas the

Federation speakers, Burns, Hyndman, Andrew

Hall, Tom Mann, Champion, Burrows, with the

Socialist Leaguers, were at it constantly. On

the whole, the Church Parades and the rest

were not in our line; and we were not wanted by

the men who were organizing them. Our only

contribution to the agitation was a report which

we printed in 1886, which recommended exper-

iments in tobacco culture, and even hinted at

compulsory military service, as means of ab-

sorbing some of the unskilled unemployed, but

which went carefully into the practical condi-

tions of relief works. Indeed, we are at present

trying to produce a new tract on the subject

without finding ourselves able to improve very

materially on the old one in this respect. It was

drawn up by Bland, Hughes, Podmore, Staple-
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ton, and Webb, and was the first of our pub-

lications that contained any solid information.

Its tone, however, was moderate and its style

somewhat conventional; and the Society was

still in so hot a temper on the social question

that we refused to adopt it as a regular Fabian

tract, and only issued it as a report printed

for the information of members. Nevertheless

we were coming to our senses rapidly by this

time. We signalized our repudiation of politi-

cal sectarianism in June, 1886, by inviting the

Radicals, the Secularists, and anyone else who

would come, to a great conference, modelled

upon the Industrial Remuneration Conference,

and dealing with the Nationalization of Land

and Capital. It fully established the fact that we

had nothing immediately practical to impart to

the Radicals and that they had nothing to im-

part to us. The proceedings were fully reported
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for us; but we never had the courage even to

read the shorthand writer’s report, which still

remains in MS. Before I refreshed my memory

on the subject the other day, I had a vague

notion that the Conference cost a great deal

of money; that it did no good whatever; that

Mr. Bradlaugh made a speech; that Mrs. Fen-

wick Miller, who had nothing on earth to do

with us, was in the chair during part of the

proceedings; and that the most successful pa-

per was by a strange gentleman whom we had

taken on trust as a Socialist, but who turned

out to be an enthusiast on the subject of build-

ing more harbours. I find, however, on looking

up the facts, that no less than fifty-three so-

cieties sent delegates; that the guarantee fund

for expenses was L100; and that the discus-

sions were kept going for three afternoons and

three evenings. The Federation boycotted us;
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but the ’Times’ reported us.[13] Eighteen pa-

pers were read, two of them by members of

Parliament, and most of the rest by well-known

people. William Morris and Dr. Aveling read pa-

pers as delegates from the Socialist League; the

National Secular Society sent Mr. Foote and Mr.

[John M.] Robertson,[14] the latter contributing

a ’Scheme of Taxation’ in which he anticipated

much of what was subsequently adopted as the

Fabian program; Wordsworth Donisthorpe took

the field for Anarchism of the type advocated

by the authors of ’A Plea for Liberty’; Stewart

Headlam spoke for Christian Socialism and the

Guild of St. Matthew; Dr. Pankhurst dealt with

the situation from the earlier Radical point of

view; and various Socialist papers were read

by Mrs. Besant, Sidney Webb, and Edward

Carpenter, besides one by Stuart Glennie, who

subsequently left us because we fought shy of
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the Marriage Question when revising our ’Ba-

sis.’ I mention all this in order to show you

how much more important this abortive Con-

ference looked than the present one. Yet all

that can be said for it is that it made us known

to the Radical clubs and proved that we were

able to manage a conference in a businesslike

way. It also, by the way, showed off our pretty

prospectus with the design by Crane at the top,

our stylish-looking blood-red invitation cards,

and the other little smartnesses on which we

then prided ourselves. We used to be plentifully

sneered at as fops and arm-chair Socialists for

our attention to these details; but I think it was

by no means the least of our merits that we al-

ways, as far as our means permitted, tried to

make our printed documents as handsome as

possible, and did our best to destroy the as-

sociation between revolutionary literature and
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slovenly printing on paper that is nasty with-

out being cheap. One effect of this was that we

were supposed to be much richer than we re-

ally were, because we generally got better value

and a finer show for our money than the other

Socialist societies.”[15]

Three members of Parliament, Charles Brad-

laugh, William Saunders, and Dr. G.B. Clark,

took part. The Dr. Pankhurst mentioned was

the husband of Mrs. Pankhurst, later the leader

of the Women’s Social and Political Union.

The reference in the foregoing passage to the

report on ”The Government Organisation of Un-

employed Labour,” prepared concurrently with

the organisation of the Conference, is by no

means adequate. The Report attracted but little

attention at the time, even in the Society itself,

but it is in fact the first typically Fabian publi-

cation, and the first in which Sidney Webb took
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part. Much subsequent experience has con-

vinced me that whenever Webb is on a commit-

tee it may be assumed in default of positive evi-

dence to the contrary that its report is his work.

Webb however maintains that to the best of his

recollection the work was shared between Pod-

more and himself, the simple arrangement be-

ing that Podmore wrote the first half and Webb

the second. The tract is an attempt to deal with

a pressing social problem on constructive lines.

It surveys the field, analyses the phenomena

presented, and suggests practicable remedies.

It is however a very cautious document. Webb

was then old as an economist, and very young

as a Socialist; none of the rest of the Committee

had the knowledge, if they had the will, to stand

up to him. Therefore we find snippets from the

theory of economic ”balance” which was uni-

versally regarded as valid in those days.
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”In practice the government obtains its tech-

nical skill by attracting men from other employ-

ers, and its capital in a mobile form by attract-

ing it from other possessors. It gets loans on

the money market, which is thereby rendered

more stringent; the rate of interest rises and

the loans made to other borrowers are dimin-

ished,”

But the particular interest of the Report at

the present day is the fact that it contains the

germs of many ideas which more than twenty

years later formed the leading features of the

Minority Report of the Poor Law Commission.

At that time it was universally believed that

the slum dwellers of London were mainly re-

cruited by rural immigrants, and this error–

disproved several years later by the painstak-

ing statistical investigations of Mr. (now Sir) H.

Llewelyn Smith–vitiates much of the reasoning
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of the Report.

After analysing the causes of unemployment

on lines now familiar to all, and denouncing

private charity with vehemence worthy of the

Charity Organisation Society, it recommends the

revival of social life in our villages in order to

keep the country people from crowding into the

slums. The Dock Companies are urged to or-

ganise their casual labour into permanently em-

ployed brigades: and it is suggested, as in the

”Minority Report,” that ”the most really ’remu-

nerative’ form of ’relief’ works for the unem-

ployed would often be a course of instruction in

some new trade or handicraft” Technical educa-

tion is strongly recommended; Labour Bureaux

are advocated; State cultivation of tobacco is

suggested as a means of employing labour on

the land (private cultivation of tobacco was un-

til recently prohibited by law), as well as munic-
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ipal drink supply, State railways, and ”univer-

sal military (home) service” as a means of pro-

moting ”the growth of social consciousness,”

The Report is unequal. An eloquent but ir-

relevant passage on the social effects of bring-

ing the railway contractor’s navvies to a rural

village was possibly contributed by Hubert Bland,

whilst the conclusion, a magniloquent eulogy

of the moral value of Government service, writ-

ten, according to Webb’s recollection, by Frank

Podmore, is evidently the work of a civil servant

who has not got over the untamed enthusiasms

of youth!

The Report shows immature judgment, but

also in parts remarkable foresight, and a com-

plete realisation of the right scientific method.

With State tobacco farms and the public organ-

isation of a corps of peripatetic State navvies,

the childhood stage of the Fabian Society may
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be said to conclude.

My own connection with the Society also changed.

In the spring of 1886 I gave up my business on

the Stock Exchange and in the summer went

to Newcastle-on-Tyne, where I lived till the au-

tumn of 1890. My account of the Society for the

next three years is therefore in the main derived

from its records. Sydney Olivier succeeded me

as ”Acting Secretary,” but for some months I

was still nominally the secretary, a fact of much

significance to my future, since it enabled me if

I liked to deal with correspondence, and it was

through a letter to the secretary of the Society,

answered by me from Newcastle, that I made

the acquaintance of the lady who three years

later became my wife.



FOOTNOTES:

[10] ”Misalliance: with a treatise on parents

and children,” 1914.

[11] Industrial Remuneration Conference. The

Report, etc. Cassell, 1885, p. 400.

[12] William Clarke had attended some early

meetings but dropped out and was actually elected

to the Society in February, 1886.

[13] Presumably a ”Times” reporter was present;

but his report was not published.

[14] Later M.P. for Tyneside and a member

of Mr. Asquith’s Government.

[15] Contemporary accounts of the confer-
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ence can be found in the July numbers of ”To-

day” and ”The Republican,” the former by Mrs.

Besant, and the latter, a descriptive criticism,

by the Editor and Printer, George Standring.



Chapter 4

The Formation of Fabian Policy: 1886-9

The factors of success; priority of date; the

men who made it–The controversy over policy–

The Fabian Parliamentary League–”Facts for Socialists”–

The adoption of the Basis–The seven Essayists

in command–Lord Haldane–The ”Essays” as lectures–

How to train for Public Life–Fabians on the Lon-

don School Board–”Facts for Londoners”–Municipal

Socialism–”The Eight Hours Bill”

The Society was now fully constituted, and

for the next three years its destiny was con-
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trolled by the seven who subsequently wrote

”Fabian Essays.” But it was still a very small

and quite obscure body. Mrs. Besant, alone of

its leaders, was known beyond its circle, and at

that period few outside the working classes re-

garded her with respect. The Society still met,

as a rule, at the house of one or other of the

members, and to the founders, who numbered

about 20, only about 67 members had been

added by June, 1886. The receipts for the year

to March, 1886, were no More than L35 19s.,

but as the expenditure only amounted to L27

6s. 6d., the Society had already adopted its life-

long habit of paying its way punctually, though

it must be confessed that a complaisant printer

and a series of lucky windfalls have contributed

to that result.

[Illustration: -From a photograph by Elliott

and Fry, W.-



SYDNEY OLIVIER, IN

1903]

The future success of the Society was depen-

dent in the main on two factors then already in

existence. The first was its foundation before

there was any other definitely Socialist body

in England. The Social Democratic Federation

did not adopt that name until August, 1884;

the Fabian Society can therefore claim techni-

cal priority, and consequently it has never had

to seek acceptance by the rest of the Social-

ist movement. At any later date it would have
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been impossible for a relatively small middle-

class society to obtain recognition as an ac-

knowledged member of the Socialist confrater-

nity. We were thus in a position to welcome

the formation of working-class Socialist soci-

eties, but it is certain that in the early days they

would never have welcomed us.

Regret has been sometimes expressed, chiefly

by foreign observers, that the Society has main-

tained its separate identity. Why, it has been

asked, did not the middle-class leaders of the

Society devote their abilities directly to aiding

the popular organisations, instead of ”keeping

themselves to themselves” like ultra-respectable

suburbans?

If this had been possible I am convinced that

the loss would have exceeded the gain, but in

the early years it was not possible. The Social

Democrats of those days asserted that unques-
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tioning belief in every dogma attributed to Marx

was essential to social salvation, and that its

only way was revolution, by which they meant,

not the complete transformation of society, but

its transformation by means of rifles and bar-

ricades; they were convinced that a successful

repetition of the Commune of Paris was the only

method by which their policy could prevail. The

Fabians realised from the first that no such rev-

olution was likely to take place, and that con-

stant talk about it was the worst possible way

to commend Socialism to the British working

class. And indeed a few years later it was nec-

essary to establish a new working-class Social-

ist Society, the Independent Labour Party, in

order to get clear both of the tradition of revo-

lutionary violence and of the vain repetition of

Marxian formulas. If the smaller society had

merged itself in the popular movement, its crit-
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icism, necessary, as it proved to be, to the suc-

cess of Socialism in England, would have been

voted down, and its critics either silenced or ex-

pelled. Of this criticism I shall have more to say

in another place.[16]

But there was another reason why this course

would have been impracticable. The Fabians

were not suited either by ability, temperament,

or conditions to be leaders of a popular revo-

lutionary party. Mrs. Besant with her gift of

splendid oratory and her long experience of ag-

itation was an exception, but her connection

with the movement lasted no more than five

years. Of the others Shaw did not and does not

now possess that unquestioning faith in recog-

nised principles which is the stock-in-trade of

political leadership:[17] and whilst Webb might

have been a first-class minister at the head of a

department, his abilities would have been wasted
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as a leader in a minority. But there was a more

practical bar. The Fabians were mostly civil

servants or clerks in private employ. The meth-

ods of agitation congenial to them were compat-

ible with their occupations: those of the Social

Democrats were not. Indeed in those days no

question of amalgamation was ever mooted.

But it must be remembered by critics that

so far as concerns the Fabian Society, the ab-

sence of identity in organisation has never led

to such hostility as has been common amongst

Continental Socialists. Since the vote of cen-

sure in relation to the ”Tory Gold,” the Fabian

Society has never interfered with the doings of

its friendly rivals. The two Societies have oc-

casionally co-operated, but as a rule they have

severally carried on their own work, each recog-

nising the value of many of the activities of the

other, and on the whole confining mutual criti-
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cism within reasonable limits.

The second and chief reason for the success

of the Society was its good fortune in attaching

to its service a group of young men, then alto-

gether unknown, whose reputation has gradu-

ally spread, in two or three cases, all over the

world, and who have always been in the main

identified with Fabianism. Very rarely in the

history of voluntary organisations has a group

of such exceptional people come together al-

most accidentally and worked unitedly together

for so many years for the furtherance of the

principles in which they believed. Others have

assisted according to their abilities and oppor-

tunities, but to the Fabian Essayists belongs

the credit of creating the Fabian Society.

For several years, and those perhaps the most

important in the history of the Society, the pe-

riod, in fact, of adolescence, the Society was
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governed by the seven Essayists, and chiefly by

four or five of them. Mrs. Besant had made

her reputation in other fields, and belonged,

in a sense, to an earlier generation; she was

unrivalled as an expositor and an agitator, and

naturally preferred the work that she did best.

William Clarke, also, was just a little of an out-

sider: he attended committees irregularly, and

although he did what he was persuaded to do

with remarkable force–he was an admirable lec-

turer and an efficient journalist–he had no ini-

tiative. He was solitary in his habits, and in

his latter years, overshadowed by ill-health, he

became almost morose. Hubert Bland, again,

was always something of a critic. He was a

Tory by instinct wherever he was not a Social-

ist, and whilst thoroughly united with the oth-

ers for all purposes of the Society, he lived the

rest of his life apart. But the other four Es-
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sayists, Sidney Webb, Bernard Shaw, Graham

Wallas, and Sydney Olivier, then and for many

years afterwards may be said to have worked

and thought together in an intellectual part-

nership.[18] Webb and Olivier were colleagues

in the Colonial Office, and it is said that for

some time the Fabian records–they were not

very bulky–were stored on a table in Downing

Street. For many years there were probably few

evenings of the week and few holidays which

two or more of them did not spend together.

In 1885 or early in 1886 a group which in-

cluded those four and many others formed a

reading society for the discussion of Marx’s ”Cap-

ital.” The meetings–I attended them until I left

London–were held in Hampstead, sometimes at

the house of Mrs. Gilchrist, widow of the bi-

ographer of Blake, sometimes at that of Mrs.

C.M. Wilson, and finally at the Hampstead Pub-
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lic Library. Later on the Society was called ”The

Hampstead Historic,” and its discussions, which

continued for several years, had much to do

with settling the Fabian attitude towards Marx-

ian economics and historical theory.[19]

It was this exceptional group of leaders, all

intimate friends, all loyal to each other, and to

the cause they were associated to advocate, and

all far above the average in vigour and ability,

that in a few years turned an obscure drawing-

room society into a factor in national politics.

* * * * *

At the meeting on June 19th, 1886, at 94

Cornwall Gardens, Sydney Olivier assumed the

duties of Secretary, and the minutes began to

be written with less formality than before. It

is recorded that ”Graham Wallas read a paper

on Personal Duty under the present system. A

number of questions from Fabians more or less
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in trouble about their souls were answered -ex

cathedra- by Mr. Wallas, after which the Soci-

ety was given to understand by G.B. Shaw that

Joseph the Fifth Monarchy Man could show them

a more excellent way. Joseph addressed the

meeting for five minutes, on the subject of a

community about to be established in British

North America under the presidency of the Son

of God. Sidney Webb, G. Bernard Shaw, An-

nie Besant, [the Rev.] C.L. Marson and Adolph

Smith discussed the subject of the paper with

especial reference to the question of buying cheap

goods and of the employment of the surplus in-

come of pensioners, after which Graham Wallas

replied and the meeting dispersed,”

William Morris lectured on ”The Aims of Art”

on July 2nd, at a public meeting at South Place

Chapel, with Walter Crane in the chair; and

Belfort Bax was the lecturer on July 17th.
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The first meeting after the holidays was a

memorable one, and a few words of introduc-

tion are necessary.

In normal times it may be taken for granted

that in addition to the Government and the Op-

position there is at least one party of Rebels.

Generally there are more, since each section

has its own rebels, down to the tiniest. In the

eighties the rebels were Communist Anarchists,

and to us at any rate they seemed more por-

tentous than the mixed crowd of suffragettes

and gentlemen from Oxford who before the war

seemed to be leading the syndicalist rebels. An-

archist Communism was at any rate a consis-

tent and almost sublime doctrine. Its leaders,

such as Prince Kropotkin and Nicholas Tchaykovsky,

were men of outstanding ability and unimpeach-

able character, and the rank and file, mostly

refugees from European oppression, had direct
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relations with similar parties abroad, the exact

extent and significance of which we could not

calculate.

The Socialist League, founded in 1885 by

William Morris, Dr. Edward Aveling, and oth-

ers, as the result of a quarrel, mainly personal,

with the leaders of the Social Democrats, soon

developed its own doctrine, and whilst never

until near its dissolution definitely anarchist, it

was always dominated by the artistic and anti-

political temperament of Morris. Politically the

Fabians were closer to the Social Democrats,

but their hard dogmatism was repellent, whilst

Morris had perhaps the most sympathetic and

attractive personality of his day.

The crisis of the Society’s policy is described

in the following passage from Shaw’s ”Early History,”:–

”By 1886 we had already found that we were
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of one mind as to the advisability of setting to

work by the ordinary political methods and hav-

ing done with Anarchism and vague exhorta-

tions to Emancipate the Workers. We had sev-

eral hot debates on the subject with a section

of the Socialist League which called itself Anti-

State Communist, a name invented by Mr. Joseph

Lane of that body. William Morris, who was

really a free democrat of the Kropotkin type,

backed up Lane, and went for us tooth and

nail. Records of our warfare may be found in

the volumes of the extinct magazine called ’To-

day,’ which was then edited by Hubert Bland;

and they are by no means bad reading. We

soon began to see that at the debates the oppo-

sition to us came from members of the Socialist

League, who were present only as visitors. The

question was, how many followers had our one

ascertained Anarchist, Mrs. Wilson, among the
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silent Fabians. Bland and Mrs. Besant brought

this question to an issue on the 17th Septem-

ber, 1886, at a meeting in Anderton’s Hotel, by

respectively seconding and moving the follow-

ing resolution:

”’That it is advisable that Socialists should

organize themselves as a political party for the

purpose of transferring into the hands of the

whole working community full control over the

soil and the means of production, as well as

over the production and distribution of wealth.’

”To this a rider was moved by William Morris

as follows:

”’But whereas the first duty of Socialists is

to educate the people to understand what their

present position is and what their future might

be, and to keep the principle of Socialism steadily

before them; and whereas no Parliamentary party

can exist without compromise and concession,
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which would hinder that education and obscure

those principles, it would be a false step for So-

cialists to attempt to take part in the Parlia-

mentary contest.’

”I shall not attempt to describe the debate,

in which Morris, Mrs. Wilson, Davis, and Tochatti

did battle with Burns, Mrs. Besant, Bland,

Shaw, Donald, and Rossiter: that is, with Fabian

and S.D.F. combined. Suffice it to say that the

minutes of the meeting close with the following

significant note by the secretary:

”’Subsequently to the meeting, the secretary

received notice from the manager of Anderton’s

Hotel that the Society could not be accommo-

dated there for any further meetings.’

Everybody voted, whether Fabian or not; and

Mrs. Besant and Bland carried their resolution

by 47 to 19, Morris’s rider being subsequently

rejected by 40 to 27.”
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A short contemporary report written by Mrs.

Besant was published in ”To-day” for October,

1886, from which it appears that ”Invitations

were sent out to all Socialist bodies in London,”

and that the irregularity of the proceedings al-

luded to by Shaw was intentional. The minutes

of the proceedings treat the meeting as in ordi-

nary course, but it is plain from Mrs. Besant’s

report that it was an informal attempt to clear

the air in the Socialist movement as well as in

the Society itself.

In order to avoid a breach with Mrs. Wilson

and her Fabian sympathisers, it was resolved

to form a Fabian Parliamentary League, which

Fabians could join or not as they pleased; its

constitution, dated February, 1887, is given in

full in Tract No. 41; here it is only necessary

to quote one passage which describes the pol-

icy of the League and of the Society, a policy of
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deliberate possibilism:–

”The League will take active part in all gen-

eral and local elections. Until a fitting oppor-

tunity arises for putting forward Socialist can-

didates to form the nucleus of a Socialist party

in Parliament, it will confine itself to support-

ing those candidates who will go furthest in

the direction of Socialism. It will not ally itself

absolutely with any political party; it will jeal-

ously avoid being made use of for party pur-

poses; and it will be guided in its action by

the character, record, and pledges of the candi-

dates before the constituencies. In Municipal,

School Board, Vestry, and other local elections,

the League will, as it finds itself strong enough,

run candidates of its own, and by placing trust-

worthy Socialists on local representative bodies

it will endeavour to secure the recognition of

the Socialist principle in all the details of local
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government.”

Its history is narrated in the same Tract:–

”Here you have the first sketch of the Fabian

policy of to-day. The Parliamentary League, how-

ever, was a short-lived affair. Mrs. Wilson’s fol-

lowers faded away, either by getting converted

or leaving us. Indeed, it is a question with us

to this day whether they did not owe their ex-

istence solely to our own imaginations. Any-

how, it soon became plain that the Society was

solidly with the Executive on the subject of po-

litical action, and that there was no need for

any separate organization at all. The League

first faded into a Political Committee of the So-

ciety, and then merged silently and painlessly

into the general body.”

Amongst the lecturers of the autumn of 1886

were H.H. Champion on the Unemployed, Mrs.

Besant on the Economic Position of Women,



http://booksiread.org 155

Percival Chubb, Bernard Shaw on ”Socialism

and the Family”–a pencil note in the minute

book in the lecturer’s handwriting says, ”This

was one of Shaw’s most outrageous performances”–

and, in the absence of the Rev. Stopford Brooke,

another by Shaw on ”Why we do not act up to

our principles,”

A new Tract was adopted in January, 1887.

No. 5, ”Facts for Socialists,” perhaps the most

effective Socialist tract ever published in Eng-

land. It has sold steadily ever since it was is-

sued: every few years it has been revised and

the figures brought up to date; the edition now

on sale, published in 1915, is the eleventh. The

idea was not new. Statistics of the distribution

of our national income had been given, as pre-

viously mentioned, in one of the earliest man-

ifestoes of the Democratic Federation. But in

Tract 5 the exact facts were rubbed in with co-
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pious quotations from recognised authorities and

illustrated by simple diagrams. The full title

of the tract was ”Facts for Socialists from the

Political Economists and Statisticians,” and the

theme of it was to prove that every charge made

by Socialism against the capitalist system could

be justified by the writings of the foremost pro-

fessors of economic science. It embodied an-

other Fabian characteristic of considerable im-

portance. Other Socialists then, and many So-

cialists now, endeavoured by all means to ac-

centuate their differences from other people. Not

content with forming societies to advocate their

policy, they insisted that it was based on a sci-

ence peculiar to themselves, the Marxian anal-

ysis of value, and the economic interpretation

of history: they strove too to dissociate them-

selves from others by the adoption of peculiar

modes of address–such as the use of the words
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”comrade” and ”fraternal”–and they were so con-

vinced that no good thing could come out of the

Galilee of capitalism that any countenance of

capitalist parties or of the capitalist press was

deemed an act of treachery.

The Fabians, on the other hand, tended to

the view that ”we are all Socialists now.” They

held that the pronouncements of economic sci-

ence must be either right or wrong, and in any

case science was not a matter of party; they

endeavoured to show that on their opponents’

own principles they were logically compelled to

be Socialists and must necessarily adopt Fabian

solutions of social problems.

”Facts for Socialists” was the work of Sidney

Webb. No other member possessed anything

like his knowledge of economics and statistics.

It is, as its title implies, simply a mass of quo-

tations from standard works on Political Econ-
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omy, strung together in order to prove that the

bulk of the wealth annually produced goes to

a small fraction of the community in return ei-

ther for small services or for none at all, and

that the poverty of the masses results, not as

the individualists argue, from deficiencies of in-

dividual character, but, as John Stuart Mill had

declared, from the excessive share of the na-

tional dividend that falls to the owners of land

and capital.

* * * * *

After the settlement, by a compromise in struc-

ture, of the conflict between the anarchists and

the collectivists, the Society entered a period of

calm, and the Executive issued a circular com-

plaining of the apathy of the members. Prob-

ably this is the first of the innumerable occa-

sions on which it has been said that the Soci-

ety had passed its prime. Moreover, the Exec-
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utive Committee were blamed for ”some habits”

which had ”a discouraging effect” on the rest of

the Society, and it was resolved, for the first,

but not the last time, to appoint a Commit-

tee to revise the Basis. The Committee con-

sisted of the Executive and eight added mem-

bers, amongst whom may be mentioned Wal-

ter Crane, the Rev. S.D. Headlam, and Gra-

ham Wallas. It is said that after many hours

of discussion they arrived by compromise at an

unanimous report, and that their draft was ac-

cepted by the Society without amendment. The

report was presented to a meeting on June 3rd,

1887, of which I, on a visit to London, was

chairman. It is unfortunate that the record of

this meeting, at which the existing Basis of the

Society was adopted, is the only one, in the

whole history of the Society, which is incom-

plete. Possibly the colonial policy of the empire
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was disturbed, and the secretary occupied with

exceptional official duties. Anyway the minutes

were left unfinished in June, were continued in

October, and were never completed or recorded

as confirmed. The proceedings relating to the

Basis were apparently never written. There is

no doubt, however, that the Basis was adopted

on this occasion, it is said, at an adjourned

meeting, and in spite of many projects of revi-

sion it has with one addition–the phrase about

”equal citizenship of women”–remained the Ba-

sis of the Society to the present time.[20]

The purpose of the Basis has been often mis-

understood. It is not a confession of faith, or

a statement of the whole content and mean-

ing of Socialism. It is merely a test of admis-

sion, a minimum basis of agreement, accep-

tance of which is required from those who as-

pire to share in the control of a Society which
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had set out to reconstruct our social system.

The most memorable part of the discussion was

the proposal of Mr. Stuart Glennie to add a

clause relating to marriage and the family. This

was opposed by Mrs. Besant, then regarded as

an extremist on that subject, and was defeated.

In view of the large amount of business trans-

acted before the discussion of the Basis began,

the debate cannot have been prolonged.

It is easy enough, nearly thirty years later,

to criticise this document, to point out that it is

purely economic, and unnecessarily rigid: that

the phrase about compensation, which has been

more discussed than any other, is badly worded,

and for practical purposes always disregarded

in the constructive proposals of the Society.[21]

The best testimony to the merits of the Basis

is its survival–its acceptance by the continuous

stream of new members who have joined the
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Society–and it has survived not because its up-

holders deemed it perfect, but because it has

always been found impracticable to put on pa-

per any alternative on which even a few could

agree. In fact, proposals to re-write the Ba-

sis have on several occasions been referred to

Committees, but none of the Committees has

ever succeeded in presenting a report.

* * * * *

At the end of the year the sole fruit of the

Parliamentary League was published. It is Tract

No. 6, entitled ”The True Radical Programme”

and consists of a declamatory criticism of the

official Liberal-Radical Programme announced

at Nottingham in October, 1887, and a demand

to replace it by the True Radical Programme,

namely, adult (in place of manhood) suffrage,

payment of Members of Parliament and elec-

tion expenses, taxation of unearned incomes,
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nationalisation of railways, the eight hours day,

and a few other items. ”The above programme,”

it says, ”is sufficient for the present to fill the

hands of the True Radical Party–the New Labour

Party–in a word, the Practical Socialist Party,” It

is by no means so able and careful a production

as the Report on the Government Organisation

of Unemployed Labour.

In April, 1888, the seven Essayists were elected

as the Executive Committee, Graham Wallas

and William Clarke taking the places of Frank

Podmore and W.L. Phillips, who retired, and

at the same meeting the Parliamentary League

was turned into the Political Committee of the

Society; and Tract 7, ”Capital and Land,” was

approved. This tract, the work of Sydney Olivier,

is a reasoned attack on Single Tax as a panacea,

and in addition contains an estimate of the to-

tal realised wealth of the country, just as ”Facts
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for Socialists” does of its income. This, too, has

been regularly revised and reprinted ever since

and commands a steady sale. It is now in its

seventh edition.

Meanwhile the series of meetings, variously

described as Public, Ordinary, and Private, was

kept on regularly twice a month, with a break

only of two months from the middle of July.

Most of the meetings were still held in the houses

of members, but as early as November, 1886,

an ordinary meeting was held at Willis’s Rooms,

King Street, St. James’s, at that time an ultra-

respectable rendezvous for societies of the most

select character, keeping up an old-fashioned

ceremonial of crimson tablecloths, elaborate sil-

ver candlesticks, and impressively liveried foot-

men. Having been turned out of Anderton’s Ho-

tel, the Society, on the application of Olivier,

was accepted solemnly at Willis’s, probably be-
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cause the managers regarded the mere fact of

our venturing to approach them as a certificate

of high rank in the world of learned societies.

One meeting of this period is perhaps wor-

thy of record. On 16th March, 1888, Mr. R.B.

Haldane, M.P., subsequently Secretary of State

for War and Lord Chancellor, addressed the So-

ciety on ”Radical Remedies for Economic Evils.”

In the pages of the ”Radical,” Vol. II, No. 8, for

March, 1888, can be found a vivid contempo-

rary account of the proceedings from the pen

of Mr. George Standring, entitled ”Butchered

to Make a Fabian Holiday.” After describing the

criticism of the lecture by Sidney Webb, Mrs.

Besant, and Bernard Shaw the report proceeds:–

”The massacre was concluded by two other

members of the Society and then the chairman

called on Mr. Haldane to reply. Hideous mock-
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ery! The chairman knew that Haldane was -

dead-! He had seen him torn and tossed and

trampled under foot. Perhaps he expected the

ghost of the M.P. to rise and conclude the de-

bate with frightful jabberings of fleshless jaws

and gestures of bony hands. Indeed I heard a

rustling of papers as if one gathered his notes

for a speech; but I felt unable to face the grisly

horror of a phantom replying to his assassins;

so I fled.”

It should be added that Mr. Standring did

net become a member of the Society until five

years later.

By the summer of 1888 the leaders of the

Society realised that they had a message for

the world, and they decided that the autumn

should be devoted to a connected series of lec-

tures on the ”Basis and Prospects of Socialism”

which should subsequently be published.
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There is no evidence, however, that the Es-

sayists supposed that they were about to make

an epoch in the history of Socialism. The meet-

ings in the summer had been occupied with lec-

tures by Professor D.G. Ritchie on the ”Evolu-

tion of Society,” subsequently published as his

well-known volume ”Darwinism and Politics.”

Walter Crane on ”The Prospects of Art under

Socialism,” Graham Wallas on ”The Co-operative

Movement,” and Miss Clementina Black on ”Fe-

male Labour.” At the last-named meeting, on

June 15th, a resolution was moved by H.H.

Champion and seconded by Herbert Burrows

(neither of them members) calling on the pub-

lic to boycott Bryant and May’s matches on ac-

count of the low wages paid. This marks the be-

ginning of the period of Labour Unrest, which

culminated in the Dock Strike of the following

year.
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The first meeting of the autumn was held

at Willis’s Rooms on September 21st, with the

Rev. S.D. Headlam in the chair. The Secre-

tary read a statement indicating the scope of

the course of the seven lectures arranged for

the Society’s meetings during the autumn, after

which the first paper, written by Sidney Webb

on ”The Historical Aspect of the Basis of So-

cialism,” was read by Hubert Bland. Webb had

at that time started for a three months’ visit to

the United States, in which I accompanied him.

Mr. Headlam was the chairman throughout the

course, except on one occasion, and the lec-

tures continued fortnightly to the 21st Decem-

ber. It does not appear that any special effort

was made to advertise them. Each lecture was

discussed by members of the Society and of the

S.D.F., and with the exception of the Rev. Philip

Wicksteed there is no evidence of the presence
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of any persons outside the movement then or

subsequently known to fame.

* * * * *

The preparation of ”Fabian Essays” for pub-

lication occupied nearly a year, and before deal-

ing with it we must follow the history of the So-

ciety during that period.

The first lecture in 1889 was by Edward Car-

penter, whose paper, ”Civilisation: Its Cause

and Cure,” gives the title to perhaps his best

known volume of essays. Another interesting

lecture was by William Morris, entitled ”How

Shall We Live Then?” and at the Annual Meeting

in April Sydney Olivier became the first histo-

rian of the Society with an address on ”The Ori-

gin and Early History of the Fabian Society,” for

which he made the pencil notes on the minute

book already mentioned.

The seven Essayists were re-elected to the
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Executive, and in the record of proceedings at

the meeting there is no mention of the proposed

volume of essays.

It is, however, possible to give some account

of the organisation and activities for the year

ending in March, 1889, since the first printed

Annual Report covers that period. It is a four-

page quarto document, only a few copies of which

are preserved. Of the Society itself but little is

recorded–a list of lectures and the bare state-

ment that the autumn series were to be pub-

lished: the fact that 6500 Fabian Tracts had

been distributed and a second edition of 5000

”Facts for Socialists” printed: that 32 members

had been elected and 6 had withdrawn–the to-

tal is not given–and that the deficit in the Soci-

ety’s funds had been reduced.

A favourite saying of Sidney Webb’s is that

the activity of the Fabian Society is the sum
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of the activities of its members. His report as

Secretary of the work of the ”Lecture Commit-

tee” states that a lecture list with 33 names had

been printed, and returns made by 31 lectur-

ers recorded 721 lectures during the year. Six

courses of lectures on Economics accounted for

52 of these. The ”Essays” series of lectures was

redelivered by special request in a room lent

by King’s College, Cambridge, and also at Le-

icester. Most of the other lectures were given

at London Radical Working Men’s Clubs, then

and for some years later a much bigger factor

in politics than they have been in the twentieth

century.

But an almost contemporary account of the

life of Bernard Shaw, probably the most ac-

tive of the leaders, because the least fettered

by his occupation, is given in Tract 41 under

the heading:
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”HOW TO TRAIN

FOR PUBLIC LIFE.

”We had to study where we could and how we

could. I need not repeat the story of the Hamp-

stead Historic Club, founded by a handful of

us to read Marx and Proudhon, and afterwards

turned into a systematic history class in which

each student took his turn at being professor.

My own experience may be taken as typical. For

some years I attended the Hampstead Historic

Club once a fortnight, and spent a night in the

alternate weeks at a private circle of economists

173
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which has since blossomed into the British Eco-

nomic Association–a circle where the social ques-

tion was left out, and the work kept on abstract

scientific lines. I made all my acquaintances

think me madder than usual by the pertinac-

ity with which I attended debating societies and

haunted all sorts of hole-and-corner debates

and public meetings and made speeches at them.

I was President of the Local Government Board

at an amateur Parliament where a Fabian min-

istry had to put its proposals into black and

white in the shape of Parliamentary Bills. Ev-

ery Sunday I lectured on some subject which I

wanted to teach to myself; and it was not until

I had come to the point of being able to deliver

separate lectures, without notes, on Rent, In-

terest, Profits, Wages, Toryism, Liberalism, So-

cialism, Communism, Anarchism, Trade-Unionism,

Co-operation, Democracy, the Division of So-
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ciety into Classes, and the Suitability of Hu-

man Nature to Systems of Just Distribution,

that I was able to handle Social-Democracy as

it must be handled before it can be preached

in such a way as to present it to every sort of

man from his own particular point of view. In

old lecture lists of the Society you will find my

name down for twelve different lectures or so.

Nowadays I have only one, for which the sec-

retary is good enough to invent four or five dif-

ferent names. Sometimes I am asked for one

of the old ones, to my great dismay, as I forget

all about them; but I get out of the difficulty

by delivering the new one under the old name,

which does as well. I do not hesitate to say that

all our best lecturers have two or three old lec-

tures at the back of every single point in their

best new speeches; and this means that they

have spent a certain number of years plodding
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away at footling little meetings and dull discus-

sions, doggedly placing these before all private

engagements, however tempting. A man’s So-

cialistic acquisitiveness must be keen enough

to make him actually prefer spending two or

three nights a week in speaking and debating,

or in picking up social information even in the

most dingy and scrappy way, to going to the

theatre, or dancing or drinking, or even sweet-

hearting, if he is to become a really competent

propagandist–unless, of course, his daily work

is of such a nature as to be in itself a training

for political life; and that, we know, is the case

with very few of us indeed. It is at such lec-

turing and debating work, and on squalid little

committees and ridiculous little delegations to

conferences of the three tailors of Tooley Street,

with perhaps a deputation to the Mayor thrown

in once in a blue moon or so, that the ordinary
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Fabian workman or clerk must qualify for his

future seat on the Town Council, the School

Board, or perhaps in the Cabinet. It was in

that way that Bradlaugh, for instance, gradu-

ated from being a boy evangelist to being one of

the most formidable debaters in the House of

Commons. And the only opponents who have

ever held their own against the Fabians in de-

bate have been men like Mr. Levy or Mr. Foote,

who learnt in the same school.”

But lecturing was not the only activity of the

Fabians. There were at that time local Groups,

each comprising one or a dozen constituencies

in London and its suburbs. The Groups in a

corporate capacity did little: but the members

are reported as taking part in local elections,

County Council, School Board, and Vestry, in

the meetings of the London Liberal and Radi-

cal Union, the National Liberal Federation, the
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Metropolitan Radical Federation, the Women’s

Liberal Federation, and so on. This was the

year of the first London County Council Elec-

tion, when the Progressive Party, as it was sub-

sequently named, won an unexpected victory,

which proved to be both lasting and momen-

tous for the future of the Metropolis. The only

overt part taken by the Fabian Society was its

”Questions for Candidates,” printed and widely

circulated before the election, which gave def-

initeness and point to the vague ideas of Pro-

gressivism then in the air. A large majority of

the successful candidates had concurred with

this programme. A pamphlet by Sidney Webb,

entitled ”Wanted a Programme,” not published

but printed privately, was widely circulated in

time for the meeting of the National Liberal Fed-

eration at Birmingham, and another by the same

author, ”The Progress of Socialism,” stated to



http://booksiread.org 179

be published by ”the Hampstead Society for the

Study of Socialism,” is reported as in its second

edition. This pamphlet was later republished

by the Fabian Society as Tract No. 15, ”English

Progress Towards Social Democracy.”

Mrs. Besant and the Rev. Stewart Head-

lam, standing as Progressives, were elected to

the School Board in November, 1888, when Hu-

bert Bland was an unsuccessful candidate.

Finally it may be mentioned that a Univer-

sities Committee, with Frank Podmore as Sec-

retary for Oxford and G.W. Johnson for Cam-

bridge, had begun the ”permeation” of the Uni-

versities, which has always been an important

part of the propaganda of the Society.

At the Annual Meeting in April, 1889, the

Essayists were re-elected as the Executive Com-

mittee and Sydney Olivier as Honorary Secre-

tary, but he only retained the post till the end
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of the year. I returned to London in October,

was promptly invited to resume the work, and

took it over in January, 1890.

In July another important tract was approved

for publication. ”Facts for Londoners,” No. 8 in

the series, 55 pages of packed statistics sold

for 6d., was the largest publication the Soci-

ety had yet attempted. It is, as its sub-title

states: ”an exhaustive collection of statistical

and other facts relating to the Metropolis, with

suggestions for reform on Socialist principles.”

The latter were in no sense concealed: the So-

ciety still waved the red flag in season and out.

”The Socialist Programme of immediately prac-

ticable reforms for London cannot be wholly dis-

sociated from the corresponding Programme for

the kingdom.” This is the opening sentence, and

it is followed by a page of explanation of the

oppression of the workers by the private ap-
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propriation of rent and interest, and an out-

line of the proposed reforms, graduated and

differentiated income tax, increased death du-

ties, extension of the Factory Acts, reform of

the Poor Law, payment of all public representa-

tives, adult suffrage, and several others.

Then the tract settles down to business. Lon-

don with its County Council only a few months

old was at length waking to self-consciousness:

Mr. Charles Booth’s ”Life and Labour in East

London”–subsequently issued as the first part

of his monumental work–had just been pub-

lished; it was the subject of a Fabian lecture by

Sidney Webb on May 17th; and interest in the

political, economic, and social institutions of

the city was general. The statistical facts were

at that time practically unknown. They had to

be dug out, one by one, from obscure and often

unpublished sources, and the work thus done
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by the Fabian Society led up in later years to

the admirable and far more voluminous statis-

tical publications of the London County Coun-

cil.

The tract deals with area and population;

with rating, land values, and housing, with wa-

ter, trams, and docks, all at that time in the

hands of private companies, with gas, markets,

City Companies, libraries, public-houses, ceme-

teries; and with the local government of Lon-

don, Poor Law Guardians and the poor, the School

Board and the schools, the Vestries, District

Boards, the County Council, and the City Cor-

poration. It was the raw material of Municipal

Socialism, and from this time forth the Society

recognised that the municipalisation of monop-

olies was a genuine part of the Socialist pro-

gramme, that the transfer from private exploiters

to public management at the start, and ulti-
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mately by the amortisation of the loans to pub-

lic ownership, actually was -pro tanto- the trans-

fer from private to public ownership of land and

capital, as demanded by Socialists.

Here, in passing, we may remark that there

is a legend, current chiefly in the United States,

that the wide extension of municipal owner-

ship in Great Britain is due to the advocacy

of the Fabian Society. This is very far from

the truth. The great provincial municipalities

took over the management of their water and

gas because they found municipal control alike

convenient, beneficial to the citizens, and fi-

nancially profitable: Birmingham in the seven-

ties was the Mecca of Municipalisation, and in

1882 the Electric Lighting Act passed by Mr.

Joseph Chamberlain was so careful of the in-

terests of the public, so strict in the limitations

it put upon the possible profits to the investor,
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that electric lighting was blocked in England for

some years, and the Act had to be modified in

order that capital might be attracted.[22]

What the Fabian Society did was to point

out that Socialism did not necessarily mean the

control of all industry by a centralised State;

that to introduce Socialism did not necessarily

require a revolution because much of it could

be brought about piecemeal by the votes of the

local electors. And secondly the Society com-

plained that London was singularly backward

in municipal management: that the wealthiest

city in the world was handed over to the con-

trol of exploiters, who made profits from its gas,

its water, its docks, and its tramways, whilst

elsewhere these monopolies were owned and

worked by public authorities who obtained all

the advantages for the people of the localities

concerned. Moreover, it may be questioned whether
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the Fabian advocacy of municipalisation has-

tened or retarded that process in London. In

provincial towns municipalisation–the word of

course was unknown–had been regarded as of

no social or political significance. It was a busi-

ness matter, a local affair, a question of conve-

nience. In London, partly owing to Fabian ad-

vocacy and partly because London had at last

a single representative authority with a recog-

nised party system, it became the battle ground

of the parties: the claim of the Socialists awak-

ened the Individualists to opposition: and the

tramways of London were held as a trench in

the world-wide conflict between Socialism and

its enemies, whose capture was hailed as an

omen of progress by one side, and by the other

deplored as the presage of defeat.

”Facts for Londoners” was the work of Sid-

ney Webb, but there is nothing in the tract to
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indicate this. The publications of the Society

were collective works, in that every member was

expected to assist in them by criticism and sug-

gestion. Although several of the tracts were lec-

tures or papers written by members for other

purposes, and are so described, it was not un-

til the issue in November, 1892, of Tract 42,

”Christian Socialism,” by the Rev. S.D. Head-

lam, that the author’s name is printed on the

title page. The reason for the innovation is obvi-

ous: this tract was written by a Churchman for

Christians, and whilst the Society as a whole

approved the conclusions, the premises com-

mended themselves to but a few. It was there-

fore necessary that the responsibility of the au-

thor should be made clear.

The autumn of 1889 is memorable for the

great strike of the London Dockers, which broke

out on August 14th, was led by John Burns,
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and was settled mainly by Cardinal Manning

on September 14th. The Fabian Society held

no meeting between July 19th and September

20th, and there is nothing in the minutes or the

Annual Report to show that the Society as such

took any part in the historic conflict. But many

of the members as individuals lent their aid to

the Dockers in their great struggle, which once

for all put an end to the belief that hopeless

disorganisation is a necessary characteristic of

unskilled labour.[23]

Arising out of the Dock Strike, the special

demand of the Socialist section of trade union-

ists for the next four or five years was a legal

eight hours day, and the Fabian Society now

for the first time recognised that it could render

substantial assistance to the labour movement

by putting into a practicable shape any reform

which was the current demand of the day.
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At the members’ meeting on September 20

a committee was appointed to prepare an Eight

Hours Bill for introduction into Parliament, and

in November this was published as Tract No. 9.

It consists of a Bill for Parliament, drawn up

in proper form, with explanatory notes. It pro-

vided that eight hours should be the maximum

working day for Government servants, for rail-

way men, and for miners, and that other trades

should be brought in when a Secretary of State

was satisfied that a majority of the workers de-

sired it. The tract had a large sale–20,000 had

been printed in six months–and it was specially

useful because, in fact, it showed the inherent

difficulty of any scheme for universal limitation

of the hours of labour.

The Eight Hours Day agitation attained larger

proportions than any other working-class agi-

tation in England since the middle of the nine-
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teenth century. For a number of years it was

the subject of great annual demonstrations in

Hyde Park. It commended itself both to the

practical trade unionists, who had always aimed

at a reduction in the hours of labour, and to

the theoretical socialists, who held that the ex-

ploiter’s profits came from the final hours of the

day’s work. The Fabian plan of ”Trade Option”

was regarded as too moderate, and demands

were made for a ”Trade Exemption” Bill, that

is, a Bill enacting a universal Eight Hours Day,

with power to any trade to vote its own exclu-

sion. But the more the subject was discussed,

the more obvious the difficulties became, and

at last it was recognised that each trade must

be dealt with separately. Considerable reduc-

tions of hours were meantime effected in par-

ticular industries; an eight-hour day became

the rule in the Government factories and dock-
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yards; the Board of Trade was empowered to

insist on the reduction of unduly long hours of

duty on railways; finally in 1908 the Miners’

Eight Hours Act became law; and the demand

for any general Bill faded away.

The autumn meetings were occupied by a

course of lectures at Willis’s Rooms on ”A Cen-

tury of Social Movements,” by Frank Podmore,

William Clarke, Graham Wallas, Hubert Bland,

and Mrs. Besant, and with the beginning of

the year 1890 we come to the publication of

”Fabian Essays,” and a new chapter in the His-

tory of the Society.



FOOTNOTES:

[16] On this passage Shaw has written the fol-

lowing criticism, which I have not adopted be-

cause on the whole I do not agree with it: ”I

think this is wrong, because the Fabians were

at first as bellicose as the others, and Marx had

been under no delusion as to the Commune

and did not bequeath a tradition of its repe-

tition. Bakunin was as popular a prophet as

Marx. Many of us–Bland and Keddell among

others–were members of the S.D.F., and I was

constantly speaking for the S.D.F. and the League.

We did not keep ourselves to ourselves; we aided
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the working class organisations in every possi-

ble way; and they were jolly glad to have us. In

fact the main difference between us was that

we worked for everybody (permeation) and they

worked for their own societies only. The real

reason that we segregated for purposes of thought

and study was that the workers could not go

our pace or stand our social habits. Hynd-

man and Morris and Helen Taylor and the other

bourgeois S.D.F.-ers and Leaguers were too old

for us; they were between forty and fifty when

we were between twenty and thirty.”

[17] On this passage Shaw comments, be-

ginning with an expletive, and proceeding: ”I

was the only one who had any principles. But

surely the secret of it is that we didn’t really

want to be demagogues, having other fish to

fry, as our subsequent careers proved. Our de-

cision not to stand for Parliament in 1892 was
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the turning point. I was offered some seats

to contest–possibly Labour ones–but I always

replied that they ought to put up a bona fide

working man. We lacked ambition.”

[18] See ”The Great Society,” by Graham Wal-

las (Macmillan, 1914), p. 260.

[19] For a much fuller account of this sub-

ject, see Appendix I. A.

[20] See Appendix II.

[21] See Fabian Tract 147, ”Capital and Com-

pensation,” by Edw. R. Pease.

[22] See ”Fabian Essays,” p. 51, for the first

point, and Fabian Tract No. 119 for the second.

[23] See ”The Story of the Dockers’ Strike,”

by Vaughan Nash and H. (now Sir Hubert) Llewellyn

Smith; Fisher Unwin, 1890.
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Chapter 5

”Fabian Essays” and the Lancashire Campaign:

1890-3

”Fabian Essays” published–Astonishing success–

A new presentation of Socialism–Reviewed after

twenty-five years–Henry Hutchinson–The Lan-

cashire Campaign–Mrs. Besant withdraws–”Fabian

News.”

Volumes of essays by various writers seldom

have any durable place in the history of thought

because as a rule they do not present a con-

nected body of ideas, but merely the opinions of
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a number of people who start from incompati-

ble premises and arrive at inconsistent conclu-

sions. A book, to be effective, must maintain

a thesis, or at any rate must be a closely in-

tegrated series of propositions, and, as a rule,

thinkers strong enough to move the world are

too independent to pull together in a team.

”Fabian Essays,” the work of seven writers,

all of them far above the average in ability, some

of them possessing individuality now recognised

as exceptional, is a book and not a collection of

essays. This resulted from two causes. The

writers had for years known each other inti-

mately and shared each other’s thoughts; they

had hammered out together the policy which

they announced; and they had moulded each

other’s opinions before they began to write. Sec-

ondly the book was planned in advance. Its

scheme was arranged as a whole, and then the
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parts were allotted to each author, with an agree-

ment as to the ground to be covered and the

method to be adopted, in view of the harmo-

nious whole which the authors had designed. It

is not often that circumstances permit of a re-

sult so happy. ”Fabian Essays” does not cover

the whole field of Fabian doctrine, and in later

years schemes were often set on foot for a sec-

ond volume dealing with the application of the

principles propounded in the first. But these

schemes never even began to be successful. With

the passage of time the seven essayists had drifted

apart. Each was working at the lines of thought

most congenial to himself; they were no longer

young and unknown men; some of the seven

were no longer available. Anyway, no second

series of Essays ever approached completion.

[Illustration: -From a photograph By Savony

of New York-
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MRS. ANNE BESANT,

IN 1890]

Bernard Shaw was the editor, and those who

have worked with him know that he does not

take lightly his editorial duties. He corrects his

own writings elaborately and repeatedly, and

he does as much for everything which comes

into his care. The high literary level maintained

by the Fabian tracts is largely the result of con-

stant scrutiny and amendment, chiefly by Sid-

ney Webb and Bernard Shaw, although the tract

so corrected may be published as the work of
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some other member.

Although therefore all the authors of ”Fabian

Essays” were competent, and some of them prac-

tised writers, it may be assumed that every phrase

was considered, and every word weighed, by

the editor before the book went to press.[24]

A circular inviting subscriptions for the book

was sent out in the spring, and three hundred

copies were subscribed in advance. Arrange-

ments with a publisher fortunately broke down

because he declined to have the book printed at

a ”fair house,” and as Mrs. Besant was famil-

iar with publishing–she then controlled, or per-

haps -was-, the Freethought Publishing Com-

pany, of 63 Fleet Street–the Committee resolved

on the bold course of printing and publishing

the book themselves. A frontispiece was de-

signed by Walter Crane, a cover by Miss May

Morris, and just before Christmas, 1889, the
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book was issued to subscribers and to the pub-

lic.

None of us at that time was sufficiently expe-

rienced in the business of authorship to appre-

ciate the astonishing success of the venture. In

a month the whole edition of 1000 copies was

exhausted. With the exception of Mrs. Besant,

whose fame was still equivocal, not one of the

authors had published any book of importance,

held any public office, or was known to the

public beyond the circles of London political ag-

itators. The Society they controlled numbered

only about 150 members. The subject of their

volume was far less understood by the public

than is Syndicalism at the present day. And

yet a six-shilling book, published at a private

dwelling-house and not advertised in the press,

or taken round by travellers to the trade, sold

almost as rapidly as if the authors had been
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Cabinet Ministers.

A second edition of 1000 copies was issued

in March, 1890: in September Mr. Walter Scott

undertook the agency of a new shilling paper

edition, 5000 of which were sold before publi-

cation and some 20,000 more within a year. In

1908 a sixpenny paper edition with a new pref-

ace by the editor was issued by Walter Scott, of

which 10,000 were disposed of in a few months,

and in all some 46,000 copies of the book have

been sold in English editions alone. It is diffi-

cult to trace the number of foreign editions and

translations. The authors made over to the So-

ciety all their rights in the volume, and permis-

sion for translation and for publication in the

United States has always been freely given. In

that country we can trace an edition in 1894,

published by Charles E. Brown of Boston, with

an Introduction by Edward Bellamy and a Pref-
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ace of some length on the Fabian Society and its

work by William Clarke: and another edition in

1909, published by the Ball Publishing Com-

pany of Boston, also with the Introduction on

the Fabian Society. A Dutch translation by F.M.

Wibaut was published in 1891; in 1806 the

Essays, translated into Norwegian by Francis

Wolff, appeared as a series of small books; and

in 1897 a German translation by Dora Lande

was issued by G.H. Wigand of Leipzig.

The effect of ”Fabian Essays” arose as much

from what it left out as from what it contained.

Only the fast-dwindling band of pioneer Social-

ists, who lived through the movement in its ear-

liest days, can fully realise the environment of

ideas from which ”Fabian Essays” showed a way

of escape.

The Socialism of the Social Democratic Fed-

eration and the Socialist League, the two soci-
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eties which had hitherto represented Socialism

to the general public, was altogether revolution-

ary. Socialism was to be the result of an out-

break of violence, engineered by a great popu-

lar organisation like that of the Chartists or the

Anti-Corn Law League, and the Commune of

Paris in 1871 was regarded as a premature at-

tempt which pointed the way to future success.

The Socialist Government thus established was

to reconstruct the social and industrial life of

the nation according to a plan supposed to be

outlined by Karl Marx. ”On the morrow of the

revolution” all things would be new, and at a

bound the nation was expected to reach some-

thing very like the millennium.

The case for this project was based, strange

to say, not on any history but on the Marxian

analysis of the origin of the value of commodi-

ties, and no man who did not understand this
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analysis, or pretend to understand it, was fit

to be called a ”comrade.” The economic reason-

ing which ”proved” this ”law” was expressed in

obscure and technical language peculiar to the

propagandists of the movement, and every page

of Socialist writings was studded with the then

strange words ”proletariat” and ”bourgeoisie.”

Lastly, the whole world, outside the socialist

movement, was regarded as in a conspiracy of

repression. Liberals (all capitalists), Tories (all

landlords), the Churches (all hypocrites), the

rich (all idlers), and the organised workers (all

sycophants) were treated as if they fully under-

stood and admitted the claims of the Socialists,

and were determined for their own selfish ends

to reject them at all costs.

Although the Fabian propaganda had no doubt

had some effect, especially amongst the working-

class Radicals of London, and although some
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of the Socialist writers and speakers, such as

William Morris, did not at all times present to

the public the picture of Socialism just out-

lined, it will not be denied by anybody whose

recollections reach back to this period that So-

cialism up to 1890 was generally regarded as

insurrectionary, dogmatic, Utopian, and almost

incomprehensible.

”Fabian Essays” presented the case for So-

cialism in plain language which everybody could

understand. It based Socialism, not on the spec-

ulations of a German philosopher, but on the

obvious evolution of society as we see it around

us. It accepted economic science as taught by

the accredited British professors; it built up

the edifice of Socialism on the foundations of

our existing political and social institutions: it

proved that Socialism was but the next step in

the development of society, rendered inevitable
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by the changes which followed from the indus-

trial revolution of the eighteenth century.

It is interesting after twenty-five years to re-

read these essays and to observe how far the

ideas that inspired them are still valid, and how

far the prophecies made have been fulfilled.

Bernard Shaw contributed the first Essay on

”The Economic Basis of Socialism,” and also

a second, a paper read to the British Associ-

ation in September, 1888, on the ”Transition

to Social Democracy.” His characteristic style

retains its charm, although the abstract and

purely deductive economic analysis on which

he relied no longer commends itself to the mod-

ern school of thought. Sidney Webb’s ”Historic

Basis” is as readable as ever, except where he

quotes at length political programmes long for-

gotten, and recounts the achievements of mu-

nicipal socialism with which we are all now fa-
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miliar.

William Clarke in explaining the ”Industrial

Basis” assumed that the industry would be rapidly

dominated by trusts–then a new phenomenon–

with results, the crushing out of all other forms

of industrial organisation, which are but lit-

tle more evident to-day, though we should no

longer think worthy of record that the Standard

Oil Company declared a 10 per cent cash divi-

dend in 1887!

If the Essays had been written in 1890 in-

stead of 1888 the authors would have acquired

from the great Trade Union upheaval of 1889 a

fuller appreciation of the importance of Trade

Unionism than they possessed at the earlier

date. Working-class organisation has never been

so prominent in London as in the industrial

counties, and the captious comments on the

great Co-operative movement show that the au-



http://booksiread.org 209

thors of the Essays were still youthful, and in

some matters ignorant.[25]

Sydney Olivier’s ”Moral Basis” is, in parts,

as obscure now as it was at first, and there

are pages which can have conveyed but little to

most of its innumerable readers. Graham Wal-

las treated of ”Property” with moderation rather

than knowledge. Time has dealt hardly with

Mrs. Besant’s contribution. She anticipated,

as the other Essayists did, that unemployment

caused by labour-saving machinery would con-

stantly increase; and that State organisation

of industries for the unemployed would grad-

ually supersede private enterprise. She appar-

ently supposed that the county councils all over

England, then newly created, were similar in

character to the London County Council, which

had already inaugurated the Progressive policy

destined in the next few years to do much for
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the advancement of practical socialism. The fi-

nal paper on ”The Outlook,” by Hubert Bland,

is necessarily of the nature of prophecy, and

in view of the difficulty of this art his attempt

is perhaps less unsuccessful than might have

been expected. He could foresee the advent

neither of the Labour Party, mainly formed of

Trade Unionists, nor of Mr. Lloyd George and

the policy he represents: he assumed that the

rich would grow richer and the poor poorer;

that Liberals would unite with Tories, as they

have done in Australia, and would be confronted

with a Socialist Party representing the dispos-

sessed. Possibly the developments he sketches

are still to come, but that is a matter which

cannot be discussed here.

* * * * *

I can find no trace in the records of the So-

ciety that the first success of their publication
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occasioned any elation to the Essayists, and

I cannot recollect any signs of it at the time.

The Annual Report mentions that a substan-

tial profit was realised on the first edition, and

states that the authors had made over the copy-

right, ”valued at about L200,” to the Society;

but these details are included in a paragraph

headed ”Publications,” and the Essays are not

mentioned in the general sketch of the work of

the year.

In fact the obvious results of the publica-

tion took some months to materialise, and the

number of candidates for election to the Soci-

ety showed little increase during the spring. It

is true that great changes were made in the or-

ganisation of the Society at the Annual Meeting

held on March 28th, 1890, but these were in

part due to other causes. The Executive Com-

mittee was enlarged to fifteen, and as I hap-

http://booksiread.org


212 The History of the Fabian Society

pened to be available I was appointed paid sec-

retary, half time, at the modest salary of L1 a

week for the first year. The newly elected Ex-

ecutive included the seven Essayists, Robert E.

Dell, now Paris correspondent for several jour-

nals, W.S. De Mattos, for many years afterwards

an indefatigable organiser for the Society, and

now settled in British Columbia, the Rev. Stew-

art D. Headlam, Mrs. L.T. Mallet, then a promi-

nent member of the Women’s Liberal Associa-

tion, J.F. Oakeshott, of the Fellowship of the

New Life, and myself.

The lectures of the early months of 1890 were

a somewhat brilliant series. Sidney Webb on

the Eight Hours Bill; James Rowlands, M.P.,

on the then favourite Liberal nostrum of Lease-

hold Enfranchisement (which the Essayists de-

molished in a crushing debate); Dr. Bernard

Bosanquet on ”The Antithesis between Individ-
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ualism and Socialism Philosophically Consid-

ered”; Mrs. Besant on ”Socialism and the School

Board Policy”; Mr. (now Sir) H. Llewellyn Smith

on ”The Causes and Effects of Immigration from

Country to Town,” in which he disproved the

then universal opinion that the unemployed of

East London were immigrants from rural dis-

tricts; Sydney Olivier on ”Zola”; William Mor-

ris on ”Gothic Architecture” (replacing a lec-

ture on Morris himself by Ernest Radford, who

was absent through illness); Sergius Stepniak

on ”Tolstoi, Tchernytchevsky, and the Russian

School”; Hubert Bland on ”Socialist Novels”; and

finally on July 18th Bernard Shaw on ”Ibsen.”

This last may perhaps be regarded as the high-

water mark in Fabian lectures. The minutes,

which rarely stray beyond bare facts, record

that ”the paper was a long one,” nearer two

hours than one, if my memory is accurate, and
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add: ”The meeting was a very large one and the

lecture was well received.” In fact the lecture

was the bulk of the volume ”The Quintessence

of Ibsenism,” which some regard as the finest

of Bernard Shaw’s works, and it is perhaps un-

necessary to say that the effect on the packed

audience was overwhelming. It was ”briefly dis-

cussed” by a number of speakers, but they seemed

as out of place as a debate after an oratorio.

* * * * *

On June 16th Henry H. Hutchinson of Derby

was elected a member, an event of much greater

importance than at the time appeared. Mr. Hutchin-

son had been clerk to the Justices of Derby,

and when we first knew him had retired, and

was with his wife living a somewhat wandering

life accompanied by a daughter, who also joined

the Society a few months later. He was not rich,

but he was generous, and on July 29th it is
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recorded in the minutes of the Executive that

he had offered us L100 or L200, and approved

the suggestion that it should be chiefly used for

lectures in country centres.

A fortnight later the ”Lancashire campaign”

was planned. It was thoroughly organised. An

advanced agent was sent down, and abstracts

of lectures were prepared and printed to facil-

itate accurate reports in the press. Complete

lists of the forthcoming lectures–dates, places,

subjects, and lecturers–were printed. All the

Essayists except Olivier took part, and in ad-

dition Robert E. Dell, W.S. De Mattos, and the

Rev. Stewart Headlam. An account of the So-

ciety written by Bernard Shaw was reprinted

from the ”Scottish Leader” for September 4th,

1890, for the use of the audience and the Press.

A ”Report” of the campaign was issued on

November 4th, which says:–
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”The campaign began on September 20th and

ended on October 27th, when about sixty lec-

tures in all had been delivered ... not only in

Lancashire, at Manchester, Liverpool, Rochdale,

Oldham, Preston, Salford, and the district round

Manchester, but also at Barnsley, Kendal, Carlisle,

Sheffield, and Hebden Bridge.

”In thus making our first attack upon the

stronghold of the old Unionism and the new

Toryism, we would have been contented with

a very small measure of success, and we are

much more than contented with the results ob-

tained. The lectures, except for a few days dur-

ing the contest at Eccles, were extremely well

reported, and even the ’Manchester Guardian’

(the ’Daily News’ of the manufacturing districts)

came out with an approving leader. The au-

diences throughout the campaign steadily in-

creased and followed the lectures with close and
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intelligent attention. In particular the members

of Liberal working men’s clubs constantly de-

clared that they had never heard ’the thing put

so straight’ before, and complained that the or-

dinary party lecturers were afraid or unwilling

to speak out. Men who frankly confessed that

they had hesitated before voting for the admis-

sion of our lecturers to their clubs were enthu-

siastic in welcoming our message as soon as

they heard it. The vigorous propaganda in the

manufacturing districts of the S.D.F. branches

has been chiefly carried on by means of outdoor

meetings. Its effect upon working-class opin-

ion, especially among unskilled labourers, has

been marked and important, but it has entirely

failed to reach the working-men politicians who

form the rank and file of the Liberal Associa-

tions and Clubs, or the ’well-dressed’ Liberals

who vaguely desire social reform, but have been
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encouraged by their leaders to avoid all exact

thought on the subject.”

* * * * *

The lectures were given chiefly in sets of four

in consecutive weeks, mostly at Liberal and Rad-

ical Clubs: others were arranged by Co-operative

Societies, and by branches of the S.D.F. and

the Socialist League. The subjects were ”Social-

ism,” ”Where Liberalism Fails,” ”Co-operation

and Labour,” ”The Future of Women,” ”The Eight

Hours Bill,” ”The Politics of Labour,” and so on.

Those arranged by Co-operative Societies were,

we are told, the least successful, but it is hoped

”that they will bring about a better feeling be-

tween Socialists and Co-operators,” a state of

things which on the side of the Socialists was,

as we have previously indicated, badly wanted.

It should be noted that much of the success

of the campaign was due to friendly assistance
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from the head-quarters of the Co-operative Union

and the National Reform Union.

There is no doubt that this campaign with

the series of lectures on the same lines which

were continued for several years was an event

of some importance, not only in the history of

the Fabian Society but also in English politics.

Hitherto the Socialism presented to the indus-

trial districts of England, which are the back-

bone of Trade Unionism and Co-operation, to

the men who are meant when we speak of the

power and independence of the working classes,

was revolutionary and destructive, ill-tempered

and ungenerous. It had perhaps alarmed, but

it had failed to attract them. It had made no

real impression on the opinion of the people.

From this point a new movement began. It first

took the form of local Fabian Societies. They

were succeeded by and merged into branches of
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the Independent Labour Party, which adopted

everything Fabian except its peculiar political

tactics. A few years later the Labour Party fol-

lowed, more than Fabian in its toleration in

the matter of opinions, and virtually, though

not formally, Fabian in its political policy. No

doubt something of the sort would have hap-

pened had there never been a Lancashire cam-

paign, but this campaign may be fairly described

as the first step in an evolution, the end of

which is not yet in sight.

* * * * *

Her lectures in the Lancashire campaign and

the formation of the branches were Mrs. Be-

sant’s last contributions to the Socialist move-

ment. Early in November she suddenly and

completely severed her connection with the So-

ciety. She had become a convert to Theosophy,

which at that time accepted the Buddhist doc-
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trine that spiritual conditions alone mattered,

and that spiritual life would flourish as well

in the slum amidst dirt and starvation as in

the comfortable cottage, and much better than

in the luxurious mansion. Twentieth-century

theosophy has receded from that position, and

now advocates social amelioration, but Mrs. Be-

sant thought otherwise in 1890. Some twenty

years later she lectured on several occasions to

the Society, and she joined her old friends at

the dinner which celebrated the thirtieth an-

niversary of its foundation, but in the interval

her connection with it completely ceased.

The Fabian Society and British Socialism owe

much to Mrs. Besant for the assistance she

gave it during five important years. Her splen-

did eloquence, always at our service, has sel-

dom been matched, and has never been sur-

passed by any of the innumerable speakers of
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the movement. She had, when she joined us,

an assured position amongst the working-class

Radicals in London and throughout the coun-

try; and through her Socialism obtained a sym-

pathetic hearing in places where less trusted

speakers would have been neglected. She was

not then either a political thinker or an effective

worker on committees, but she possessed the

power of expressing the ideas of other people

far better than their originators, and she had

at her command a certain amount of political

machinery–such as an office at 63 Fleet Street,

and a monthly magazine, ”Our Corner”–which

was very useful. Her departure was a serious

loss, but it came at a moment of rapid expan-

sion, so rapid that her absence was scarcely

felt.

* * * * *

On the Society itself the effect of the Es-
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says and the Lancashire Campaign was consid-

erable. As the Executive Committee report in

April, 1891: ”During the past year the Social-

ist movement has made conspicuous progress

in every respect, and a constantly increasing

share of the work of its organisation and ex-

tension has fallen to the Fabian Society.” The

membership increased from 173 to 361, and

the subscription list–thanks in part to several

large donations–from L126 to L520. Local Fabian

Societies had been formed at Belfast, Birming-

ham, Bombay, Bristol, Huddersfield, Hyde, Leeds,

Manchester, Oldham, Plymouth, Tyneside, and

Wolverhampton, with a total membership of 350

or 400. The business in tracts had been enor-

mous. Ten new tracts, four pamphlets and six

leaflets, were published, and new editions of all

but one of the old ones had been printed. In

all 335,000 tracts were printed and 98,349 dis-
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tributed. The new tracts include ”The Workers’

Political Programme,” ”The New Reform Bill,”

”English Progress Towards Social Democracy,”

”The Reform of Poor Law,” and a leaflet, No. 13,

”What Socialism Is,” which has been in circu-

lation ever since. It should be added that at

this period our leaflets were given away freely,

a form of propaganda which soon proved too

expensive for our resources.

In March, 1891, just before the end of the of-

ficial year, appeared the first number of ”Fabian

News,” the monthly organ of the Society, which

has continued ever since. It replaced the printed

circulars previously issued to the members, and

was not intended to be anything else than a

means of communicating with the members as

to the work of the Society, and also in later

years as to new books on subjects germane to

its work. It has been edited throughout by the
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Secretary, but everything of a contentious char-

acter relating to the affairs of the Society has

been published by the express authority of the

Executive Committee.

It may be mentioned that from this time for-

ward the documents of the Society are both

fuller and more accessible than before. For the

period up to the end of 1889 the only complete

record is contained in the two minute books

of the meetings. No regular minutes of Exec-

utive Committee meetings were kept, and the

Annual Reports were not printed until 1889.

From 1890 onwards the meetings of every com-

mittee were regularly recorded: the Annual Re-

ports were printed in octavo and can be found

in many public libraries, whilst ”Fabian News”

contains full information of the current doings

of the Society. It will not therefore be neces-

sary to treat the later years with such attention

http://booksiread.org


226 The History of the Fabian Society

to detail as has seemed appropriate to the ear-

lier. The only ”sources” for these are shabby

notebooks and the memories of a few men now

rapidly approaching old age. The later years

can be investigated, if any subsequent enquirer

desires to do so, in a dozen libraries in Great

Britain and the United States.

[Illustration: -From a photograph by Van der

Weyde-



WILLIAM CLARKE,

ABOUT 1895]

FOOTNOTES:

[24] Shaw demurs to this passage, and says

that he did not revise the papers verbally, espe-

cially those by Mrs. Besant and Graham Wal-

las, but that he suggested or made alterations

in the others. I am still disposed to suspect that

my statement is not far from the truth.

[25] The opinions of some of the Essayists

about co-operation were apparently modified by
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some small meetings with leading co-operators

on March 27th, April 17th, and May 22nd, 1889.

Bernard Shaw tells me that he thinks that they

were held at Willis’s Rooms, that he was in the

chair, and that Mr. Benjamin Jones (whose

name I find as a speaker at Fabian Meetings

about this period) played a prominent part on

behalf of the Co-operative Wholesale Society.

The first printed Annual Report presented

on 5th April, 1889, mentions that ”the Soci-

ety is taking part in a ’Round Table Conference’

to ascertain amongst other objects how far the

various Co-operative and Socialist bodies can

act together politically,” a problem, thirty years

later, still unsolved. It is a pity that the refer-

ences to Co-operation in ”Fabian Essays” were

not modified in the light of the Conference which

was held after the lectures were written but be-

fore they were published. No record of the Con-
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ference seems to have been preserved.
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Chapter 6

”To your tents, O Israel”: 1894-1900

Progress of the Society–The Independent Labour

Party–Local Fabian Societies–University Fabian

Societies–London Groups and Samuel Butler–

The first Fabian Conference–Tracts and Lectures–

The 1892 Election Manifesto–The Newcastle Program–

The Fair Wages Policy–The ”Fortnightly” article–

The ”Intercepted Letter” of 1906.

During the next two or three years the Soci-

ety made rapid progress. The membership was

541 in 1892, 640 in 1893, and 681 in 1894.

231
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The expenditure, L640 to March, 1891, rose to

L1100 for 1892, and L1179 in 1893. In both

these years large sums–L350 and L450–were

given by two members for the expenses of lec-

tures in the provinces, and in provincial soci-

eties the growth was most marked. In March,

1892, 36 were recorded: the report for 1893

gives 74, including Bombay and South Aus-

tralia. This was the high-water mark. The Inde-

pendent Labour Party was founded in January,

1893, at a Conference at which the Fabian So-

ciety of London and nine local Fabian Societies

were represented, and from this time onward

our provincial organisation declined until, in

1900, only four local and four University So-

cieties remained.

The attitude of the parent society towards

its branches has always been somewhat un-

usual. In early days it made admission to its
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own ranks a matter of some difficulty. A can-

didate resident in London had to secure a pro-

poser and seconder who could personally vouch

for him and had to attend two meetings as a

visitor. We regarded membership as something

of a privilege, and a candidate was required not

only to sign the Basis, but also to take some

personal trouble as evidence of zeal and good

faith. To our provincial organisation the same

principle was applied. If the Socialists in any

town desired to form a local society we gave

them our blessing and received them gladly.

But we did not urge the formation of branches

on lukewarm adherents, and we always recog-

nised that the peculiar political methods of the

London Society, appropriate to a body of highly

educated people, nearly all of them speakers,

writers, or active political workers, were unsuit-

able for the groups of earnest workmen in the
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provinces who were influenced by our teaching.

In fact the local Fabian Societies, with rare ex-

ceptions, of which Liverpool was the chief, were

from the first ”I.L.P.” in personnel and policy,

and were Fabian only in name.

This somewhat detached attitude, combined

with the recognition of the differences between

the parent society and its offspring, led to the

adoption of a system of local autonomy. The

parent society retained complete control over

its own affairs. It was governed by a mass meet-

ing of members, which in those days elected

the Executive for the year. It decided that a

local Fabian Society might be formed anywhere

outside London, by any body of people who ac-

cepted the Fabian Basis. The parent society

would send them lecturers, supply them with

literature and ”Fabian News,” and report their

doings in the ”News.” But in other respects com-
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plete autonomy was accorded. No fees were

asked, or subventions granted: no control over,

or responsibility for, policy was claimed. Just

as the political policy of each Fabian was left to

his own judgment, so we declined the impossi-

ble task of supervising or harmonising the po-

litical activities of our local societies. When the

I.L.P. was founded in Bradford and set to work

to organise Socialism on Fabian lines, adopting

practically everything of our policy, except the

particular methods which we had selected be-

cause they suited our personal capacities, we

recognised that provincial Fabianism had done

its work. There was no room, except here and

there, for an I.L.P. branch and a local F.S. in

the same place. The men who were active in

the one were active also in the other. We made

no effort to maintain our organisation against

that of the I.L.P., and though a few societies
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survived for some years, and for a while two

or three were formed every year at such places

as Tunbridge Wells, Maidstone, and Swindon,

they were bodies of small importance, and con-

tributed scarcely anything to the sum of Fabian

activity. The only local Fabian Society which

survived the debacle was Liverpool, which has

carried on work similar to that of the London

Society down to the present time. Its relations

with the I.L.P. have always been harmonious,

and, like the I.L.P., it has always maintained

an attitude of hostility towards the old political

parties. Its work has been lecturing, the publi-

cation of tracts, and political organisation.

The University Fabian Societies are of a dif-

ferent character. Formed by and for under-

graduates, but in some cases, especially at Ox-

ford, maintaining continuity by the assistance

of older members in permanent residence, such
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as Sidney Ball of St. John’s, who has belonged

to the Oxford Society since its formation in 1895,

they are necessarily fluctuating bodies, depen-

dent for their success on the personality and in-

fluence of a few leading members. Their mem-

bers have always been elected at once to the

parent society in order that the connection may

be unbroken when they leave the University.

Needless to say, only a small proportion become

active members of the Society, but a few of the

leading members of the movement have entered

it in this way. Oxford, Glasgow, Aberystwyth,

and latterly Cambridge have had flourishing so-

cieties for long periods, and quite a number of

the higher grade civil servants and of the clergy

and doctors in remote districts in Wales and

Scotland are or have been members. Moreover,

the Society always retains a scattering of mem-

bers, mostly officials or teachers, in India, in
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the heart of Africa, in China, and South Amer-

ica, who joined it in their undergraduate days.

Almost from the first the Executive has en-

deavoured to organise the members in the Lon-

don area into groups. The parent society grew

up through years of drawing-room meetings;

why should not the members residing in Hamp-

stead and Hammersmith, in Bloomsbury or Kens-

ington do the same? Further, the Society al-

ways laid much stress on local politics: there

were County Council and Borough Council, School

Board and Poor Law Guardians elections in which

policy could be influenced and candidates pro-

moted or supported.

In fact it is only in the years when London

government was in the melting-pot, or in times

of special socialist activity, and in a few dis-

tricts, such as Hampstead, where Fabians are

numerous, and especially when one or more
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persons of persistence and energy are available,

that the groups have had a more than nominal

existence. The drawing-room meetings of the

parent society attracted audiences until they

outgrew drawing-rooms, because of the excep-

tional quality of the men and women who at-

tended them and the novelty of the doctrines

promulgated. These conditions were not re-

peated in each district of London, and in spite

of constant paper planning, and not a little ser-

vice by the older members, who spent their time

and talents on tiny meetings in Paddington or

Streatham, the London group system has never

been a permanent success. What has kept the

Society together is the series of fortnightly meet-

ings carried on regularly from the first, which

themselves fluctuate in popularity, but which

have never wholly failed.[26]

* * * * *
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We now return to the point whence this di-

gression started. Our local societies were then

flourishing. They were vigorously supported from

London. We had funds for the expenses of lec-

turers and many willing to give the time. W.S.

De Mattos was employed as lecture secretary,

and arranged in the year 1891-2 600 lectures,

300 of them in the provinces. In all 3339 lec-

tures by members during the year were recorded.

All this activity imparted for a time consider-

able vitality to the local societies, and on Febru-

ary 6th and 7th, 1892, the first (and for twenty

years the last) Annual Conference was held in

London, at Essex Hall. Only fourteen provincial

societies were represented, but they claimed a

membership of about 1100, some four-fifths of

the whole.

The Conference was chiefly memorable be-

cause it occasioned the preparation of the pa-
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per by Bernard Shaw, entitled ”The Fabian So-

ciety: What it has done and how it has done

it,” published later as Tract 41 and renamed,

when the passage of years rendered the title ob-

solete, ”The Fabian Society: Its Early History,”

parts of which have already been quoted. This

entertaining account of the Society, and bril-

liant defence of its policy as opposed to that of

the Social Democratic Federation, was read to

a large audience on the Saturday evening, and

made so great an impression that comment on

it seemed futile and was abandoned. The Con-

ference on Sunday was chiefly occupied with

the discussion of a proposal that the electors

be advised to vote at the coming General Elec-

tion in accordance with certain test questions,

which was defeated by 23 to 21. A resolution

to expel from the Society any member becom-

ing ”an official of the Conservative, Liberal, Lib-
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eral Unionist, or National League parties” was

rejected by a large majority, for the first but by

no means for the last time. The Conference was

quite a success, but a year later there was not

sufficient eagerness in the provinces for a sec-

ond, and the project was abandoned.

* * * * *

Amidst all this propaganda of the principles

of Socialism the activity of the Society in lo-

cal government was in no way relaxed. The

output of tracts at this period was remarkable.

In the year 1890-1, 10 new tracts were pub-

lished, 335,000 copies printed, and 98,349 sold

or given away. In 1891-2, 20 tracts, 16 of them

leaflets of 4 pages, were published, 308,300

printed, and 378,281 distributed, most of them

leaflets. This was the maximum. Next year only

272,660 were distributed, though the sales of

penny tracts were larger. At this period the
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Society had a virtual monopoly in the produc-

tion of political pamphlets in which facts and

figures were marshalled in support of propo-

sitions of reform in the direction of Socialism.

Immense trouble was taken to ensure accuracy

and literary excellence. Many of the tracts were

prepared by Committees which held numerous

meetings. Each of them was criticised in proof

both by the Executive and by all the members

of the Society. Every tract before publication

had to be approved at a meeting of members,

when the author or authors had to consider ev-

ery criticism and justify, amend, or delete the

passage challenged.

The tracts published in these years included

a series of ”Questions” for candidates for Par-

liament and all the local governing bodies em-

bodying progressive programmes of administra-

tion with possible reforms in the law–which the
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candidate was requested to answer by a local

elector and which were used with much effect

for some years–and a number of leaflets on Mu-

nicipal Socialism, extracted from ”Facts for Lon-

doners.” In 1891 the first edition of ”What to

Read: A List of Books for Social Reformers,”

classified in a somewhat elaborate fashion, was

prepared by Graham Wallas, the fifth edition of

which, issued as a separate volume in 1910,

is still in print. ”Facts for Bristol,” drafted by

the gentleman who is now Sir Hartmann Just,

K.C.M.G., C.B., was the only successful attempt

out of many to apply the method of ”Facts for

Londoners” to other cities.

It is impossible for me to estimate how far

the Progressive policy of London in the early

nineties is to be attributed to the influence of

the Fabian Society. That must be left to the

judgment of those who can form an impartial
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opinion. Something, however, the Society must

have contributed to create what was really a re-

markable political phenomenon. London up to

1906 was Conservative in politics by an over-

whelming majority. In 1892 out of 59 seats the

Liberals secured 23, but in 1895 and 1900 they

obtained no more than 8 at each election. All

this time the Progressive Party in the County

Council, which came into office unexpectedly

after the confused election in 1889 when the

Council was created, maintained itself in power

usually by overwhelming majorities, obtained

at each succeeding triennial elections in the same

constituencies and with substantially the same

electorate that returned Conservatives to Par-

liament.

In the early nineties the Liberal and Radical

Working Men’s Clubs of London had a politi-

cal importance which has since entirely disap-
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peared. Every Sunday for eight months in the

year, and often on weekdays, political lectures

were arranged, which were constantly given by

Fabians. For instance, in October, 1891, I find

recorded in advance twelve courses of two to

five lectures each, nine of them at Clubs, and

fifteen separate lectures at Clubs, all given by

members of the Society. In October, 1892, eleven

courses and a dozen separate lectures by our

members at Clubs are notified. These were all,

or nearly all, arranged by the Fabian office, and

it is needless to say that a number of others

were not so arranged or were not booked four

or five weeks in advance. Our list of over a hun-

dred lecturers, with their subjects and private

addresses, was circulated in all directions and

was constantly used by the Clubs, as well as

by all sorts of other societies which required

speakers.
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Moreover, in addition to ”Facts for London-

ers,” Sidney Webb published in 1891 in Son-

nenschein’s ”Social Science Series” a volume

entitled ”The London Programme,” which set out

his policy, and that of the Society, on all the af-

fairs of the metropolis. The Society had at this

time much influence through the press. ”The

London Programme” had appeared as a series

of articles in the Liberal weekly ”The Speaker.”

The ”Star,” founded in 1888, was promptly ”col-

lared,” according to Bernard Shaw,[27] who was

its musical critic, and who wrote in it, so it

was said, on every subject under the sun except

music! Mr. H.W. Massingham, assistant editor

of the ”Star,” was elected to the Society and its

Executive simultaneously in March, 1891, and

in 1892 he became assistant editor of the ”Daily

Chronicle,” under a sympathetic chief, Mr. A.E.

Fletcher.

http://booksiread.org


248 The History of the Fabian Society

Mrs. Besant and the Rev. Stewart Headlam

had been elected to the London School Board

in 1888, and had there assisted a Trade Union

representative in getting adopted the first Fair

Wages Clause in Contracts. But in the first

London County Council the Society, then a tiny

body, was not represented.

At the second election in 1892 six of its mem-

bers were elected to the Council and another

was appointed an alderman. Six of these were

members best known to the public as Trade

Unionists or in other organisations, but Sid-

ney Webb, who headed the poll at Deptford with

4088 votes, whilst his Progressive colleague re-

ceived 2503, and four other candidates only

5583 votes between them, was a Fabian and

nothing else. He had necessarily to resign his

appointment in the Colonial Office, and thence-

forth was able to devote all his time to politics
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and literary work. Webb was at once elected

chairman of the Technical Education Board, which

up to 1904 had the management of all the ed-

ucation in the county, other than elementary,

which came under public control. The saying

is attributed to him that according to the Act

of Parliament Technical Education could be de-

fined as any education above elementary ex-

cept Greek and Theology, and the Board under

his chairmanship–he was chairman for eight

years–did much to bring secondary and univer-

sity education within the reach of the working

people of London. From 1892 onwards there

was always a group of Fabians on the London

County Council, working in close alliance with

the ”Labour Bench,” the Trade Unionists who

then formed a group of the Progressive Party

under the leadership of John Burns. Under

this silent but effective influence the policy of
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the Progressives was largely identical with the

immediate municipal policy of the Society itself,

and the members of the Society took a keen

and continuous interest in the triennial elec-

tions and the work of the Council.

* * * * *

All this concern in local administration did

not interfere with the interest taken by the So-

ciety in parliamentary politics, and one illus-

tration of this may be mentioned. The Liberal

Party has a traditional feud with Landlordism,

and at this period its favourite panacea was

Leasehold Enfranchisement, that is, the enact-

ment of a law empowering leaseholders of houses

built on land let for ninety-nine years, the com-

mon practice in London, to purchase the free-

hold at a valuation. Many Conservatives had

come round to the view that the breaking up of

large town estates and the creation of numer-
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ous freeholders, would strengthen the forces

upholding the rights of property, and there was

every prospect that the Bill would be passed.

A few hours before the debate on April 29th,

1891, a leaflet (Tract No. 22) was published

explaining the futility of the proposal from the

Fabian standpoint, and a copy was sent to ev-

ery member of Parliament. To the astonish-

ment of the Liberal leaders a group of Radicals,

including the present Lord Haldane and Sir Ed-

ward Grey, opposed the Bill, and it was de-

feated by the narrow majority of 13 in a house

numbering 354. A few years later the proposal

was dropped out of the Liberal programme, and

the Leasehold Enfranchisement Association it-

self adopted a new name and a revised policy.

But the main object of the Fabians was to

force on the Liberal Party a programme of con-

structive social reform. With few exceptions
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their members belonged or had belonged to that

party, and it was not difficult, now that London

had learned the value of the Progressive policy,

to get resolutions accepted by Liberal Associa-

tions demanding the adoption of a programme.

Sidney Webb in 1888 printed privately a paper

entitled ”Wanted a Programme: An Appeal to

the Liberal Party,” and sent it out widely amongst

the Liberal leaders. The ”Star” and the ”Daily

Chronicle” took care to publish these resolu-

tions, and everything was done, which skilful

agitators knew, to make a popular demand for

a social reform programme. We did what all

active politicians in a democratic country must

do; we decided what the people ought to want,

and endeavoured to do two things, which af-

ter all are much the same thing, to make the

people want it, and to make it appear that they

wanted it. The result–how largely attributable
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to our efforts can hardly now be estimated–was

the Newcastle Program, reluctantly blessed by

Mr. Gladstone and adopted by the National Lib-

eral Federation in 1891.[28]

The General Election of 1892 was anticipated

with vivid interest. Since the election of 1886

English Socialism had come into being and Trade

Unionism had been transformed by the rise of

the Dockers, and the other ”new” unions of un-

skilled labour. But a Labour Party was still in

the future, and our Election Manifesto (Tract

40), issued in June, bluntly tells the working

classes that until they form a party of their

own they will have to choose between the par-

ties belonging to the other classes. The Man-

ifesto, written by Bernard Shaw, is a brilliant

essay on labour in politics and a criticism of

both the existing parties; it assures the working

classes that they could create their own party if

http://booksiread.org


254 The History of the Fabian Society

they cared as much about politics as they cared

for horse-racing (football was not in those days

the typical sport); and it concludes by advising

them to vote for the better, or against the worse,

man, on the ground that progress was made by

steps, a step forward was better than a step

backward, and the only thing certain is the de-

feat of a party which sulks and does not vote

at all. The Manifesto was widely circulated by

the then vigorous local societies, and no doubt

had some effect, though the intensity of the an-

tipathy to Liberal Unionism on the one side and

to Home Rule on the other left little chance for

other considerations.

Six members of the Society were candidates,

but none of them belonged to the group which

had made its policy and conducted its cam-

paign. In one case, Ben Tillett at West Brad-

ford, the Society took an active part in the elec-
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tion, sending speakers and collecting L152 for

the Returning Officer’s expenses. Of the six,

J. Keir Hardie at West Ham alone was success-

ful, but Tillett did well at West Bradford, polling

2,749, only a few hundred votes below the other

two candidates, and preparing the field for the

harvest which F.W. Jowett reaped in 1906.

The result of the election, which took place

in July, was regarded as a justification for the

Fabian policy of social advance. In London,

where Liberalism was strongly tainted with it,

the result was ”as in 1885,” the year of Lib-

eral victory, and the only Liberal seat lost was

that of the President of the Leasehold Enfran-

chisement Association! In the industrial cities,

and in Scotland, where Liberalism was still in-

dividualist, the result was rather as in 1886,

when Liberalism lost. In London also ”by far

the largest majorities were secured by Mr. John
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Burns and Mr. Keir Hardie, who stood as avowed

Socialists, and by Mr. Sydney Buxton, whose

views are really scarcely less advanced than theirs.”[29]

I have pointed out that Fabian policy began

with State Socialism, and in quite early days

added to it Municipal Socialism; but in 1888

the authors of ”Fabian Essays” appeared to be

unconscious of Trade Unionism and hostile to

the Co-operative movement. The Dock Strike

of 1889 and the lecturing in London clubs and

to the artisans of the north pointed the way

to a new development. Moreover, in the sum-

mer of 1892 Sidney Webb had married Miss

Beatrice Potter, author of an epoch-making lit-

tle book, ”The Co-operative Movement,” and to-

gether they were at work on their famous ”His-

tory of Trade Unionism.”

The ”Questions” for local governing bodies

issued in 1892 were full of such matters as fair
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wages, shorter hours, and proper conditions for

labour, and it was speedily discovered that this

line of advance was the best suited to Fabian

tactics because it was a series of skirmishes

all over the country, in which scores and hun-

dreds could take part. Each locality had then

or soon afterwards three or four elected local

councils, and hardly any Fabian from one end

of the country to the other would be unable in

one way or another to strike a blow or lift a

finger for the improvement of the conditions of

publicly employed labour.

But the Government of Mr. Gladstone had

not been in office for much more than a year

before a much more ambitious enterprise on

this line was undertaken. In March, 1893, Sir

Henry (then Mr.) Campbell-Bannerman had pledged

the Government to ”show themselves to be the

best employers of labour in the country”: ”we
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have ceased,” he said, ”to believe in what are

known as competition or starvation wages.” That

was a satisfactory promise, but enunciating a

principle is one thing and carrying it into effect

in scores of departments is another. Mr. Glad-

stone, of course, was interested only in Home

Rule. Permanent officials doubtless obstructed,

as they usually do: and but a few members

of the Cabinet accepted or understood the new

obligation. The Fabian Society knew the Gov-

ernment departments from the inside, and it

was easy for the Executive to ascertain how

labour was treated under each chief, what he

had done and what he had left undone. At that

time legislative reforms were difficult because

the Government majority was both small and

uncertain, whilst the whole time of Parliament

was occupied by the necessary but futile strug-

gle to pass a Home Rule Bill for the Lords to de-
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stroy. But administrative reforms were subject

to no such limitations: wages and conditions

of labour were determined by the department

concerned, and each minister could do what he

chose for the workmen virtually in his employ-

ment, except perhaps in the few cases, such as

the Post Office, where the sums involved were

very large, when the Chancellor of the Exche-

quer had the same opportunity.

Bernard Shaw and Sidney Webb then de-

cided that the time had come to make an at-

tack on old-fashioned Liberalism on these lines.

The ”Fortnightly Review” accepted their paper,

the Society gave the necessary sanction, and in

November the article entitled ”To Your Tents,

O Israel” appeared. Each of the great depart-

ments of the State was examined in detail, and

for each was stated precisely what should be

done to carry out the promise that the Govern-
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ment would be ”in the first flight of employers,”

and what in fact had been done, which indeed,

with rare exceptions, was nothing. The ”Parish

Councils Act” and Sir William Harcourt’s great

Budget of 1894 were still in the future, and

so far there was little to show as results from

the Liberal victory of the previous year. The

case against the Government from the Labour

standpoint was therefore unrelieved black, and

the Society, in whose name the Manifesto ap-

peared, called on the working classes to aban-

don Liberalism, to form a Trade Union party

of their own, to raise L30,000 and to finance

fifty candidates for Parliament. It is a curious

coincidence that thirteen years later, in 1906,

the Party formed, as the Manifesto demanded,

by the big Trade Unions actually financed pre-

cisely fifty candidates and succeeded in electing

thirty of them.
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The Manifesto led to the resignation of a few

distinguished members, including Professor D.G.

Ritchie, Mrs. Bateson, widow of the Master

of St. John’s College, Cambridge, and more

important than all the rest, Mr. H.W. Mass-

ingham. He was on the Continent when the

Manifesto was in preparation; otherwise per-

haps he might have come to accept it: for his

reply, which was published in the same mag-

azine a month later, was little more than a re-

statement of the case. ”The only sound inter-

pretation of a model employer,” he said, ”is a

man who pays trade union rates of wages, ob-

serves trade union limit of hours, and deals

with ’fair’ as opposed to ’unfair’ houses. Ap-

ply all these tests and the Government unques-

tionably breaks down on every one of them.” If

this was all that an apologist for the Govern-

ment could say, no wonder that the attack went
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home. The opponents of Home Rule were of

course delighted to find another weak spot in

their adversary’s defences; and the episode was

not soon forgotten.

In January the article was reprinted with

much additional matter drafted by Bernard Shaw.

He showed in considerable detail how a Labour

Party ought to be formed, and how, in fact, it

was formed seven years later. With our numer-

ous and still flourishing local societies, and the

newly formed I.L.P., a large circulation for the

tract was easily secured. Thousands of working-

class politicians read and remembered it, and it

cannot be doubted that the ”Plan of Campaign

for Labour,” as it was called, did much to pre-

pare the ground for the Labour Party which was

founded so easily and flourished so vigorously

in the first years of the twentieth century.

At this point the policy of simple permeation
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of the Liberal Party may be said to have come

to an end. The ”Daily Chronicle,” under the

influence of Mr. Massingham, became bitterly

hostile to the Fabians. They could no longer

plausibly pretend that they looked for the re-

alisation of their immediate aims through Lib-

eralism. They still permeated, of course, since

they made no attempt to form a party of their

own, and they believed that only through ex-

isting organisations, Trade Unions on one side,

the political parties on the other, could suffi-

cient force be obtained to make progress within

a reasonable time. In one respect it must be

confessed we shared an almost universal delu-

sion. When the Liberal Party was crushed at

the election of 1895 we thought that its end

had come in England as it has in other coun-

tries. Conservatism is intelligible: Socialism we

regarded as entirely reasonable. Between the
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two there seemed to be no logical resting place.

We had discovered long ago that the working

classes were not going to rush into Socialism,

but they appeared to be and were in fact grow-

ing up to it. The Liberalism of the decade 1895-

1905 had measures in its programme, such as

Irish Home Rule, but it had no policy, and it

seemed incredible then, as it seems astonish-

ing now, that a party with so little to offer could

sweep the country, as it was swept by the Lib-

erals in 1906. But nobody could have foreseen

Mr. Lloyd George, and although the victory of

1906 was not due to his leadership, no one can

doubt that it is his vigorous initiative in the di-

rection of Socialism which secured for his party

the renewed confidence of the country.

* * * * *

Twelve years later another attempt to get ad-

ministrative reform from the Liberal Party was
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made on somewhat similar lines. The party had

taken office in December, 1905, and in the in-

terval before the General Election of 1906 gave

them their unprecedented majority, ”An Inter-

cepted Letter,” adopted at a members’ meeting

in December, was published in the ”National

Review” for January. It purported to be a cir-

cular letter addressed by the Prime Minister to

his newly appointed colleagues, giving each of

them in turn advice how to run his department.

In this case there was no necessity to suggest

administrative reforms only. The Liberals were

certain of a majority, and they had no programme:

they were bound to win, not on their merits, but

on the defects of their opponents. The Letter,

written by Webb in a rollicking style, to which

he rarely condescends, touched on each of the

great departments of Government, and advo-

cated both the old policy of Trade Union hours
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and wages, for which the new Prime Minister

had made himself in 1893 personally responsi-

ble, but also all sorts of progressive measures,

graduated and differentiated income-tax for the

Treasury, Compulsory Arbitration in Labour Dis-

putes for the Home Office–we discovered the

flaw in that project later–reform of Grants in

Aid for the Local Government Board, Wages Boards

for Agriculture, and so on. A few weeks later

the country had the General Election to think

about, and the Letter was merely reprinted for

private circulation amongst the members of the

Society. But we took care that the new Minis-

ters read it, and it served to remind them of the

demands which, after the election, the Labour

Party, at last in being, would not let them again

forget.



FOOTNOTES:

[26] Bernard Shaw has sent me the following

note on this paragraph:–

One London group incident should be im-

mortalized. It was in the W.C. group, which met

in Gt. Ormond St. It consisted of two or three

members who used to discuss bi-metallism. I

was a member geographically, but never attended.

One day I saw on the notice of meetings which

I received an announcement that Samuel But-

ler would address the group on the authorship

of the Odyssey. Knowing that the group would

have no notion of how great a man they were

267



268 The History of the Fabian Society

entertaining, I dashed down to the meeting; took

the chair; gave the audience (about five strong

including Butler and myself) to understand that

the occasion was a great one; and when we

had listened gravely to Samuel’s demonstration

that the Odyssey was written by Nausicaa, car-

ried a general expression of enthusiastic agree-

ment with Butler, who thanked us with old-

fashioned gravity and withdrew without giving

a sign of his feelings at finding so small a meet-

ing of the famous Fabian Society. Considering

how extraordinary a man Butler is now seen

to have been, there is something tragic in the

fact that the greatest genius among the long list

of respectable dullards who have addressed us,

never got beyond this absurd little group.

[27] Tract 41. ”The Fabian Society,” p. 18.

[28] Bernard Shaw has sent me the following

note on this point:–
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The exact facts of the launching of the New-

castle Program are these. Webb gave me the

Program in his own handwriting as a string of

resolutions. I, being then a permeative Fabian

on the executive of the South St. Pancras Lib-

eral and Radical Association (I had coolly walked

in and demanded to be elected to the Associ-

ation and Executive, which was done on the

spot by the astonished Association–ten strong

or thereabouts) took them down to a meeting

in Percy Hall, Percy Street, Tottenham Court

Road, where the late Mr. Beale, then Liberal

candidate and subscription milch cow of the

constituency (without the ghost of a chance),

was to address as many of the ten as might

turn up under the impression that he was ad-

dressing a public meeting. There were certainly

not 20 present, perhaps not 10. I asked him

to move the resolutions. He said they looked
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complicated, and that if I would move them he

would second them. I moved them, turning

over Webb’s pages by batches and not reading

most of them. Mr. Beale seconded. Passed

unanimously. That night they went down to

The Star with a report of an admirable speech

which Mr. Beale was supposed to have deliv-

ered. Next day he found the National Liberal

Club in an uproar at his revolutionary break-

away. But he played up; buttoned his coat de-

terminedly; said we lived in progressive times

and must move with them; and carried it off.

Then he took the report of his speech to the

United States and delivered several addresses

founded on it with great success. He died shortly

after his last inevitable defeat. He was an ami-

able and worthy man; and the devotion with

which he fought so many forlorn hopes for his

party should have earned him a safe seat. But
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that debt was never paid or even acknowledged;

and he felt the ingratitude very keenly.

[29] ”Fabian News,” August, 1892.
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Chapter 7

”Fabianism and the Empire”: 1900-1

The Library and Book Boxes–Parish Councils–

The Workmen’s Compensation Act–The Hutchin-

son Trust–The London School of Economics–

Educational Lectures–Electoral Policy–The con-

troversy over the South African War–The publi-

cation of ”Fabianism and the Empire.”

The next few years were devoted to quieter

work than that of the period described in the

previous chapter. The Conservative Party was

in power, Liberalism, which had lost its great
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leader, and a year or two later lost also his suc-

cessor, Lord Rosebery, was in so hopeless a mi-

nority that its return to power in the near fu-

ture seemed to be and was impossible. It had

been easy to permeate the Liberals, because

most of our members were or had been con-

nected with their party. It was impossible to

permeate Conservatism on similar lines, both

because we were not in touch with their organ-

isation and because Conservatives in general

regarded our proposals with complete aversion.

It was a time, therefore, for educational rather

than political activity, and to this the Society

devoted the greater part of its energies. Its work

in this field took various forms, some of which

may be briefly described.

[Illustration: -From a photograph by Emery

Walker-



G. BERNARD SHAW,

IN 1889]

* * * * *

We had started a lending library in boxes for

our local societies, and as these died away we

offered the use of it to working-class organisa-

tions, and indeed to any organisation of read-

ers or students. Books were purchased from

special funds, a collection of some 5000 vol-

umes was ultimately formed, and for the last

twenty years the Society has kept in circulation

anything up to 200 boxes of books on Social-
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ism, economics, history and social problems,

which are lent for ten shillings a year to Co-

operative Societies, Trade Unions, Socialist So-

cieties, and miscellaneous organisations. The

books are intended to be educational rather than

directly propagandist, and each box is made up

to suit the taste, expressed or inferred, of the

subscriber. Quarterly exchanges are allowed,

but the twenty or thirty books in a box usu-

ally last a society for a year. It is a remarkable

fact that although boxes are lent freely to such

slight organisations as reading classes, and are

sent even to remote mining villages in Wales or

Scotland, not a single box has ever been lost.

Delays are frequent: books of course are often

missing, but sooner or later every box sent out

has been returned to the Society.

Another method of securing the circulation

of good books on social subjects has been fre-
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quently used. We prepare a list of recent and

important publications treating of social prob-

lems and request each member to report how

many of them are in the Public Library of his

district, and further to apply for the purchase

of such as are absent.

* * * * *

The Local Government Act of 1894, commonly

called the Parish Councils Act, which consti-

tuted out of chaos a system of local government

for rural England, gave the Society an opportu-

nity for practising that part of its policy which

includes the making the best use of all forms of

existing legislation. Mr. Herbert Samuel was at

that time a friend, though he was never a mem-

ber, of the Society, and the first step in his suc-

cessful political career was his candidature for

the typically rural Southern Division of Oxford-

shire. He was good enough to prepare for us
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not only an admirable explanation of the Act,

but also Questions for Parish Councillors, for

Rural District Councillors, and for Urban Dis-

trict Councillors. Probably this was the first

time that an analysis of a new Act of Parlia-

ment had been published at a penny. Anyway

the demand for it was considerable, and over

30,000 copies were sold in five months. Then

it was revised, with the omission of temporary

matter, and republished as ”Parish and District

Councils: What they are and what they can

do,” and in this form has gone through many

editions, and is still in print. The tract states

that the secretary of the Society will give ad-

vice on any obscure point in the law, and in

this way the Society has become an Information

Bureau; hardly a week passed for many years

after the autumn of 1895 without a letter from

some village or small town asking questions as
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to housing, common rights, charities, the du-

ties of chairmen of councils, the qualifications

of candidates, and so on.

Similar tracts were published describing the

powers and duties of the London County Coun-

cil, the London Vestries, and the Metropolitan

Borough Councils, established in 1899, while

one giving the powers of various local authori-

ties for housing (No. 76, ”Houses for the Peo-

ple”) has gone through many editions and still

has a steady sale.

* * * * *

The Workmen’s Compensation Act, 1897, af-

forded another opportunity for this sort of work.

Our penny tract (No. 82) describing the rights

of the workmen under the Act was reprinted

thirteen times in eight months, and over 120,000

were sold in the first year of publication. This

tract offered free advice to every purchaser, and
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the result has been an enormous amount of

correspondence which during seventeen years

has never entirely ceased. This work of pro-

viding expert advice on minor legal matters has

been a quiet service to the community constantly

rendered by the Society. The barristers amongst

our members have freely given assistance in the

more difficult matters. Occasionally the solici-

tors amongst us have taken up cases where the

plaintiff was specially helpless.

* * * * *

In 1894, Henry Hutchinson, who had pro-

vided the funds for much of our country lec-

turing, died, and to our complete surprise it

was found that he had appointed Sidney Webb,

whom he hardly knew personally, his executor,

and had left the residue of his estate, between

L9000 and L10,000, to five trustees–Sidney Webb,

his daughter, myself, William Clarke, and W.S.
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De Mattos–with directions that the whole sum

be expended within ten years. The two last

named took but little part in administering the

trust, and Miss Hutchinson died only fifteen

months later, also leaving to her colleagues the

residue of her estate, something under L1000,

for similar purposes. The trustees–Mrs. Bernard

Shaw, Hubert Bland, and Frederick Whelen were

appointed at later dates–resolved that the money

in their charge should be used exclusively for

special work, as otherwise the effect would be

merely to relieve the members of their obliga-

tion to pay for the maintenance of their Soci-

ety. They decided to devote part of the funds to

initiating the London School of Economics and

Political Science, because they considered that

a thorough knowledge of these sciences was a

necessity for people concerned in social recon-

struction, if that reconstruction was to be car-
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ried out with prudence and wisdom: and in

particular it was essential that all classes of

public officials should have the opportunity of

learning whatever can be known of economics

and politics taught on modern lines. Our old

Universities provided lectures on political sci-

ence as it was understood by Plato and Aris-

totle, by Hobbes and Bentham: they did not

then–and indeed they do not now–teach how

New Zealand deals with strikes, how America

legislates about trusts, how municipalities all

over the world organise tramways.

The trustees, as I have said, originated the

London School of Economics, but from the first

they associated others with themselves in its

management, and they made no attempt to re-

tain any special share in its control. Their ob-

ject was to get taught the best science that could

be obtained, confident that if their own politi-
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cal theories were right, science would confirm

them, and if they were wrong, it was better that

they should be discredited. The London School

of Economics, though thus founded, has never

had any direct or organic connection with the

Fabian Society, and therefore any further ac-

count of its successful career would be out of

place in this volume. But it may be said that it

has certainly more than justified the hopes of

its founders, or rather, to be accurate, I should

say, founder, since the other trustees were wholly

guided by the initiative of Sidney Webb.

Besides the School, and the Library connected

with it, the Trust promoted for many years reg-

ular courses of Fabian educational lectures on

social and political subjects, such as Social-

ism, Trade Unionism, Co-operation, Poor Law,

Economics, and Economic History. Lecturers

were selected with care, and were in some cases

http://booksiread.org


284 The History of the Fabian Society

given a maintenance allowance during the prepa-

ration of their lectures. Then arrangements were

made for courses of four lectures each, on what

may be called University Extension lines, in four

or five centres in one part of the country. For

example, in the year 1896-7 180 lectures were

given in fifty towns, half of them under the aus-

pices of branches of the I.L.P., and the rest or-

ganised by Co-operative Societies, Liberal Asso-

ciations, Trade Unions, and other bodies. Very

careful syllabuses were prepared and widely cir-

culated, and the whole scheme was intended to

be educational rather than directly propagan-

dist. The first lecturers engaged were J. Ram-

say Macdonald and Miss Enid Stacy, whose pre-

mature death, a few years after her marriage

to the Rev. Percy Widdrington, was a great

loss to the movement. This lecturing was main-

tained for many years. In 1900, shortly after
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the creation there of County and District Coun-

cils, we experimented upon Ireland, where J.

Bruce Glasier and S.D. Shallard gave a num-

ber of courses of lectures, without any very ob-

vious results. In 1902 W. Stephen Sanders took

over the work, but the fund was coming to an

end, and after 1904 subsidised lecturing virtu-

ally ceased.

* * * * *

In order to help working-class students who

had the desire to study more continuously than

by attendance at lectures, correspondence classes

were started in the same class of subject as the

lectures. A textbook was selected and divided

into sections, to each of which an introduction

was written, concluding with questions. Writ-

ten answers were sent in and corrected by the

conductor of the class. This went on regularly

until 1900, when Ruskin College, Oxford, or-
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ganised similar classes on a larger scale, and

our services were no longer required.

* * * * *

In August, 1896, the triennial International

Socialist Workers and Trade Union Congress

was held in London, at which the Society was

represented by a numerous delegation. The chief

business proved to be the expulsion of the An-

archists, who at this period attended these con-

ferences and had to be got rid of before the

appointed business could be carried on. The

Society prepared an important ”Report” for cir-

culation at the Congress, one part of it advo-

cating various reforms, no longer of any spe-

cial interest, and the other part consisting of

a summary of the principles and policy of the

Society, drafted by Bernard Shaw in a series of

epigrammatic paragraphs. This document, still

circulated as Tract 70, is interesting both as a
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brief and vivid exposition of Fabianism and be-

cause it gave rise to another of the long series

of fights on the policy of political toleration. The

passage chiefly objected to, written, of course,

for foreigners, and therefore more detailed than

otherwise would be necessary, is as follows:–
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”FABIAN

ELECTORAL

TACTICS.

”The Fabian Society does not claim to be the

people of England, or even the Socialist party,

and therefore does not seek direct political rep-

resentation by putting forward Fabian candi-

dates at elections. But it loses no opportu-

nity of influencing elections, and inducing con-

stituencies to select Socialists as their candi-

dates. No person, however, can obtain the sup-
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port of the Fabian Society or escape its oppo-

sition, merely by calling himself a Socialist or

Social-Democrat. As there is no Second Ballot

in England, frivolous candidatures give great

offence and discredit the party in whose name

they are undertaken, because any third can-

didate who is not well supported will not only

be beaten himself but may also involve in his

defeat the better of the two candidates compet-

ing with him. Under such circumstances the

Fabian Society throws its weight against the

third candidate, whether he calls himself a So-

cialist or not, in order to secure the victory to

the better of the two candidates between whom

the contest really lies. But when the third can-

didate is not only a serious representative of

Socialism, but can organise his party well and

is likely to poll sufficient votes to make even

his defeat a respectable demonstration of the
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strength and growth of Socialism in the con-

stituency, the Fabian Society supports him res-

olutely under all circumstances and against all

other parties.”

This was an extreme statement of our posi-

tion, because the Society has never, so far as I

am aware, taken any action which could be de-

scribed as ”throwing its weight against” a third

candidate in a parliamentary election. But it

represented our policy as it might have been,

if occasion had arisen to carry it to its logical

conclusion.

It was opposed, not because it was an inac-

curate statement of fact, but because a minor-

ity of the Society desired to change the policy it

described; and after the Congress was over an

influential requisition was got up by J. Ramsay

Macdonald, who had been elected to the Exec-

utive Committee in 1894, demanding that the
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tract be withdrawn from circulation. The bat-

tle was joined at Clifford’s Inn in October, and

the insurgents were defeated, after an exciting

discussion, by 108 to 33.

* * * * *

There is little to record of the years that fol-

lowed. Graham Wallas, who had been elected to

the London School Board in 1894, resigned his

seat on the Executive in 1895; Bernard Shaw

became a St. Pancras Vestryman without a

contest in 1897, an event rather of literary[30]

than political significance, and in 1898 he had

a serious illness which kept him out of the move-

ment for nearly two years; whilst at the end

of 1899 Sydney Olivier was appointed Colonial

Secretary of Jamaica, and spent most of the

next fourteen years in the West Indies, latterly

as Governor of Jamaica, until 1913, when he

was recalled to London to be the Secretary of
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the Board of Agriculture.

* * * * *

External events put an end to this period of

quiescence, and the Society, which was often

derisively regarded as expert in the politics of

the parish pump, an exponent of ”gas and wa-

ter Socialism,” was forced to consider its atti-

tude towards the problems of Imperialism.

War was declared by President Kruger for

the South African Republic on October 11th,

1899. Up to this point the whole of the Society,

with very few exceptions, had scouted the idea

of war. ”The grievances alleged, though some of

them were real enough, were ludicrously unim-

portant in comparison with our cognate home

grievances. Nobody in his senses would have

contemplated a war on their account,”[31] But

when war had come the situation was entirely

altered. The majority of the Society recognised
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that the British Empire had to win the war,

and that no other conclusion to it was possible.

Some of us had joined in the protest against

the threat of war: but when that protest was

fruitless we declined to contest the inevitable.

A large section of the Liberal Party and nearly

all other Socialists took another view. They

appeared to believe, and some of them even

hoped, that the Boers might be successful and

the British army be driven to the sea. The I.L.P.

regarded the war as a typical case of the then

accepted theory of Socialism that war is always

instigated by capitalists for the purpose of ob-

taining profits. They opposed every step in the

prosecution of the campaign, and criticised ev-

ery action of the British authorities.

In this matter the left and right wings of the

Fabians joined hands in opposition to the cen-

tre. Members who came into the movement
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when Marxism was supreme, like Walter Crane,

those who worked largely with the I.L.P., such

as J. Ramsay Macdonald, S.G. Hobson, and

G.N. Barnes (later M.P. and Chairman of the

Labour Party), were joined by others who were

then associated with the Liberals, such as Dr.

F. Lawson Dodd, Will Crooks (later Labour M.P.),

Clement Edwards (later Liberal M.P.), and Dr.

John Clifford. On the other side were the older

leaders of the Society, who took the view that

the members had come together for the pur-

pose of promoting Socialism, that the question

at issue was one ”which Socialism cannot solve

and does not touch,”[32] and that whilst each

member was entitled to hold and work for his

own opinion, it was not necessary for the Soci-

ety in its corporate capacity to adopt a formal

policy with the result of excluding the large mi-

nority which would have objected to whatever
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decision was arrived at.

The first round in the contest was at a busi-

ness meeting on October 13th, 1899, when on

the advice of the Executive the members present

rejected a motion of urgency for the discussion

of a resolution expressing sympathy with the

Boers.

It was however agreed that the matter could

not end thus, and a members’ meeting was fixed

for December 8th, at Clifford’s Inn Hall, when

S.G. Hobson moved a long resolution declaring

it essential that the attitude of the Society in

regard to the war should be clearly asserted,

and concluding: ”The Fabian Society therefore

formally dissociates itself from the Imperialism

of Capitalism and vainglorious Nationalism and

pledges itself to support the expansion of the

Empire only in so far as it may be compatible

with the expansion of that higher social organ-
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isation which this Society was founded to pro-

mote.”

Bernard Shaw, on behalf of the Executive

Committee, moved a long reasoned amendment

declaring that a parliamentary vote was not worth

fighting about, demanding that at the conclu-

sion of the war measures be taken for securing

the value of the Transvaal mines for the public,

and that the interests of the miners be safe-

guarded. The amendment was barely relevant

to the issue, and notwithstanding influential

support it was defeated by 58 to 27. Thereupon

the ”previous question” was moved and carried

by 59 to 50. This inconclusive result revealed

a great diversity of opinion in the Society, and

the Executive Committee, for the first and, so

far, the only time, availed itself of the rule which

authorised it to submit any question to a postal

referendum of all the members.
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The question submitted in February, 1900,

was this: ”Are you in favour of an official pro-

nouncement being made now by the Fabian So-

ciety on Imperialism in relation to the War?”

and on the paper published in the ”News” were

printed four reasons on one side and five on

the other, drafted by those members of the Ex-

ecutive who advocated each policy. On the one

hand it was argued that the Society should re-

sist aggressive capitalism and militarism, thus

putting itself into line with international social-

ism, and that expenditure on the war would

postpone social reform. On the other it was

contended that the question was outside the

province of the Society, that a resolution by

the Society would carry no weight, would not

stop the war, and might have a serious effect

on the solidarity of the Society itself. The vote

excited great interest: an appeal to the elec-
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torate to vote Yes, worded with much modera-

tion, was issued by Walter Crane, S.G. Hobson,

Charles Charrington, F. Lawson Dodd, J. Fred-

erick Green, George N. Barnes, Will Crooks,

Henry S. Salt, Dr. John Clifford, Mrs. Mallet,

Clement Edwards, Mrs. J.R. Macdonald and

others; to which a reply was sent, signed only

by members of the Executive, Bernard Shaw,

Sidney Webb, Hubert Bland, J.F. Oakeshott,

H.W. Macrosty and one or two others. Finally a

rejoinder by the signatories of the first circular

was issued in the course of the poll which ex-

tended over nearly a month. The membership

at the time was about 800, of whom 50 lived

abroad, and in all only 476 votes were cast, 217

in favour of a pronouncement and 259 against.

It was said at the time, and has constantly

been alleged since, that the Society had voted

its approval of the South African War and had
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supported imperialist aggression and anti-democratic

militarism. As will be seen from the forego-

ing, no such statement is correct. A vote on

the policy of the Government would have given

an overwhelming adverse majority, but it would

have destroyed the Society. In early days we

had drawn a clear line between Socialism and

politics: we had put on one side such problems

as Home Rule and Church Disestablishment as

of the nature of red herrings, matters of no real

importance in comparison with the economic

enfranchisement which we advocated. In the

early eighties Parliament spent futile and fruit-

less months discussing whether Mr. Bradlaugh

should take the oath, and whether an extension

of the franchise should or should not be accom-

panied by redistribution. We wanted to make

the working classes pay less attention to these

party questions and more attention to their own
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social conditions. We thought, or at any rate

said, that the Liberal and Conservative lead-

ers kept the party ball rolling in order to dis-

tract the workers from the iniquity of the dis-

tribution of wealth. We insisted that Social-

ism was an economic doctrine, and had noth-

ing to do with other problems. Later on we re-

alised that the form of government is scarcely

less important than its content: that the unit

of administration, whether imperial, national,

or local, is germane to the question of the ser-

vices to be administered; that if the governmen-

tal machine is to be used for industry, that

machine must be modern and efficient: and

that in fact no clear line of distinction can be

drawn between the problems of constitutional

structure which concern Socialism and those,

if any, which do not concern it. In the case

of the South African war it was mainly the in-
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stinct of self-preservation that actuated us; it is

certain that any other decision would have de-

stroyed the Society. The passions of that period

were extraordinarily bitter. The Pro-Boers were

mobbed and howled down, their actions were

misrepresented, and their motives disparaged:

they retaliated by accusing the British troops

of incredible atrocities, by rejoicing over every

disaster which befell our arms, and by proph-

esying all sorts of calamities however the war

ended. There was never any question of the

Society issuing a pronouncement justifying the

war. Only a very few of our members went as

far as that. But many others, all or nearly all

who were now beginning to be called the ”old

gang,” on whom from first to last the initia-

tive and stability of the Society has depended,

would have declined to be associated with what

they regarded as the anti-patriotic excesses of
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certain of the Liberals, and would have resigned

their membership, or at any rate their official

positions in the Society, had it adopted at that

time the same policy as the I.L.P. Happily tol-

erance prevailed, and although an attempt was

made to get up a big secession, only about fif-

teen members resigned in a group when the re-

sult of the poll was declared. These, however,

included a few important names, J. Ramsay

Macdonald and J. Frederick Green, of the Ex-

ecutive Committee, George N. Barnes and Pete

Curran, future Labour Members of Parliament,

Walter Crane, H.S. Salt, Mrs. J.R. Macdonald,

and Mrs. Pankhurst.

At the election of the Executive Committee

in April, 1900, the Society by another vote con-

firmed the previous decision. All the old mem-

bers were re-elected, and those of the major-

ity party polled the heaviest votes. The two
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seats vacated by resignation were filled by ”Pro-

Boers,” and the only new candidate who sup-

ported the majority was defeated. It was clear,

therefore, that the voting was not strictly on

party lines–one of the opposition, Charles Char-

rington, was fourth on the poll–but that the So-

ciety as a whole approved of the non-committal

policy. The Executive Committee had been elected

since 1894 by a postal ballot of the whole So-

ciety, and on this occasion 509 members, over

62 per cent of the whole, recorded their votes.

The Executive had resolved at the beginning

of the war to issue a tract on Imperialism, and

at the Annual Meeting in May, 1900, a resolu-

tion was passed that it prepare for submission

to the members ”a constructive criticism from

the Socialist standpoint of the actions and pro-

grammes of the various political parties.”

Needless to say, Bernard Shaw undertook
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the difficult job, for at this period all the official

pronouncements of the Executive were drafted

by him. At the beginning of September it was

announced as nearly ready, and later in the

month a proof was sent to every member for

criticism, and a meeting was called for the 25th

to discuss it. This was the extreme example of

the practice at that time habitual, of inviting

the co-operation of every member in our publi-

cations. No less than 134 members returned

amended proofs or wrote letters of criticism;

and it is recorded that only one of these was op-

posed to the whole thing, whilst only nine pre-

ferred to have no manifesto at all; and another

nine objected to material portions. The great

majority were cordial in approval.

Bernard Shaw is fond of posing as the most

conceited of persons, but those who have had

to do with him in literary matters are aware
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that no pose was ever more preposterous. When

he has acted as the literary expert of the Fabian

Society he has considered every criticism with

unruffled courtesy, and dealt with the many

fools who always find their way into extreme

parties, not according to their folly, but with

the careful consideration properly accorded to

eminent wisdom. The business of examining

over a hundred marked proofs of a document

of 20,000 words, every line of which was more

or less controversial, was an immense one, but

the author gave every criticism its proper weight,

and accepted every useful amendment. Then

came the meeting. It was held at Clifford’s Inn,

and between 130 and 140 members were present,

each of whom was entitled to move any amend-

ment on any of the 20,000 words, or any addi-

tion to or deletion of them. Nearly three hours

were occupied partly in discussing the contro-
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versial portion and partly with the general ques-

tion of publication. Only eighteen voted for omit-

ting the part about Imperialism, and the minor-

ity against the publication numbered no more

than fourteen. By this time the controversy

over the war had reached an intensity which

those who cannot recollect it will find difficult

to believe, and nobody but the author could

have written an effective document on the war

so skilfully as to satisfy the great majority of

the supporters of both parties in the Society.

Bernard Shaw has accomplished many difficult

feats, but none of them, in my opinion, ex-

cels that of drafting for the Society and carrying

through the manifesto called ”Fabianism and

the Empire.”

It was published as a shilling volume by Grant

Richards, and although it was widely and favourably

noticed in the Press the sales were only moder-
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ate, just over 2000 copies to the end of the year.

Some time later the Society purchased the re-

mainder of 1500 copies at 1d. and since sold

them at prices, rising as the stock declined, up

to five shillings a copy!

The theme of the manifesto is the overrid-

ing claim of efficiency not only in our own gov-

ernment, and in our empire, but throughout

the world. The earth belongs to mankind, and

the only valid moral right to national as well

as individual possession is that the occupier is

making adequate use of it for the benefit of the

world community. ”The problem before us is

how the world can be ordered by Great Powers

of practically international extent.... The par-

tition of the greater part of the globe among

such powers is, as a matter of fact that must

be faced approvingly or deploringly, now only

a question of time” (p. 3). ”The notion that a
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nation has a right to do what it pleases with

its own territory, without reference to the inter-

ests of the rest of the world is no more tenable

from the International Socialist point of view–

that is, from the point of view of the twentieth

century–than the notion that a landlord has a

right to do what he likes with his estate without

reference to the interests of his neighbours....

[In China] we are asserting and enforcing in-

ternational rights of travel and trade. But the

right to trade is a very comprehensive one: it in-

volves a right to insist on a settled government

which can keep the peace and enforce agree-

ments. When a native government of this order

is impossible, the foreign trading power must

set one up” (pp. 44-5). ”The value of a State

to the world lies in the quality of its civilisa-

tion, not in the magnitude of its armaments....

There is therefore no question of the steam-
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rollering of little States because they are little,

any more than of their maintenance in defer-

ence to romantic nationalism. The State which

obstructs international civilisation will have to

go, be it big or little. That which advances it

should be defended by all the Western Powers.

Thus huge China and little Monaco may share

the same fate, little Switzerland and the vast

United States the same fortune” (p. 46).

As for South Africa, ”however ignorantly [our]

politicians may argue about it, reviling one an-

other from the one side as brigands, and de-

fending themselves from the other with quib-

bles about waste-paper treaties and childish slan-

ders against a brave enemy, the fact remains

that a Great Power, consciously or unconsciously,

must govern in the interests of civilisation as a

whole; and it is not to those interests that such

mighty forces as gold-fields, and the formidable
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armaments that can be built upon them, should

be wielded irresponsibly by small communities

of frontiersmen. Theoretically they should be

internationalised, not British-Imperialised; but

until the Federation of the World becomes an

accomplished fact we must accept the most re-

sponsible Imperial federations available as a sub-

stitute for it” (pp. 23-4).

As however the Manifesto was designed for

the general election, this theme was only sketched,

and the greater part was occupied with mat-

ters of a more immediately practicable char-

acter. The proposed partition of China at that

time seemed imminent, and our attention had

been called to the efficiency of the German State

organisation of foreign trade in comparison with

the -laissez-faire- policy which dominated our

Foreign Office. We regarded our overseas trade

as a national asset, and urged that the con-
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sular service should be revolutionised. ”Any

person who thinks this application of Social-

ism to foreign trade through the consular sys-

tem impossible also thinks the survival of his

country in the age of the Powers impossible. No

German thinks it impossible. If he has not al-

ready achieved it, he intends to” (pp. 10, 11).

We must ”have in every foreign market an organ

of commercially disinterested industrial intelli-

gence. A developed consulate would be such

an organ.” ”The consulate could itself act as

broker, if necessary, and have a revenue from

commissions, of which, however, the salaries of

its officials should be strictly independent” (pp.

10 and 8).

The present army should be replaced ”by

giving to the whole male population an effective

training in the use of arms without removing

them from civil life. This can be done with-
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out conscription or barrack life” by extending

the half-time system to the age of 21 and train-

ing the young men in the other half. From the

millions of men thus trained ”we could obtain

by voluntary enlistment a picked professional

force of engineers, artillery, and cavalry, and

as large a garrison for outlying provinces as

we chose to pay for, if we made it attractive by

the following reforms”: full civil rights, a living

wage, adequate superannuation after long ser-

vice, and salaries for officers on the civil scale.

The other reforms advocated included a mini-

mum wage for labour, grants in aid for hous-

ing, freedom for municipal trading, municipal

public-houses, and reorganisation of the ma-

chinery of education, as explained later. ”The

moral of it all is that what the British Empire

wants most urgently in its government is not

Conservatism, not Liberalism, not Imperialism,
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but brains and political science” (p. 93).

[Illustration: GRAHAM WALLAS, IN 1891]



FOOTNOTES:

[30] Shaw has ”vehemently protested” against

this phrase, saying that he ”put in six years

of hard committee work to the astonishment of

the vestrymen who had not expected (him) to

be a man of business and a sticker at it.” But I

am still of opinion that the secondary effects of

those six years on his knowledge of affairs and

the lessons he has drawn from them in his writ-

ings and speeches have been of greater value to

his innumerable readers and hearers than was

his administrative diligence to the Parish of St.

Pancras.
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[31] ”Fabianism and the Empire,” p. 26.

[32] ”The Fabian Society and the War: re-

ply by the majority of the Executive Committee

to the recent circular.” (Circular on the referen-

dum mentioned later.)
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Birth-rate.

The controversy described in the preceding

chapter was not the only business that occu-

pied the Society at the period of the South African

War.

Amongst minor affairs was a change of premises.

The office first taken, in 1891, was at 276 Strand,

in the island at that time formed by Holywell

Street which ran between the churches of St.

Clement Danes and St. Martin’s in the Fields.

At the end of 1899 the London County Coun-

cil acquired the property for the Kingsway and

Aldwych clearance scheme, and we found new

quarters in a basement at Clement’s Inn, a pleas-

ant couple of rooms, with plenty of light, though

sometimes maliciously misdescribed as a cellar.

At the end of 1908 we removed into three much

more spacious rooms at the same address, also

in ”a dismal basement,” where we remained un-
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til in 1914 the Society rented a house at 25

Tothill Street, Westminster.

Another undertaking was a conference on

Housing. Although the first public effort of the

Society was its conference at South Place Chapel

in 1886, this particular form of propaganda has

never commended itself to the Executive, chiefly

no doubt because conferences, to which nu-

merous representative persons are invited, are

most useful for promoting moderate reforms which

have already made themselves acceptable to the

members and officials of local governing bod-

ies. Such reforms the Fabian Society does not

regard as its special business; it prefers to pi-

oneer; it is true that it uses its machinery for

spreading a knowledge of local government in

all its forms, but that is mainly a matter of of-

fice routine.

However, for once we took up an already pop-
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ular proposal. The Housing of the Working Classes

Act of 1890 was an admirable measure, but it

was hedged about with obstacles which ren-

dered it very difficult to work in urban areas

and virtually useless in rural districts. We had

drafted an amending Bill for rural districts in

1895, which was read a first time in the House

of Commons on the day of the vote on the sup-

ply of cordite, when the defeat of the Liberal

Government led to the dissolution of Parliament.

The Act of 1890 was singular in one respect.

Part III was headed ”Working-Class Lodging Houses,”

and was drafted accordingly, but the definition

of lodging-houses was made to include cottages

with not more than half an acre of garden, thus

enabling houses to be provided by local author-

ities in town and country, apart from clear-

ances of insanitary areas. For years this defini-

tion was overlooked, and very few people were
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aware that cottages could be built in rural dis-

tricts by the Guardians, and later by Rural Dis-

trict Councils. Our Leaflet No. 63, ”Parish

Council Cottages,” issued in 1895, was almost

the first publication drawing attention to the

subject, and with one exception no use was

made of these powers of the Act in rural dis-

tricts before that year. Our Tract 76, ”Houses

for the People,” published in 1897, explained

the Act in simple language, and was widely cir-

culated.

In 1900 an amending Act, chiefly to simplify

procedure in rural districts, was promised by

the Government; and the conference we called

was intended to agitate for widening its scope

and strengthening its provisions. The papers,

read by Clement Edwards (afterwards M.P.), Miss

Constance Cochrane, Alderman Thompson, and

others, were first discussed at a preliminary
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private meeting in December, and then sub-

mitted to the Conference, which was held on

March 1st, the day following the Conference at

which the Labour Party was established. By

choosing this date we secured a large number

of delegates from Trade Unions, and these were

reinforced by numerous delegates from Vestries

and other local authorities, altogether number-

ing about 400. At the close of the proceedings

a National Committee was formed with head-

quarters at the Fabian Office, which had how-

ever only a short career. The Conference pa-

pers were printed as a bulky penny tract, ”The

House Famine and How to Relieve It,” which

rapidly went through two editions. We also pub-

lished ”Cottage Plans and Common Sense,” by

Raymond Unwin, which describes how cottages

should be built–an anticipation of garden sub-

urbs and town-planning–and a compilation of
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everything which Parish Councils had done and

could do, including housing, prepared by Sid-

ney Webb and called ”Five Years’ Fruits of the

Parish Councils Act,” which in 1908 was re-

vised and reissued as ”Parish Councils and Vil-

lage Life.” A speech by W.C. Steadman, M.P.,

who was a member of the Society, was printed

under the title ”Overcrowding and Its Remedy.”

Our agitation was not without results. The amend-

ing Acts of 1900, 1903, and 1909 have done

much to remove the unnecessary administra-

tive complexities of the Act of 1890, but in fact

the problem is still unsolved, and the scandalous

character of our housing, both urban and rural,

remains perhaps the blackest blot in the record

of British civilisation.

* * * * *

The Society had always been concerned in

public education. Its first electoral success was
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when Mrs. Besant and the Rev. Stewart Head-

lam were elected to the London School Board

in 1888, and except for one interval of three

years Mr. Headlam has sat on the School Board

and its successor, the London County Coun-

cil, ever since. Sidney Webb was Chairman or

Vice-Chairman of the L.C.C. Technical Educa-

tion Board from its foundation in 1893, almost

continuously until the Board came to an end

in 1904, after the London Education Act. Gra-

ham Wallas was elected to the School Board in

1894, and from 1897 onwards was Chairman

of the School Management Committee; he had

been re-elected in 1900, and was therefore fill-

ing the most important administrative position

on the Board when the Education question was

before the Society.

The educational scheme of the Society was

not, however, the joint production of its experts.
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It was entirely the work of Sidney Webb. Head-

lam and Wallas, and the members who took

part, contributed their share as critics, but as

critics only, and for the most part as hostile

critics. It was in part a struggle between the

County Councils and the School Boards and

in part a controversy over the denominational

schools. Wallas opposed our proposals in the

main because he regarded them as too favourable

to sectarian education: Headlam was against

them on both issues. They put up a vigor-

ous fight, but they were beaten every time in

the Society, as the defenders of School Boards

were beaten ultimately in Parliament and in the

country.

The first step in the controversy was taken

in May, 1899, when a Members’ Meeting was

held to discuss ”The Education Muddle and the

Way Out,” in the form of sixteen resolutions, six
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on ”General Principles” and the remainder on

”Immediate Practicable Proposals.” These were

introduced by Webb, and the ”General Princi-

ples,” advocating the transfer of education to

the local government authority and the aboli-

tion of School Boards, were adopted. Amend-

ments by Graham Wallas were defeated by large

majorities, and the discussion on the second

part, the immediately practicable proposals, was

adjourned.

At the adjourned meeting in November, 1899,

the resolutions were put aside and a draft tract

was submitted. Graham Wallas again led the

opposition, which was always unsuccessful, though

serious shortcomings in the proposals were re-

vealed and it was agreed to meet the criticisms

wherever possible. Finally it was decided to

appoint a Revision Committee, on which Wal-

las was placed. Thirteen months passed be-
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fore the scheme came before the Society again;

in December the tract as amended was sub-

mitted, and this time the chief critic was Mr.

Headlam. On the main question of principle

he found only one supporter, and with minor

amendments the scheme was adopted.

It is unnecessary to describe the Fabian plan,

because it is substantially the system of admin-

istration, established by the Act of 1902, under

which present-day education is organised. The

main difference is that we presented a revolu-

tionary proposal in an extremely moderate form

and Mr. Arthur Balfour found himself able to

carry out our principles more thoroughly than

we thought practically possible. Our tract ad-

vocated the abolition of all School Boards, but

anticipated, incorrectly, that those of the twenty

or thirty largest cities would be too strong to be

destroyed: and whilst insisting that the pub-
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lic must find all the money required to keep the

voluntary schools in full efficiency, we only pro-

posed that this should take the form of a large

grant by County Councils and County Boroughs,

whilst Mr. Balfour was able to make the Coun-

cils shoulder the cost.

How far the draughtsmen of the Bill were

influenced by the Fabian scheme cannot here

be estimated, but the authorities at Whitehall

were so anxious to see it that they were sup-

plied with proofs before publication; and the

tract when published was greedily devoured by

perplexed M.P.’s.

It must be recollected that the whole com-

plex machinery of educational administration

was in the melting-pot, and nobody knew what

was to come out of it. It had been assumed by

nearly everybody that education was a depart-

ment of local government which demanded for
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its management a special class of representa-

tives. The Liberal Party was attached to School

Boards, because their creation had been one

of the great party victories of Mr. Gladstone’s

greatest Government, because they embodied

a triumph over the Church and the virtual es-

tablishment of nonconformity in control of half

the elementary schools of the country. Social-

ists and the vague labour section took the same

view partly because they believed theoretically

in direct election for all purposes and partly be-

cause the cumulative vote, intended to secure

representation to minorities, gave them better

chances of success at the polls than they then

had in any other local election. The Board schools,

with ample funds derived from the rates, were

far better than the so-called voluntary schools;

but more than half the children of the nation

were educated in these schools, under-staffed,
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ill-equipped, and on the average in all respects

inefficient. Every year that passed turned out

thus its quota of poorly educated children. Some-

thing had to be done at once to provide more

money for these inferior schools. It might be

better that they should be abolished and State

schools everywhere supplied, but this was a

counsel of perfection, and there was no time to

wait for it. Then again the distinction between

elementary education for the poor, managed by

School Boards and by the voluntary school au-

thorities, and other education controlled and

subsidised by Town and County Councils, was

disastrous, the more so since a recent legal de-

cision (the Cockerton case) had restricted the

limits of School Board education more narrowly

than ever.

All sorts of projects might have been pro-

posed for solving these complex difficulties, projects
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drafted in the interests of the Church or the

Nonconformists, the voluntary schools or the

schools of the local authorities: but, in fact, the

scheme proposed by Mr. Balfour followed al-

most precisely the lines laid down in our tract,

which was published in January, 1901, and of

which 20,000 copies were quickly circulated.

At the Annual Meeting in May, 1901, a res-

olution was adopted, in spite of the vigorous

opposition of Mr. Headlam, welcoming the Gov-

ernment Bill and suggesting various amendments

to it. This Bill was withdrawn, to be reintro-

duced a year later as the Education Bill, 1902,

which ultimately became law. This measure

was considered at a meeting in May, 1902, and

a long series of resolutions welcoming the Bill

and advocating amendments on eighteen dif-

ferent points was carried in spite of vigorous

opposition. Nearly all these amendments, the
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chief of which was directed to making the Bill

compulsory where it was drafted as optional,

were embodied in the Act.

Our support of the Conservative Government

in their education policy caused much surprise

and attracted not a little attention. We had

been suspected by other Socialists, not with-

out excuse, of intrigues with the Liberals, and

our attack on that party in 1893 was made ex-

clusively in the interests of Labour. Now when

Liberals and Labour were united in denounc-

ing the Government, when Nonconformists who

had deserted Liberalism on the Home Rule is-

sue were returning in thousands to their old

party, the Fabians, alone amongst progressives

(except of course the Irish, who were keen to

save the Roman Catholic schools), supported

the Government in what was popularly regarded

as a reactionary policy. Time has vindicated
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our judgment. The theological squabbles which

occupied so much of the energies of the School

Boards are now forgotten because the rival sects

are no longer represented on the Education Au-

thorities, that is, the town and county councils.

Education has been secularised in the sense

that it is no longer governed by clerics, and

though some Liberals now desire to carry Mr.

Balfour’s policy still further, the Liberal Party

in its ten years of office has never been able to

affect any further change.

The Act of 1902 did not apply to London, and

in the great province ruled by its County Coun-

cil the case for maintaining the separate exis-

tence of the School Board was stronger than

anywhere else. The London County Council it-

self was unwilling to undertake elementary ed-

ucation, and the School Board, like all other

bodies in such circumstances, vehemently ob-
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jected to its own dissolution. The Board was ef-

ficient; its schools were excellent; there was no

evidence that the already overburdened County

Council could properly carry on the work. On

the other hand, the Fabian Society was in a

stronger position. The Chairman of the Techni-

cal Education Board was something more than

a self-constituted authority on the organisation

of education: and the other members of the So-

ciety were engaged on a contest on their home

ground. Into the details of the resolutions sub-

mitted to the Fabian Society outlining a plan for

London education it is needless now to enter,

except to say that Graham Wallas on this is-

sue supported, without enthusiasm, the policy

of the Society. Mr. Balfour made no fewer than

three attempts to solve the problem, each time

approaching more nearly to the plan prepared

by the Fabian Society. On the third and eventu-
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ally successful Bill thirteen amendments were

formulated by the Society, eleven of which were

adopted by the House of Commons, and finally,

to quote our Annual Report, ”the Act only de-

parted from our plan by giving to the Borough

Councils the appointment of two-thirds of the

managers of provided schools, while we desired

the proportion to be one-half, and omitting a

proposal that the Education Authority should

have compulsory powers to acquire sites for schools

other than elementary.”

On the County Council itself, which was strongly

opposed to the Bill, Mr. Webb conducted a skil-

ful and successful campaign to defeat a policy

of passive resistance which might have led to

endless difficulties. But that is outside the his-

tory of the Fabian Society.

It should be added that the Society did not

content itself with merely passing resolutions.

http://booksiread.org


336 The History of the Fabian Society

All these documents were printed by thousands

and posted to members of Parliament and of

education authorities up and down the coun-

try: our members incessantly lectured and de-

bated at Liberal Associations and Clubs, and

indefatigably worked the London and Provincial

presses; none of the resources of skilful propa-

gandists was neglected which might shake the

opposition to the Bills, or convince some of the

Liberal and Labour opponents that for once at

any rate a good thing might come from the Con-

servative Party.

The transfer of the control of all elementary

schools to the local authorities rendered at last

possible the public feeding of school children,

long before advocated by the Social Democratic

Federation. This had hitherto been regarded

by the Fabian Society as impracticable; though

an eloquent and often quoted passage in Gra-
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ham Wallas’s contribution to ”Fabian Essays”

describes the schools of the future with ”as-

sociated meals [served] on tables spread with

flowers, in halls surrounded with beautiful pic-

tures, or even, as John Milton proposed, filled

with the sound of music.” Our contribution to-

wards this ideal was Tract No. 120, ”After Bread

Education: a Plan for the State Feeding of School

Children,” published in 1905, one of the few

tracts for which Hubert Bland was largely re-

sponsible, which advocated a reform carried into

law a year later.

* * * * *

In 1893, and even before, the Fabian Soci-

ety had urged the Trade Unionists to form a

Labour Party of their own, and earlier in the

same year the Independent Labour Party had

been founded which was originally intended to

achieve the object indicated by its name, but
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which quickly became a purely Socialist soci-

ety. It carried on a vigorous and successful

propaganda amongst Trade Unionists, with the

result that in 1899 the Trade Union Congress

passed a resolution directing its Parliamentary

Committee, in co-operation with the Socialist

Societies, to call a conference in order ”to de-

vise ways and means for securing an increased

number of Labour members in the next Parlia-

ment.” In accordance with this resolution the

Society was invited to appoint two representa-

tives to meet the delegates of the Parliamen-

tary Committee and of the two other Social-

ist organisations. Bernard Shaw and myself

were appointed, and we took part in the busi-

ness of arranging for the Conference. This was

held on the last two days of February, 1900,

and I was appointed the one delegate to which

the Society was by its numbers entitled. The
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”Labour Representation Committee” was duly

formed, and it was decided that the Executive

Committee of twelve should include one elected

by the Fabian Society. This Committee was

constituted then and there, and, as ”Fabian

News” reports, ”Edward R. Pease provisionally

appointed himself, as the only Fabian delegate,

to be on the Executive Committee, and the Ex-

ecutive Committee has since confirmed the ap-

pointment.” This little comedy was carried on

for some years. The Fabian Society was only

entitled to send one delegate to the annual con-

ference, but that delegate had the right of elect-

ing one member to the Executive Committee,

and I was appointed by my Committee to serve

in both capacities. But the incident embodies a

moral. The Trade Unionists on the Committee

represented in the earlier years about 100,000

members each: I then represented some 700.
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But although it was often proposed to amend

the constitution by giving every vote an equal

value, the Trade Union leaders always defended

the over-representation of the Socialists (the I.L.P.

were also over-represented, though their case

was not so extreme) partly because the Labour

Representation Committee was founded as a

federation of Socialists and Trade Unionists, and

partly because Socialist Societies, consisting ex-

clusively of persons keenly concerned in poli-

tics, were entitled to larger representation per

head of membership than Unions which were

primarily non-political. But when we remem-

ber how attractive to the average man are broad

generalisations like ”one vote one value,” and

how plausible a case could be made out against

discrimination in favour of Socialist Societies,

it has always seemed to me a remarkable ex-

ample of the practical common sense of organ-
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ised labour that the old constitution has been

preserved, in fact though not precisely in form,

to the present day. By the present constitu-

tion the ”Socialist Section” elects three mem-

bers to the Executive from nominations sent in

advance; but as the I.L.P. always makes two

nominations, and the Fabian Society one, the

alteration of the rule has not in fact made any

change, and the over-representation of this sec-

tion is of course undiminished.

Six months after the Labour Representation

Committee was formed the Society adopted a

project drafted by Mr. S.G. Hobson for a Labour

Members’ Guarantee Fund, and circulated it

amongst the Unions affiliated to the Commit-

tee. The proposal was submitted by its author

on behalf of the Society to the Labour Repre-

sentation Conference of 1901, but an amend-

ment both approving of the scheme and declar-
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ing that the time was not ripe for it was carried.

A year later however the Conference unanimously

agreed to establish its Parliamentary Fund by

which salaries for their M.P.’s were provided

until Parliament itself undertook the business.

For several years after this the Fabian Soci-

ety did not greatly concern itself with the Labour

Party. I attended the Annual Conferences and

took a regular part in the work of the Executive

Committee, but my colleagues of the Fabian So-

ciety as a whole showed little interest in the

new body. In a sense, it was not in our line.

Its object was to promote Labour Representa-

tion in Parliament, and the Fabian Society had

never run, and had never intended to run, can-

didates for Parliament or for any local author-

ity. We had made appeals for election funds

on a good many occasions and had succeeded

once or twice in collecting substantial sums,
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but this was a very different matter from ac-

cepting responsibility for a candidate and his

election expenses. Therefore, for a good while,

we remained in a position of benevolent passiv-

ity.

The Labour Representation Committee was

founded as a Group, not as a Party, and one

of the two members elected under its auspices

at the General Election of 1900 ran as a Lib-

eral. In 1903 it transformed itself into a Party,

and then began the somewhat strange anomaly

that the Fabian Society as a whole was affil-

iated to the Labour Party, whilst some of its

members were Liberal Members of Parliament.

It is true that the Trade Unions affiliated to the

party were in the same position: their members

also were sometimes official Liberals and even

Liberal M.P.’s. The Labour Party itself never

complained of the anomaly in the position of
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the Society or questioned its collective loyalty.

And the Liberals in our Society never took any

action hostile to the Labour Party, or indeed,

so far as I know, supported any of the pro-

posals occasionally made that we should dis-

affiliate from it. These proposals always came

from ”Fabian reformers,” the younger men who

wanted to create a revolution in the Society.

And so little was their policy matured that in

several cases the same member first tried to get

the Society to expel all members who worked

with any party other than the Labour Party,

and a short time later moved that the Society

should leave the Labour Party altogether. Or

perhaps it was the other way round. Logical

consistency is usually incompatible with polit-

ical success: compromise runs smooth, whilst

principle jams. But the lesser sort of critic, on

the look out for a grievance, can always apply
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a principle to a compromise, point out that it

does not fit, and that difficulties may arise. In

the case in question they have in fact rarely

arisen, and such as have occurred have been

easily surmounted. It is not necessary to record

here all the proposals put forward from time

to time that the Society should disaffiliate from

the Labour Party, or on the other hand, that

it should expel, directly or indirectly, all mem-

bers who did not confine their political activities

to co-operating with the Labour Party. It may

be assumed that one or other of these propos-

als was made every few years after the Labour

Party was constituted, and that in every case it

was defeated, as a rule, by a substantial major-

ity.

The Labour Party won three remarkable vic-

tories in the period between the General Elec-

tion of 1900 and that of 1906. In 1902 Mr.
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David Shackleton was returned unopposed for

a Liberal seat, the Clitheroe Division of Lan-

cashire; in 1903 Mr. (now the Right Hon.) Will

Crooks, an old member of our Society, captured

Woolwich from the Conservatives by a majority

of 3229, amidst a scene of enthusiasm which

none who were present will ever forget: and five

months later Mr. (now the Right Hon.) Arthur

Henderson, who later became a member of our

Society, beat both Liberal and Tory opponents

at the Barnard Castle Division of Durham.

When the election campaign of 1906 began

the Labour Party put fifty candidates into the

field and succeeded in carrying no fewer than

twenty-nine of them, whilst another joined the

party after his election. Four of these were mem-

bers of the Fabian Society, and in addition three

Fabians were successful as Liberals, including

Percy Alden, then a member of our Executive
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Committee.

Whilst the election was in progress Mr. H.G.

Wells began the Fabian reform movement which

is described in the next chapter. At that time he

did not bring the Labour Party into his scheme

of reconstruction, but some of the members of

his Committee were then ardent adherents of

that party, and they persuaded his Commit-

tee to report in favour of the Society’s choos-

ing ”in harmonious co-operation with other So-

cialist and Labour bodies, Parliamentary Can-

didates of its own. Constituencies for such can-

didates should be selected, a special election

fund raised and election campaigns organised.”

The result was that a resolution proposed

by the Executive Committee was carried early

in March, 1907, directing the appointment of

a Committee to report on ”the best means of

promoting local Socialist societies of the Fabian
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type with the object of increasing Socialist rep-

resentation in Parliament as a party co-operating

as far as possible with the Labour Party whilst

remaining independent of that and of all other

Parties.”

This, it will be observed, is a different propo-

sition, and one which resulted in a lot of talk

and nothing else. Bernard Shaw had the idea

that there might be county constituencies in

the South of England, where independent middle-

class Socialists could win when Labour candi-

dates had no chance. No such constituency has

ever been discovered and the Fabian scheme

has never even begun to be realised.

In January, 1908, the Committee’s Report

was considered and adopted, the important item

being the decision to send a circular to every

member inviting promises to an election fund of

at least L5,000, contributions to be spread over
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five years. This ultimately resulted in promises

amounting to L2637–a much larger sum than

the Society had ever had at its command–and

with this substantial fund in prospect the So-

ciety was in a position to begin the business of

electioneering.

A favourable opportunity soon presented it-

self. A vacancy at the little town of Taunton

was not to be fought by the Liberals, while the

Conservative candidate, the Hon. W. (now Vis-

count) Peel, was a London County Councillor,

bitterly opposed even to the mild collectivism of

the London Progressives, Frank Smith, a mem-

ber both of the Society and the London County

Council, was willing to fight, the Labour Party

Executive cordially approved, and the members

promptly paid up the first instalment of their

promises. The election cost L316, of which the

Society paid L275, and although our candidate
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was beaten by 1976 votes to 1085, the result

was not contrary to our anticipations.

During 1909 the Executive Committee re-

solved to run two candidates, both already nom-

inated by the I.L.P., who willingly transferred to

us the responsibility for their election expenses.

W. Stephen Sanders had been third on the poll

out of six candidates who fought in 1906 for

the two seats at Portsmouth, and as he had

polled 8172 votes, more than either Conserva-

tive, it was reasonably hoped that the Liber-

als would leave one of the seats to him. Harry

Snell at Huddersfield was opposing both par-

ties, but had a fair chance of winning. At the

General Election of January, 1910, neither of

these candidates was successful, Sanders, op-

posed by Lord Charles Beresford with an irre-

sistible shipbuilding programme, only obtain-

ing 3529 votes, whilst at Huddersfield Snell was
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second on the poll, but 1472 behind the Lib-

eral. Elsewhere, however, the members of the

Society did well, no less than eight securing

seats, four for the Labour Party and four as Lib-

erals.

In December, 1910, we won our first elec-

toral victory. Will Crooks had lost his seat at

Woolwich in January by 295 votes. It was de-

cided to take over his candidature from the Coop-

ers’ Union, a very small society which only nom-

inally financed it, and also to support Harry

Snell again at Huddersfield. Will Crooks was

victorious by 236 votes, but Harry Snell failed

to reduce the Liberal majority. Elsewhere mem-

bers of the Society were very successful. In all

eight secured seats for the Labour Party and

four for the Liberals, amongst the latter Mr.

(now Sir) L.G. Chiozza Money, then a member

of the Executive Committee.
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This brings the electoral record of the Soci-

ety up to the present time, except that it should

be mentioned that Mr. Arthur Henderson, M.P.,

who became a member of the Society in 1912,

was in 1915 both Secretary of the Labour Party

Executive and Chairman of the party in the House

of Commons, until he relinquished the latter

position on joining the Coalition Cabinet as Min-

ister for Education, being thus actually the first

member of a Socialist society to attain Cabinet

rank in this country during his membership.

During these later years the Fabian Soci-

ety with its increased numbers was entitled to

several delegates at the annual conference of

the Labour Party, and it frequently took part

in the business by putting motions or amend-

ments on the agenda paper. All talk of forming

a Fabian Socialist Party had died away, and the

Executive Committee had shown itself far more
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appreciative of the importance of the Labour

Party than in earlier years. I continued to rep-

resent the Society on the Executive Committee

until the end of 1913, when I retired, and the

new General Secretary, W. Stephen Sanders,

took my place. When in December, 1915, he ac-

cepted a commission for the period of the war,

as a recruiting officer, Sidney Webb was ap-

pointed to fill the vacancy.

* * * * *

The account of the part taken by the Soci-

ety in the work of the Labour Party has carried

us far beyond the period previously described,

and a short space must now be devoted to the

years which intervened between the Education

episode and the outburst of activity to be de-

scribed in the next chapter.

Social progress advances in waves, and out-

bursts of energy are always succeeded by de-
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pressions. Up to 1899 the Society slowly grew

in membership until this reached 861. Then it

slowly declined to 730 in 1904. This was symp-

tomatic of a general lack of interest in Social-

ism. The lectures and meetings were poorly at-

tended, and the really important debates which

decided our educational policy were conducted

by only a few dozen members. Twenty years

had passed since the Society was founded. Of

the Essayists Bernard Shaw, Sidney Webb, Hu-

bert Bland, and when in England, Sydney Olivier

were still leaders of the Society, and so until

January, 1904, was Graham Wallas, who then

resigned his membership on account of his dis-

agreement with the tract on Tariff Reform, but

really, as his letter published in ”Fabian News”

indicated, because in the long controversy over

education policy he had found himself constantly

in the position of a hostile critic. It should be
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added that his resignation has been followed by

none of those personal and political disagree-

ments which so commonly accompany the sev-

erance of old associations. Mr. Wallas has re-

mained a Fabian in all except name. His friend-

ship with his old colleagues has been unbro-

ken, and he has always been willing to assist

the Society out of his abundant stores of special

knowledge both by lecturing at its meetings and

by taking part in conferences and even by at-

tending quite small meetings of special groups.

In all these years a large number of younger

members had come forward, none of them of

quite the same calibre as the Essayists, but

many of them contributing much to the sum to-

tal of the Society’s influence. Of these perhaps

the most active was Henry W. Macrosty,[33] who

sat on the Executive from 1895 till 1907, when

he retired on account of the pressure of official
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duties. During and indeed before his period of

office Mr. Macrosty was constantly engaged in

research and writing for the Society. He pre-

pared the Eight Hours Bill which approached

nearest to practicability (Tract 48, ”Eight Hours

by Law,” 1893); in 1898 he wrote for the So-

ciety ”State Arbitration and the Living Wage”

(Tract 83); in 1899, Tract 88, ”The Growth of

Monopoly in English Industry”; in 1905 ”The

Revival of Agriculture, a national policy for Great

Britain,” the last named an extraordinarily far-

sighted anticipation of the chief reforms which

were advocated with such vigour by the Liberal

Party, and indeed by all parties in the years

preceding the great war. In the same year his

”State Control of Trusts” was published as Tract

124. As I have before explained, a great part

of the published work of the Society has been

prepared co-operatively, and in this process Mr.
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Macrosty always took an active part. He had a

considerable share in drafting the innumerable

documents issued in connection with the edu-

cation controversy, and indeed participated in

all the activities of the Executive until his re-

tirement.

Scarcely less active was Joseph F. Oakeshott,

who has been already mentioned in connec-

tion with the Fellowship of the New Life. He

joined the Executive when it was first enlarged

in 1890, and sat until 1902. A Somerset House

official, like Macrosty, he was strong on statis-

tics, and for many years he undertook the con-

stant revisions of the figures of national income,

in the various editions of our ”Facts for Social-

ists,”

His ”Democratic Budget” (Tract 39) was our

first attempt to apply Socialism to taxation: and

his ”Humanising of the Poor Law” (Tract 54),
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published in 1894, set out the policy which in

recent years has been widely adopted by the

better Boards of Guardians.

John W. Martin sat on the Executive from

1894 to 1899, wrote Tract No. 52, ”State Ed-

ucation at Home and Abroad” (1894), and did

a lot of valuable lecturing, both here and in

America, where he married the leading expo-

nent of Fabianism and editor of a monthly called

”The American Fabian,” and, settling in New

York, has since, under the name of John Mar-

tin, played a considerable part in the educa-

tional and progressive politics of his adopted

city.

* * * * *

I will conclude this chapter with a short ac-

count of some of the applications of Socialism

to particular problems which were studied by

the Society in or about this period of its history.
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In 1897 and 1898 a good deal of time was

devoted to working out a scheme for the mu-

nicipalisation of the Drink Trade. This was be-

fore the publication of ”The Temperance Prob-

lem and Social Reform,” by Joseph Rowntree

and Arthur Sherwell, in 1899, a volume which

was the first to treat the subject scientifically

on a large scale. I took the lead on the ques-

tion, and finally two tracts were published in

1898, ”Liquor Licensing at Home and Abroad”

(No. 85), giving a sketch of the facts, and ”Mu-

nicipal Drink Traffic” (No. 86), which set out a

scheme drafted by me, but substantially mod-

ified as the result of discussions by the Exec-

utive Committee and by meetings of members.

This is one of the few causes taken up by the

Society which has made but little progress in

popular favour in the seventeen years that have

elapsed since we adopted it.
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Old Age Pensions, proposed in 1890 by Sid-

ney Webb in Tract 17, ”Reform of the Poor Law,”

was definitely advocated in Tract No. 73, ”The

Case for State Pensions in Old Age,” written

in 1896 by George Turner, one of the clever-

est of the younger members. The Society did

not make itself responsible for the scheme he

proposed, universal pensions for all, and the

Old Age Pensions Act of 1908 adopted another

plan.

In 1899 and 1900 we devoted much time to

the working out of further schemes of munic-

ipalisation in the form of a series of leaflets,

Nos. 90 to 97. We applied the principle to

Milk, Pawnshops, Slaughterhouses, Bakeries,

Fire Insurance, and Steamboats. These were

written by various members, and are all care-

ful little studies of the subject, but they were

not issued in a convenient form, and none of
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the schemes advocated has yet been generally

carried out.

* * * * *

The Tariff Reform agitation could not pass

unnoticed, and for a time Bernard Shaw showed

a certain inclination to toy with it. A tract ad-

vocating Free Trade was actually set up, but

got no further. Finally Shaw drafted ”Fabian-

ism and the Fiscal Question An Alternative Pol-

icy” (Tract 116), which we adopted with prac-

tical unanimity, though it was the occasion of

the resignation of Graham Wallas.

It was perhaps the least successful of the

many pronouncements written by Bernard Shaw

on behalf of the Society. A subtle and argu-

mentative criticism of Mr. Chamberlain’s pol-

icy on one side and of the Free Trade rejoin-

der on the other is neither simple nor decisive

enough for the general reader: and the alterna-
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tives advocated–reorganisation of the consular

service in the interests of export trade, free ocean

transit for the purpose of consolidating the Em-

pire and nationalisation of railways as a nec-

essary corollary together with improved techni-

cal education–were too futurist, and appealed

directly to too small and conservative a class,

to attract much attention in the heat of a vi-

tal controversy. The writer had no anticipa-

tion of the triumph of Liberalism, then so near,

and Evidently expected that Mr. Chamberlain

would carry the country for his policy. The tract

was also issued in a shilling edition on superior

paper with a preface by the author, and it is the

only one of his publications which has failed to

sell freely.

* * * * *

At this period we had a number of Commit-

tees appointed to investigate various problems,



http://booksiread.org 363

and one of them, which had for its reference

the Birth-rate and Infant Mortality, produced

a report of more that temporary significance.

When the Society was formed the Malthusian

hypothesis held the field unchallenged and the

stock argument against Socialism was that it

would lead to universal misery by removing the

beneficent checks on the growth of population,

imposed by starvation and disease upon the

lowest stratum of society. Since the year 1876

the birth-rate had declined, and gradually the

fear of over-population, which had saddened

the lives of such men as John Stuart Mill, be-

gan to give way to the much less terrifying but

still substantial fear of under-population, caused

either by race degeneracy or race suicide. At

that period the former of the two was the ac-

cepted explanation, and only by vague hints

did scientific statisticians indicate that there
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might be or perhaps must be something else

than ”natural” causes for the decline. To the

Society it seemed an all-important question. Was

our race to perish by sterility, and if so, was

sterility due to wealth and luxury or to poverty

and disease? Or was the cause of the decline

a voluntary limitation of families? We deter-

mined, as a first step, to form some sort of sta-

tistical estimate of the extent of voluntary re-

striction. We thought, and, as the event proved,

thought rightly, that our members would be

willing to assist us in this delicate enquiry. They

were a sample of the population, selected in a

manner which bore no sort of relation to the

question at issue, and if we could get returns

from them indicating their personal practice in

the matter, we might have some clue to the

facts. It turned out that the result was far more

startling and far more conclusive than we sus-
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pected.

In November, 1905, carefully drafted enquiry

forms were sent out to all members of the So-

ciety except unmarried women, so arranged as

to allow exact answers to be given to the ques-

tions without disclosure of the name or hand-

writing of the deponent. Of the 634 posted 460

were returned or accounted for, and only two

members signified objection to the enquiry. Af-

ter deduction of bachelors and others not rele-

vant, we obtained particulars of 316 marriages.

I prepared an elaborate statistical report, which

showed that in the period 1890-1899 out of 120

marriages only 6 fertile marriages were recorded

in which no restriction had been adopted. This

was the first and possibly is the only statistical

enquiry yet made on the subject, and although

the number of cases was minute in proportion

to the population, the evidence afforded by that
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sample was sufficient to be conclusive, that at

any rate a cause, and probably the chief cause,

of the fall in the birth-rate was voluntary limi-

tation of families.

The method of publication presented some

difficulty, and finally it was decided, in order to

secure the most generally impressive publicity,

to ask Sidney Webb to collect the other avail-

able evidence and to make an article out of the

whole, to be published over his name. It ap-

peared as two special articles in ”The Times”

for October 11th and 18th, 1906, and was sub-

sequently reprinted by us as Tract 131, ”The

Decline of the Birth-rate.”

Other Committees at this period discussed

Agriculture, Poor Law, Local Government Ar-

eas, Public Control of Electricity, and Feeding

of School Children. Reports on all these sub-

jects were issued as tracts, some of which have
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been mentioned already in connection with their

authors, H.W. Macrosty and Hubert Bland, whilst

others will be referred to in a future chapter.

[Illustration: -From a copyright photograph

by Lambert Weston and Son, Folkestone-

H.G. WELLS, IN 1908 At the door of his house

at Sandgate]

FOOTNOTES:

[33] Born 1865. Clerk in the Exchequer and

Audit Dept. 1884, Assistant Director of the

Census of Production 1908. Author of ”Trusts

and the State” (1901) and ”The Trust Movement

in British Industry” (1907).
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Chapter 9

The Episode of Mr. Wells: 1906-8

His lecture on administrative areas–”Faults

of the Fabian”–The Enquiry Committee–The Re-

port, and the Reply–The real issue, Wells v. Shaw–

The women intervene–The Basis altered–The new

Executive–Mr. Wells withdraws–His work for

Socialism–The writing of Fabian Tracts.

The long controversy introduced by Mr. H.G.

Wells attracted much public attention to the

Fabian Society, added greatly to its numbers,

and for a time made it more of a popular in-
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stitution than it had been before or has been

since. But, in fact, its main permanent interest

arises from the persons who played the leading

parts. The real question at issue was one nei-

ther of Socialist theory nor of Socialist policy. In

so far as these entered in, Mr. Wells preached

to willing listeners, and the only difference of

opinion was as to the relative stress to be laid

on particular points. When the episode was

over, the chief change made in Fabian policy

was one which Mr. Wells did not initiate, and

which as soon as it was actually adopted he

virtually repudiated.[34] The substance of the

controversy was whether the members desired

to hand over their Society to be managed by Mr.

Wells alone, or whether they preferred to retain

their old leaders and only to accept Mr. Wells

as one amongst the rest.

Mr. Wells became a member in February,
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1903, and in March gave his first lecture to the

Society on a very technical subject, ”The Ques-

tion of Scientific Administrative Areas in Rela-

tion to Municipal Undertakings,” a paper sub-

sequently published as an appendix to ”Mankind

in the Making.”

It was probably his first appearance on a

public platform; and as a lecture it was by no

means a success, because he read his paper in

a low monotonous voice, addressed to a corner

of the hall. If Mr. Wells had been by nature or

practice as effective in speaking as he is in writ-

ing the fate of the Fabian Society might have

been different. He was severely handicapped

in his contest with the skilled debaters of the

”Old Gang,” and though after a short time he

learnt the art up to a point, he was never really

at home on a platform, and since the Fabian

episode he has confined himself for the most
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part to controversy in writing.

The next contribution of Mr. Wells to Fabian

propaganda was on January 12th, 1906. This

date had been fixed for his paper next referred

to, but in view of the General Election then in

progress he read in its place his admirable ar-

ticle entitled ”This Misery of Boots,” which was

subsequently issued as a special Fabian publi-

cation.

On February 9th the great controversy be-

gan by the paper entitled ”Faults of the Fabian,”

read by Mr. Wells to a members’ meeting, and

subsequently issued as a private document to

all the members of the Society. It was couched

altogether in a friendly tone, expressed cordial

appreciation of the record of the Society, but

criticised it for lack of imaginative megaloma-

nia. It was ”still half a drawing-room society,”

lodged in ”an underground apartment,” or ”cel-
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lar,” with one secretary and one assistant. ”The

first of the faults of the Fabian, then, is that it

is small, and the second that strikes me is that,

even for its smallness, it is needlessly poor.”

The task undertaken by the Fabians ”is noth-

ing less than the alteration of the economic ba-

sis of society. Measure with your eye this little

meeting, this little hall: look at that little stall of

not very powerful tracts: think of the scattered

members, one here, one there.... Then go out

into the Strand. Note the size of the buildings

and business places, note the glare of the ad-

vertisements, note the abundance of traffic and

the multitude of people.... That is the world

whose very foundations you are attempting to

change. How does this little dribble of activities

look then?”

The paper goes on to complain that the Soci-

ety did not advertise itself, made the election of
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new members difficult, and maintained a Basis

”ill-written and old-fashioned, harsh and bad

in tone, assertive and unwise.” The self-effacive

habits and insidious methods of the Society were

next criticised, and the writer exclaimed, ”Make

Socialists and you will achieve Socialism; there

is no other plan.” The history of the Fabian motto

was made use of to enforce the view that victory

can only be gained by straight fighters like Sci-

pio, whilst Fabius, however successful at first,

ended his career as a stumbling-block to progress.

To effect the desired expansion the writer pro-

posed to raise an income of L1000 a year, to

increase the staff, to prepare literature for the

conversion of unbelievers, and to get a num-

ber of young men and women, some paid and

some unpaid, to carry on the propaganda and

the administrative work. ”Unless I am the most

unsubstantial of dreamers, such a propaganda
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as I am now putting before you ought to carry

our numbers up towards ten thousand within

a year or so of its commencement.”

At the close of the meeting it was unani-

mously agreed ”that the Executive Committee

be instructed to appoint a Committee consist-

ing of members and non-members of the Ex-

ecutive to consider what measures should be

taken to increase the scope, influence, income,

and activity of the Society.” Further, a tempo-

rary amendment was made to the rules defer-

ring the Annual Meeting and Executive election

until after the Committee had reported.

”The Executive Committee,” says ”Fabian News,”

”was of opinion that a large Committee includ-

ing both the Executive and an equal number of

unofficial members should be appointed. But

as Mr. Wells, the author of the proposal, was

resolutely opposed to this plan, the Executive
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decided that in the circumstances it was best

to fall in with his wishes, and they accordingly

appointed only those members, both Executive

and other, whom Mr. Wells nominated and who

were willing to serve.”

The Committee thus appointed consisted of

the Rev. Stewart Headlam, Mrs. Bernard Shaw,

and G.R.S. Taylor of the Executive; Dr. Stanton

Coit, W.A. Colegate, Dr. Haden Guest, Sydney

Olivier, Mrs. Pember Reeves, H.G. Wells, and

Mrs. Wells.

The Committee held its first sitting on Febru-

ary 28th, but its report was not completed and

presented to the Executive until the following

October, Mr. Wells having in the interval visited

the United States.

”Faults of the Fabian,” written before the elec-

tion of 1906, gave little indication that its au-

thor anticipated the sudden outburst of inter-
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est in Socialism which followed the astonishing

success of the Labour Party at the polls. When

Keir Hardie was chosen as leader of the party,

it was recognised that Socialism was no longer

the creed of a few fanatics, but a political force

supported, actively or passively, by the great

organisations of Labour throughout the coun-

try, able to fight, and sometimes to beat both

the older parties. A new era in politics had be-

gun. The Tories had been defeated before by

Mr. Gladstone’s unrivalled personality. Now

they were defeated, as they had not been for

three-quarters of a century, by a party none of

whose leaders possessed an outstanding per-

sonality, and by a programme which contained

no item with any popular appeal. Everybody

was thinking and talking politics; every politi-

cal conversation began or ended with that un-

known factor, the new Labour Party; every dis-
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cussion of the Labour Party involved a discus-

sion of Socialism.

Perhaps Mr. Wells with the intuition of ge-

nius in fact foresaw what was about to happen:

perhaps it was only chance. Anyway his pro-

posal for an enlarged and invigorated society

came at the precise moment, when the realisa-

tion of his project was in fact possible; and, of

course, his own vigorous and interesting per-

sonality attracted many to us who might have

moved in other directions, or indeed never have

moved at all.

The inner history of the Wells Committee has

never been revealed, but the composition of the

Committee indicates the probable truth of the

rumours that the meetings were anything but

dull, though in the end the Committee arrived

at an unanimous report. Sydney Olivier was

one of the ”old gang,” though at that time a
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vigorous supporter of all sorts of changes. Mr.

Headlam has always stood at the extreme right

of the movement, and in party politics has never

abated his loyalty to Liberalism. Mr. G.R.S.

Taylor and Dr. Haden Guest were at that time

eager adherents of the Labour Party, and Dr.

Coit, who had just fought an election for the

Party, no doubt took the same line. Mrs. Shaw

by habit and Mrs. Reeves by instinct belonged

to the government rather than to the opposi-

tion: and Mr. Colegate, a judicious person,

then quite young, doubtless inclined to the same

side. Last but not least, Mr. Wells himself, then

as always mercurial in his opinions, but none

the less intensely opinionated, and unable to

believe that anybody could honestly differ from

him, was by himself sufficient to disturb the

harmony of any committee.

Mrs. Wells acted as secretary, and the Com-
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mittee took evidence from myself and others be-

fore the report was drawn up.

The Report of the Committee is a much less

inspiring document than the irresponsible and

entertaining ”Faults of the Fabian.” It was largely

concerned with a number of administrative de-

tails. New books and ”short readable tracts”

were to be written, and the format of our pub-

lications was to be changed. Groups were to be

revived in all localities (to be called ”Wandsworth

1, Wandsworth 2, Wandsworth 3,” and so on),

together with Head-quarters groups, also num-

bered 1, 2, 3, etc. This perhaps is the chief re-

maining trace of the megalomania of the origi-

nal scheme, and is hidden away in an appendix:

all our efforts never yielded Wandsworth No. 1,

let alone the others! A fixed minimum subscrip-

tion payable on a fixed date and a list of sub-

scriptions to be published annually were fur-
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ther suggestions. The rule of the Society had

been and is to the contrary in both particulars.

”Fabian News” was to be enlarged into a weekly

review addressed to the public, a change which

would have required an editorial staff and ex-

tensive new offices. A publications editor was to

be appointed who would be able to publish, or

to arrange for the publication of, such books as

Mr. Wells’ ”A Modern Utopia” and Mr. Money’s

”Riches and Poverty.” The Basis of the Society

was to be rewritten, its name changed to the

British Socialist Party–a title since adopted by

the old Social Democratic Federation–the Exec-

utive Committee was to be replaced by a Coun-

cil of twenty-five, which was to appoint three

Committees of three members each for Publish-

ing, for Propaganda, and General Purposes re-

spectively. The last, to be entitled the Directing

Committee, was to meet frequently and man-
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age most of the affairs of the Society. Finally,

”in harmonious co-operation with other Social-

ist and Labour bodies,” the Society was to run

candidates for Parliament and raise a fund for

the purpose.

It will be seen that some of these propos-

als were merely speculative. Groups could be

organised easily enough when the members in

any district numbered hundreds instead of units,

or, at best, dozens. New tracts could be pub-

lished when they were written: a weekly review

was possible if the capital was provided. The

new Basis and the new name were matters of

emphasis and taste rather than anything else.

The new machinery of government was in the

main a question to be decided by experience.

Mr. Wells had none; it is said that he never

sat on a Committee before that under discus-

sion, and certainly while he remained a Fabian
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he never acquired the Committee habit. On

the principle underlying some of these propos-

als, viz. that the Society should cease to treat

membership as a privilege, and should aim at

increasing its numbers, there was no serious

controversy. The Executive Committee had al-

ready carried through a suggestion made in the

discussion on ”Faults of the Fabian” for the cre-

ation of a class of Associates, entitled to all priv-

ileges except control over policy, with a view to

provide a means of attracting new adherents.

The one constructive proposal, direct collective

participation in Parliamentary Elections, was

quite alien to Mr. Wells’ original ideas; it was

forced on him, it is said, by other members of

his Committee and was described by himself

later on as ”secondary and subordinate.”[35]

The Executive Committee transmitted the Spe-

cial Committee’s Report to the members of the
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Society accompanied by a Report of their own,

drafted by Bernard Shaw and incomparably su-

perior to the other as a piece of literature.[36]

The reply of the Executive Committee began

by welcoming criticism from within the Society,

of which they complained that in the past they

had had too little. An opposition, they said, was

a requisite of good government. They were pre-

pared to welcome expansion, but they pointed

out that the handsome offices proposed must

be produced by the large income and not the

income by the handsome offices. A publish-

ing business on the scale suggested could not

be undertaken by an unincorporated society;

moreover, at present the Society had not suf-

ficient income to pay its officials at the market

rate, or to keep out of debt to its printer. They

agreed that the Executive Committee should be

enlarged, but recommended twenty-one instead
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of twenty-five members; and that the three pro-

posed sub-committees be appointed, but of seven

members each instead of three. The project of

triumvirates they could not endorse, both for

other reasons and because all the leading mem-

bers of the Society refused to serve on them,

while the essence of the scheme was that the

triumvirs should be the most influential mem-

bers of the Society. The abolition of the old-

fashioned restrictions on admission to mem-

bership was approved, but not the proposal for

a fixed subscription payable on an appointed

date. The Executive Committee did not object

to the proposed new Basis as a whole (and in

fact it is on record that its adoption by the Exec-

utive was only lost by 7 votes to 6); but consid-

ered that passages were open to criticism and

that the time and effort necessary for carrying

through any new Basis, so worded as to unite
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practically the whole Society, would be better

spent in other ways. A Socialist weekly would

be valuable, but it would not replace ”Fabian

News,” which was required for the internal pur-

poses of the Society, and capable journalists

like Mr. Wells himself preferred the publicity

of the ”Fortnightly Review” and ”The Times,”

to the ”Clarion” and the ”Labour Leader.” The

Reply goes at great length into the difficulty of

forming a Socialist Party, and into the compo-

sition and policy of the Labour Party, all ad-

mirably argued, but just a little unreal; for Bernard

Shaw has never quite understood the Labour

Party which he did so much to create, and at

the same time he is thoroughly convinced that

he sees it as it is, in the white light of his ge-

nius. Permeation is described, explained, and

defended–the Special Committee had suggested

rather than proposed, in scarcely more than a
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sentence, that the policy be abandoned–and it

is announced that as long as the Executive was

unchanged there would be no reversal of the

political policy of the Society. Finally the Reply

asserts that the time had come to attempt the

formation of a middle-class Socialist Party. At

the end three resolutions were set out, which

the Executive submitted to the Society for dis-

cussion.

How much of personality, how little of prin-

ciple there was in the great controversy is in-

dicated by the fact that Mrs. Bernard Shaw

signed the Special Committee Report, with the

reservation that she also completely agreed with

the Reply. Mr. Headlam also was a party to

both documents: Mr. G.R.S. Taylor, alone of

the three Executive members of the Special Com-

mittee, supported the Report and dissociated

himself from the Reply. Of course the Executive

http://booksiread.org


388 The History of the Fabian Society

Committee had to decide points in their Report

by a majority. That majority, in the case of the

proposed revision of the Basis, was, as already

mentioned, one vote only. I did not concur with

the view expressed about the Labour Party, a

body scarcely less easy to be understood by an

outsider than the Fabian Society itself: and at

that time I was the only insider on the Fabian

Executive.

But the real issue was a personal one. The

Executive Committee at that time consisted, in

addition to the three just named, of Percy Alden

(Liberal M.P. for Tottenham), Hubert Bland, Ce-

cil E. Chesterton, Dr. F. Lawson Dodd, F.W.

Galton, S.G. Hobson, H.W. Macrosty, W. Stephen

Sanders, Bernard Shaw, George Standring, Sid-

ney Webb and myself. Mr. Alden was too busy

with his new parliamentary duties to take much

part in the affair. All the rest, except of course
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Mr. Taylor, stood together on the real issue–

Was the Society to be controlled by those who

had made it or was it to be handed over to Mr.

Wells? We knew by this time that he was a mas-

terful person, very fond of his own way, very

uncertain what that way was, and quite un-

aware whither it necessarily led. In any posi-

tion except that of leader Mr. Wells was invalu-

able, as long as he kept it! As leader we felt

he would be impossible, and if he had won the

fight he would have justly claimed a mandate

to manage the Society on the lines he had laid

down. As Bernard Shaw led for the Executive,

the controversy was really narrowed into Wells

versus Shaw.

The Report was sent to the members with

”Fabian News” for December, 1906, and it was

the occasion of much excitement. The Society

had grown enormously during the year. The
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names of no less than ninety applicants for mem-

bership are printed in that month’s issue alone.

In March, 1907, the membership was 1267, an

increase of nearly 500 in two years.

The discussion was carried on at a series of

meetings held at Essex Hall, Strand, under the

chairmanship of Mr. H. Bond Holding, on De-

cember 7th and 14th, 1906, and January 11th

and 18th, February 1st and March 8th, and

also at the Annual Meeting for 1905-6, held

on February 22nd, 1907. The series was inter-

rupted for the London County Council Election

on March 2nd, in which many of the members

were concerned.

With a view to a ”Second Reading” debate

the executive Committee had put down a gen-

eral resolution that their report be received, but

Mr. Wells did not fall in with this plan, and the

resolution on the motion of Bernard Shaw was
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adopted without discussion. On the first clause

of the next resolution, instructing the Execu-

tive to submit amendments to the Rules for in-

creasing their number to twenty-five, Mr. Wells,

acting for himself, moved an amendment ”ap-

proving the spirit of the report of the Commit-

tee of Enquiry, and desiring the outgoing Ex-

ecutive to make the earliest possible arrange-

ments for the election of a new Executive to

give effect to that report.” His speech, which

occupied an hour and a quarter and covered

the whole field, would have been great if Mr.

Wells had been a good speaker. Written out

from notes, it was printed in full by himself

for circulation amongst the members, and it is

vigorous, picturesque entertaining, and imagi-

native, as his work always is. But it delivered

him into the hands of his more experienced op-

ponents by virtually challenging the society to
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discard them and enter on a regenerated ca-

reer under his guidance. It was a heroic issue

to force; and it was perhaps the real one; but it

could have only one result. The discussion was

adjourned to the 14th, and at 9 o’clock on that

evening Bernard Shaw replied on the whole de-

bate. His main proposition was that, as the

amendment had been converted by Mr. Wells’

printed and circulated speech into a motion of

want of confidence, the leaders of the Society

must and would retire if it were adopted. They

were willing to discuss every point on its merits

and to abide by the decision of the Society, but

they would not accept a general approval of the

Committee’s Report as against their own when

it implied an accusation of misconduct. In the

course of the speech Mr. Wells pledged himself

not to retire from the Society if he was defeated;

and at the end of it he consented to withdraw
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his amendment. Bernard Shaw’s speech, prob-

ably the most impressive he has ever made in

the Society, was delivered to a large and keenly

appreciative audience in a state of extreme ex-

citement. A long report pacifically toned down

by Shaw himself, appears in ”Fabian News” (Jan-

uary, 1907). It succeeded in its object. The Ex-

ecutive Committee welcomed the co-operation

of Mr. Wells; the last thing they desired was to

drive him out of the Society, and whilst they

could not accept his report as a whole, they

were willing to adopt any particular item af-

ter full discussion. There is no doubt that they

would have won if the amendment had gone to

a division, but they were only too glad not to

inflict a defeat on their opponents.

* * * * *

The next episode in the debate requires a

few words of introduction. The Society had al-

http://booksiread.org


394 The History of the Fabian Society

ways been in favour of votes for women. A

proposition in the Manifesto, Tract No. 2, pub-

lished as early as 1884, states that ”men no

longer need special political privileges to pro-

tect them against women,” and in all our pub-

lications relating to the franchise or local gov-

ernment the claims of women to equal citizen-

ship were prominently put forward. But we had

published no tract specially on the subject of

the Parliamentary Vote for Women. This was

not mere neglect. In 1893 a committee was

appointed ”to draw up a tract advocating the

claims of women to all civil and political rights

at present enjoyed by men,” and in March, 1894,

it reported that ”a tract had been prepared which

the Committee itself did not consider suitable

for publication.” Later the Committee was dis-

charged, and in face of this fiasco nothing fur-

ther was done.
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Mr. Wells took a strong view on the impor-

tance of doing something in relation to women

and children, though exactly what he proposed

was never clear. He offered to the Society his

little book on ”Socialism and the Family,” sub-

sequently published by Mr. Fifield, but the Ex-

ecutive Committee declined it precisely because

of its vagueness: they were not disposed to ac-

cept responsibility for criticisms on the existing

system, unless some definite line of reform was

proposed which they could ask the Society to

discuss and approve, or at any rate to issue as

a well-considered scheme suitable for presen-

tation to the public.

The new Basis proposed by the Special Com-

mittee declared that the Society sought to bring

about ”a reconstruction of the social organisa-

tion” by

-(a)- promoting transfer of land and capital
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to the State,

-(b)- ”enforcing equal citizenship of men and

women,

-(c)- ”substituting public for private author-

ity in the education and support of the young.”

Precisely what the last clause meant has never

been disclosed. Mr. Wells in his speech did

nothing to elucidate it. Mr. Shaw in his reply

criticised its vagueness and protested against

possible interpretations of it. Mr. Wells stated

some time later that he had resigned from the

Society because we refused to adopt it. I do

not think that any of his colleagues attached

much importance to it, and none of them has

attempted to raise the issue since.[37]

Clause (b) was another matter. Nobody ob-

jected to the principle of this, but many de-

murred to inserting it in the Basis. We regarded

the Basis as a statement of the minimum of So-
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cialism, without which no man had the right to

call himself a Socialist. But there are a few So-

cialists, such as Mr. Belfort Bax, who are op-

posed to women’s suffrage, and moreover, how-

ever important it be, some of us regard it as a

question of Democracy rather than Socialism.

Certainly no one would contend that approval

of women’s suffrage was acceptance of a part of

the creed of Socialism. It is a belief compatible

with the most thoroughgoing individualism.

But many of the women members had made

up their minds that this clause must appear

in the Basis, and under the leadership of Mrs.

Pember Reeves, they had indicated they would

vote for the Special Committee Report unless

they got their way. Those who, like myself, re-

garded this amendment of the Basis as inex-

pedient, recognised also that the adoption of

the Wells report was far more inexpedient, and
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the Executive consequently decided to support

a proposal that they be instructed to submit an

addition to the Basis declaring for equal citi-

zenship for men and women. On January 11th,

1907, Mrs. Pember Reeves obtained precedence

for a resolution to this effect, and she was sec-

onded by Mrs. Sidney Webb, who, after four-

teen years of membership, was now beginning

to take a part in the business of the Society.

The opposition was led by Dr. Mary O’Brien

Harris, who objected not to the principle but to

its inclusion in the Basis, but she was unsuc-

cessful, and the instruction was carried.

On January 18th the debate on the Exec-

utive resolutions was resumed, and it was re-

solved to increase the Executive Committee to

twenty-one, to form three standing Sub-Committees,

and to abolish the old restrictions on member-

ship. On February 1st the debate on Political
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Action began, and largely turned on the ques-

tion whether we should attempt to found a So-

cialist Party or should subordinate our political

activity to the Independent Labour Party. As

the first step towards founding a middle-class

Socialist Party was to be the establishment of

Fabian Societies throughout the country, those

of us who like myself did not believe in the pos-

sibility of the proposed new party could none

the less support the scheme. Co-operation with

the Labour Party was not in question; nor was

the continuance of our friendly relations with

the I.L.P., but the proposal to subordinate our

political activity to the latter society met with

but little support, and finally on March 2nd

the Executive resolution to appoint a Commit-

tee for the purpose of drawing up a political pol-

icy was adopted against a very small minority.

Mr. Wells took very little part in the proceed-

http://booksiread.org


400 The History of the Fabian Society

ings after the Second Reading debate, and only

one speech of his is mentioned in the report.

* * * * *

Meanwhile the controversy was being fought

out on another field. The January meetings

had settled the number of the new Executive

and decided how the Basis should be altered.

The Executive therefore was now able to sum-

mon the Annual Meeting in order to make the

necessary amendments to the Rules. This was

held on February 22nd, when the resolutions

were adopted without discussion. The meeting

then took up some minor items in the Report,

and in particular certain other amendments to

the Basis proposed by individual members. On

these a resolution was carried that the new Ex-

ecutive appoint a Committee to revise the Ba-

sis. The Committee was in fact appointed, and

consisted of Bernard Shaw, Sidney Webb, H.G.
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Wells, and Sidney Ball of Oxford. Mr. Wells re-

signed from the Society before its labours were

completed, and no report was ever presented.

The Annual Meeting over, the way was now

clear for the election of the new Executive. The

ballot papers, sent out with the March ”News,”

contained the names of 37 candidates, 13 out

of the 15 of the retiring Committee and 24 oth-

ers. In normal years the practice of issuing

election addresses is strictly discouraged, be-

cause of the advantage they give to those rich

enough to afford the expense. Therefore the

record of new candidates, severely concrete state-

ments of past achievements, is published in

”Fabian News.” On this occasion the usual dis-

tinction between old and new candidates was

not made, and the Executive undertook to send

out Election Addresses of candidates subject to

necessary limits and on payment by the candi-
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dates of the cost of printing. In addition numer-

ous other addresses were posted to the electors.

The Old Gang made no attempt to monopolise

the Executive by running a full ticket. The can-

didates in effect formed three groups, 15 sup-

porters of the outgoing Executive, including 10

retiring members who issued a joint address;

13 candidates selected by a temporary Reform

Committee whose names were sent out by Mr.

Wells and his chief adherents; 7 independents,

some of them supporters of the Executive and

the others of the Reformers; and finally my-

self. As I was paid secretary and returning offi-

cer I did not formally associate myself with any

party, though my general sympathy with my

old colleagues was well known. Nine hundred

and fifty-four members cast very nearly 17,000

votes. Sidney Webb headed the poll with 819

votes; I followed with 809. Bernard Shaw re-
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ceived 781, and Mr. Wells came fourth with

717. All the retiring members were re-elected

except Cecil Chesterton, and including G.R.S.

Taylor, who had vehemently opposed his col-

leagues. Eleven of the Executive list, nine of

the Reformers, and myself constituted the new

Committee. In fact it was an able and effective

body. The Old Gang brought in Mr. Granville

Barker; the Reformers included Mr. Wells, Mrs.

Pember Reeves, Aylmer Maude, R.C.K. Ensor,

Dr. Haden Guest, Sidney Ball, F.W. Pethick

Lawrence, and Miss B.L. Hutchins–most, if not

all, of whom received support from the friends

of the Old Gang. Scarcely anything less like

revolutionists can be imagined than this list.

Mr. Pethick Lawrence, it is true, has since then

done some hard fighting in another cause, but

he has always acted with seriousness and de-

liberation. Most of the others might as well
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have figured on one ticket as the other. The

Old Gang including myself had 12 votes and all

the experience, against 9 on the other side. But

the two sides did not survive the first meeting

of the new Committee. There was, as I have al-

ready said, no differences of principle between

the two parties. The expansion of the parent

Society had come about, local Societies were

growing up all over the country; Mr. Wells said

no more about public authority over the young–

indeed his election address made no reference

to it–and Mr. Shaw did nothing to establish his

Middle-Class Socialist Party.

The new Committee quickly settled down to

work, but Mr. Wells was already wearying of his

role as political organiser. He was appointed

both to the General Purposes and the Propa-

ganda Sub-Committees, but after attending two

meetings of the former, and none of the latter,
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he resigned from both in October, and of the

seventeen meetings of the Executive Committee

during its year of office he attended only seven.

In April, 1908, he was re-elected to the Exec-

utive, again fourth on the poll, and Mrs. Wells

who had not been a candidate before was also

successful. But in the following September he

resigned his membership of the Society, assign-

ing as reasons ”disagreement with the Basis

which forms the Confession of Faith of the So-

ciety and discontent with the general form of

its activities,” together with a desire ”to con-

centrate on the writing of novels.” He explained

that ”a scheme which proposes to leave mother

and child economically dependent on the father

is not to me Socialism at all, but a miserable

perversion of Socialism.” The letter, printed in

”Fabian News,” goes on to refer to his objection

to the ”no compensation” clause in the Basis
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(the real weakness of which is that it refers hy-

pothetically to a complete change of system and

is never applied to any particular case[38]), and

added that the opportunity for a propaganda to

the British middle classes was now over. Mrs.

Wells retained her seat on the Executive Com-

mittee till March, 1910, and soon after that

date the connection of both of them with the

Society altogether ceased.

* * * * *

I have now traced the main stream of the

subject of this chapter, though a good deal re-

mains to be said on other effects of the agi-

tation. I have indicated that the actual pro-

posals made by the Special Committee under

the inspiration of Mr. Wells, in so far at any

rate as they were controversial or controverted,

were futile or impossible, and neither led, nor

in my opinion could have led, to any benefit
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to the Society or to its objects. But it must

not be inferred from this that the intervention

of Mr. Wells, viewed as a whole, was of this

character. He is a man of outstanding genius,

and in so far as he used his powers appropri-

ately, his work was of enormous value to So-

cialism; and his energy and attractive personal-

ity added radiance to the Society only equalled

in the early days when the seven Essayists were

all in the field and all fighting at their bravest.

The new life in the Society during those bril-

liant years was due to other factors as well as

Mr. Wells. Other Socialist Societies, in which

he took no part, also increased their numbers

and launched out into fresh activities. But for

us Mr. Wells was the spur which goaded us on,

and though at the time we were often forced to

resent his want of tact, his difficult public man-

ners, and his constant shiftings of policy, we
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recognised then, and we remember still, how

much of permanent value he achieved.

Of this the chiefest is his books, and as the

Society as such had no part in them, anything

more than a reference to them is outside the

scope of this volume. But it must be said that

his ”New Worlds for Old,” published in 1908,

whilst he was a member of the Fabian Execu-

tive, is perhaps the best recent book on English

Socialism.

In this connection Mr. Wells displayed un-

expected modesty and at the same time inexpe-

rience of the ways of the world. His first criti-

cism of the Society, his first project of reform,

related to our tracts. To this point he directed

an unpublished preface to his paper ”This Mis-

ery of Boots,” when he read it to the Society

before the controversy had actually started. He

justly observed that very few of our publications



http://booksiread.org 409

were addressed to the unconverted, were emo-

tional appeals to join our movement, or effec-

tive explanations of our general principles. He

said that these ought to be written, and the odd

thing is that he appeared to imagine that any-

body, or at any rate a considerable number of

people, could just sit down and write them. He

was aware that he could do it himself, and he

innocently imagined that plenty of other people

could do it too. He blamed the Executive for

failing to make use of the members in this re-

spect, and persuaded them to invite any mem-

ber to send in manuscripts.

In fact of course something like genius, or,

at any rate, very rare ability, is required for this

sort of work. Any competent writer can collect

the facts about Municipal Drink Trade, or Af-

forestation, or Poor Law Reform: many can ex-

plain an Act of Parliament in simple language:
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but only one here and there can write what oth-

ers care to read on the principles of Socialism

and the broad aspects of its propaganda. If

our list of tracts be examined it will be found

that the great majority of the ”general” tracts

have been written by Sidney Webb and Bernard

Shaw. A few other writers have contributed

general tracts from a special standpoint, such

as those on Christian Socialism. When we have

mentioned reprinted papers by William Morris

and Sir Oliver Lodge, and a tract by Sidney

Ball, the list is virtually complete. Mr. Wells

himself only contributed to us his paper ”This

Misery of Boots,” and his appeal to the rank

and file yielded nothing at all. Of course there

are plenty of people as innocent in this respect

as Mr. Wells was at that period referred to.

Hardly a month has passed in the last twenty

years without somebody, usually from the re-
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mote provinces, sending up a paper on Social-

ism, which he is willing to allow the Society to

publish on reasonable terms. But only once

have we thus found an unknown author whose

work, on a special subject, we could publish,

and he resigned a year or two later because we

were compelled to reject a second tract which

he wrote for us.

The history of the intervention of Mr. Wells is

now complete. Some account of the expansion

of the Society at this period will be given in the

next chapter.

[Illustration: -From a drawing by Jessie Holliday-
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SIDNEY WEBB, IN

1909] FOOTNOTES:

[34] The ”Wells Report” in October, 1906, rec-

ommended cordial co-operation with the Labour

Party, including the running of candidates for

Parliament, and it ”warmly endorsed the con-

ception of Socialists whenever possible,... stand-

ing as Socialists in Municipal and Parliamen-

tary elections.” In January, 1908, a scheme for

effecting this was adopted by the Society. In

May, 1908, Mr. Wells, writing to ”Fabian News,”

said he should resign if the Society rejected his

413
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view that ”the Fabian Society is a Society for

the study, development, and propaganda of the

Socialist idea. It extends a friendly support to

the Labour Party, but it is not a political society

and membership involves no allegiance to any

political party.”

This was written in connection with his sup-

port of a Liberal against a Socialist Candidate

at North-West Manchester.

[35] In his election address referred to on p.

179.

[36] Private.–Report of the special Commit-

tee appointed in February, 1906, to consider

measures for increasing the scope, influence,

income, and activity of the Society, together with

the Executive Committee’s Report, and Resolu-

tions thereon. To be submitted to the members

at Essex Hall on Fridays the 7th and 14th De-

cember, 1906, at 7.30 p.m. The Fabian Society.
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November, 1906 (pp. 48).

[37] See his ”New Worlds for Old,” Chapter

III, The First Main Generalisation of Socialism,

which according to Mr. Wells is as follows:–

”The ideas of private individual rights of the

parent and of his isolated responsibility for his

children are harmfully exaggerated in the con-

temporary world. We do not sufficiently protect

children from negligent, incompetent, selfish,

or wicked parents.... The Socialist holds that

the community should be responsible ... it is

not simply the right but the duty of the State

... to intervene in any default for the child’s

welfare. Parentage rightly undertaken is a ser-

vice as well as a duty to the world ... in any

completely civilised state it must be sustained,

rewarded, and controlled....”

Except for the last three words all this is nei-

ther new nor controversial amongst not merely
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Socialists but the mildest of social reformers,

always excepting the Charity Organisation So-

ciety. The last word is not, I think, further ex-

plained.

[38] A Tramway or a Gasworks consists of

two things: the actual plant, and the nomi-

nal capital which represents its value. When

the plant is municipalised, its control is vested

in the community, and the shareholders are

”compensated” with municipal securities or cash

obtained by loans from other investors in these

securities. The capital value of the tramway

still virtually belongs to the private holders of

the municipal loan. But no second such step

is possible. Holders of municipal stock can-

not be ”compensated,” if it is taken from them.

They can be paid off; or their property can be

confiscated either by taxation or by repudiation

of the debt: there is no middle course. The
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whole problem therefore arises from confusion

of thought.

See Fabian Tract 147 ”Capital and Compen-

sation.”
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Chapter 10

The Policy of Expansion: 1907-12

Statistics of growth–The psychology of the

Recruit–Famous Fabians–The Arts Group–The

Nursery–The Women’s Group–Provincial Fabian

Societies–University Fabian Societies–London Groups

revived–Annual Conferences–The Summer School–

The story of ”Socialist Unity”–The Local Govern-

ment Information Bureau–The Joint Standing

Committee–Intervention of the International So-

cialist Bureau.

The episode described in the last chapter,

419
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which took place during the years 1906 to 1908,

was accompanied by many other developments

in the activities of the Society which must now

be described. In the first place the member-

ship grew at an unprecedented rate. In the year

ended March, 1905, 67 members were elected.

Next year the number was 167, to March, 1907,

it was 455, to March, 1908, 817, and to March,

1909, 665. This was an enormous accession

of new blood to a society which in 1904 had

only 730 members in all. In 1909 the Society

consisted of 1674 men and 788 women, a to-

tal of 2462; of these 1277 were ordinary mem-

bers residing in or near London, 343 scattered

elsewhere in the United Kingdom, 89 abroad;

414 were members of provincial Societies and

339 of University Societies. There were in ad-

dition about 500 members of local Fabian So-

cieties who were not also members of the Lon-
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don Society, and the Associates numbered 217.

The income from subscriptions of all sorts was

L473 in 1904 and L1608 in 1908, the high-

water mark in the history of the Society for con-

tributions to the ordinary funds.

Of course there is all the difference in the

world between a new member and an old. The

freshly elected candidate attends every meeting

and reads every word of ”Fabian News.” He be-

gins, naturally, as a whole-hearted admirer and

is profoundly impressed with the brilliance of

the speakers, the efficiency of the organisation,

the ability of the tracts. A year or two later, if

he has any restlessness of intellect, he usually

becomes a critic: he wants to know why there

are not more brightly written tracts, explana-

tory of Socialism and suitable for the uncon-

verted: he complains that the lectures are far

less interesting than they used to be, that the
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debates are footling, the publications unattrac-

tive in appearance and too dull to read. A few

years later he either settles down into a steady-

going member, satisfied to do what little he can

to improve this unsatisfactory world; or else,

like Mr. Wells, he announces that the Society

is no longer any good: once (when he joined) it

was really important and effective: its methods

-were- all right: it -was- proclaiming a fresh po-

litical gospel. But times have changed, whilst

the Society has only grown old: it has done its

work, and missed its opportunity for more. It is

no longer worthy of his support.

In 1907 and 1908 the Society consisted largely

of new members; consequently the meetings were

crowded and we were driven out from one hall

after another. Moreover the propagandist en-

thusiasm of Mr. Wells and the glamour of his

name helped to attract a large number of distin-
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guished persons into our ranks. Mr. Granville

Barker was one of the most active of these. He

served on the Executive from 1907 to 1912 and

took a large share in the detailed work of the

Committees, besides giving many lectures and

assisting in social functions. The Rev. R.J.

Campbell, who addressed large meetings on sev-

eral occasions, as also elected to the Executive

for the year 1908-9, but did not attend a single

meeting. Mr. Aylmer Maude joined the Exec-

utive in 1907, held office to 1912, and is still

a working member of the Society. Arnold Ben-

nett, Laurence Irving, Edgar Jepson, Reginald

Bray, L.C.C. (member of the Executive 1911-

12), Sir Leo (then Mr.) Chiozza Money, M.P.

(who sat on the Executive from 1908 to 1911),

Dr. Stanton Coit, H. Hamilton Fyfe, A.R. Or-

age, G.M. Trevelyan, Edward Garnett, Dr. G.B.

Clark (for many years M.P.), Miss Constance
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Smedley, Philip Snowden, M.P., Mrs. Snow-

den (Executive 1908-9), George Lansbury, Her-

bert Trench, Jerome K. Jerome, Edwin Pugh,

Spencer Pryse, and A. Clutton Brock are amongst

the people known in politics, literature, or the

arts who joined the Society about this period.

Some of these took little or no part in our

proceedings, beyond paying the necessary sub-

scription, but others lectured or wrote for the

Society or participated in discussions and so-

cial meetings. These were at this time immensely

successful. In the autumn of 1907, for exam-

ple, Mrs. Bernard Shaw arranged for the So-

ciety a series of crowded meetings of members

and subscribers at Essex Hall on ”The Faith I

Hold.” Mrs. Sidney Webb led off and was fol-

lowed by the Rev. R.J. Campbell, S.G. Hob-

son, Dr. Stanton Coit, H.G. Wells, and Hubert

Bland: with an additional discourse later in the
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spring by Sir Sydney Olivier. Mr. Wells’ pa-

per, which proved to be far too long for a lec-

ture, was the first draft of his book ”First and

Last Things”; but he had tired of the Society

when it was published, and the preface con-

ceals its origin in something of a mystery. Sir

John Gorst, Mrs. Annie Besant, Dr. Suedekum

(German M.P.), Sir John Cockburn, K.C.M.G.,

the Hon. W.P. Reeves, Raymond Unwin, and

Sir Leo Chiozza Money were amongst the other

lecturers of that year.

* * * * *

In 1906 and succeeding years a new form of

organisation was established. Members spon-

taneously associated themselves into groups,

”The Nursery” for the young, the Women’s Group,

the Arts Group, and Groups for Education, Bi-

ology, and Local Government. The careers of

these bodies were various. The Arts Group in-
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cluded philosophy, and, to tell the truth, al-

most excluded Socialism. But all of us in our

youth are anxiously concerned about philoso-

phy and art and many who are no longer young

are in the same case. Moreover artists and

philosophers are always attractive. Mr. Hol-

brook Jackson and Mr. A.R. Orage, at that time

associated in ”The New Age,” founded the group

early in 1907, and soon obtained lecturers as

distinguished, and audiences scarcely less nu-

merous than the Society itself. But in eighteen

months ”Art and Philosophy in Relation to So-

cialism” seems to have been exhausted, and af-

ter the summer of 1908 the Group disappears

from the calendar. Biology and Local Govern-

ment had a somewhat longer but far less glori-

ous career. The meetings were small and more

of the nature of classes. Education is the life-

work of a large class, which provides a sensible
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proportion of Fabian membership, and teach-

ers are always eager to discuss and explain the

difficult problems of their profession and the

complex law which regulates it. The Education

Group has led a diligent and useful life; it pre-

pared a tract (No. 156), ”What an Education

Committee can do (Elementary Schools),” and

besides its private meetings it arranges occa-

sional lectures open to the public, which some-

times attract large audiences.

The Nursery belongs to another class. When

a society, formed as many societies are, of quite

young people, has existed over twenty years,

the second generation begins to be adult, and

wants to be quit of its parents. Moreover the

young desire, naturally, to hear themselves talk,

whilst the others usually prefer the older and

more famous personages. So a number of younger

members eagerly took up a plan which origi-
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nated in the circle of the Bland family, for form-

ing a group confined to the young in years or

in membership in order to escape the overmas-

tering presence of the elderly and experienced.

Sometimes they invite a senior to talk to them

and to be heckled at leisure. More often they

provide their own fare from amongst themselves.

Naturally the Nursery is not exclusively devoted

to economics and politics: picnics and dances

also have their place. Some of the members

eventually marry each other, and there is no

better security for prolonged happiness in mar-

riage than sympathy in regard to the larger is-

sues of life. The Nursery has produced one

tract, No. 132, ”A Guide to Books for Social-

ists,” described in the ”Wells Report” as intended

”to supplement or even replace that arid and in-

discriminating catalogue, What to Read.”

Last in date, but by no means least in im-
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portance of the Groups of this period, was the

Women’s Group, founded by Mrs. C.M. Wil-

son, who after nearly twenty years of nominal

membership had resumed her active interest in

the Society. The vigorous part taken by the

women of the Society under the leadership of

Mrs. Reeves in obtaining the only alteration yet

made in the Basis has been already described.

The Group was not formed till a year later, and

at that time the Women’s Suffrage movement,

and especially the party led by Mrs. Pankhurst,

had attracted universal attention. The early

Suffrage movement was mainly Socialist in ori-

gin: most of the first leaders of the Women’s So-

cial and Political Union were or had been mem-

bers either of the Fabian Society or of the I.L.P.

and it may almost be said that all the women of

the Society joined one or more of the Suffrage

Societies which for the next seven years played
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so large a part in national politics. But besides

the question of the vote, which is not pecu-

liar to Socialism, there is a very large group of

subjects of special interest to Socialist women,

either practical problems of immediate politics

relating to the wages and conditions of women’s

labour and the treatment of women by Educa-

tion Acts, National Insurance Acts, and Factory

Acts; or remoter and more theoretical problems,

especially those connected with the question

whether the wife in the ideal state is to be an

independent wage-earner or the mistress and

manager of an isolated home, dependent on her

husband as breadwinner. Efficiently organised

by Mrs. C.M. Wilson, until ill-health required

her resignation of the secretaryship in 1914;

by Mrs. Bernard Shaw, Mrs. Pember Reeves,

Miss Murby, Miss Emma Brooke, and many

others, including in later years Dr. Letitia Fair-
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field, the Group has had many of the charac-

teristics of an independent society. It has its

own office, latterly at 25 Tothill Street, rented

from the parent Society, with its own paid as-

sistant secretary, and it has issued for private

circulation its own publications. In 1913 it pre-

pared a volume of essays on ”Women Workers

in Seven Professions,” which was edited by Pro-

fessor Edith Morley and published by George

Routledge and Sons. It has prepared five tracts

for the Society, published in the general list,

under a sub-title, ”The Women’s Group Series,”

and it has taken an active part, both indepen-

dently and in co-operation with other bodies,

in the political movements specially affecting

women, which have been so numerous in re-

cent years.

* * * * *

It will be recollected that the only direct re-
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sult of the Special Enquiry Committee, apart

from the changes made in the organisation of

the Society itself, was the decision to promote

local Socialist Societies of the Fabian type with

a view to increasing Socialist representation in

Parliament. I have recounted in a previous chap-

ter how this scheme worked out in relation to

the Labour Party and the running of candidates

for Parliament. It remains to describe here its

measure of success in the formation of local so-

cieties.

The summer of 1905 was about the low-water

mark of provincial Fabianism. Nine societies

are named in the report, but four of these ap-

peared to have no more than a nominal exis-

tence. The Oxford University Society had but 6

members; Glasgow had 30 in its University So-

ciety and 50 in its town Society; Liverpool was

reduced to 63, Leeds and County to 15, and
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that was all. A year later the Cambridge Univer-

sity Society had been formed, Oxford had more

than doubled its membership to 13, but only

five other societies were in existence. By the

following year a revival had set in. W. Stephen

Sanders, at that time an Alderman of the Lon-

don County Council, who had been a member

of the Society since 1890 and of the executive

Committee since 1904, was appointed Organis-

ing Secretary with the special object of build-

ing up the provincial organisation. By 1910

there were forty-six local societies, and in 1912

the maximum of fifty was reached. Since then

the number has declined. These societies were

scattered over the country, some of them in the

great cities, Manchester, Newcastle, Sheffield,

and so on: others within hail of London, at

Croydon, Letchworth, Ilford: others again in

small towns, Canterbury, Chelmsford, Carnar-
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von: another was at Bedales School, Peters-

field, run by my son and his schoolfellows. The

local societies formed at this period, apart from

the University Societies, were in the main pal-

lid reflections of the parent Society in its ear-

lier days; none of them had the good fortune to

find a member, so far as we yet know, of even

second-class rank as a thinker or speaker. One

or two produced praiseworthy local tracts on

housing conditions and similar subjects. They

usually displayed less tolerance than the Lon-

don Society, a greater inclination to insist that

there was but one way of political salvation,

usually the Labour Party way, and that all who

would not walk in it should be treated as alien

enemies. If Socialism is only to be achieved

by the making of Socialists, as Mr. Wells an-

nounced with all the emphasis of a rediscov-

ery, no doubt the local societies achieved some
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Socialism, since they made some members. If

Socialism is to be attained by the making of So-

cialist measures, doubtless they accomplished

a little by their influence on local administra-

tion. Organisation for political work is always

educative to those who take part in it, and it

has some effect on the infinitely complex par-

allelogram of forces which determines the di-

rection of progress. Possibly I underestimate

the importance of local Fabian Societies; there

is a school of thought, often represented in the

Society, which regards the provinces with rev-

erent awe–omne ignotum pro magnifico–as the

true source of political wisdom, which London-

ers should endeavour to discover and obey. Lon-

doners no doubt see little of organised labour,

and even less of industrial co-operation: the

agricultural labourer is to them almost a for-

eigner: the Welsh miner belongs to another race.
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But the business men, the professional class,

and the political organisers of Manchester and

Glasgow have, in my opinion, no better intu-

itions, and usually less knowledge than their

equivalents in London, and they have the dis-

advantage of comparative isolation. London,

the brain of the Empire, where reside the lead-

ers in politics and in commerce, in literature, in

journalism and in art, and which consequently

attracts the young men who aspire to be the

next generation of leaders, where too are sta-

tioned all the higher ranks of Civil Service, is

different in kind, as well as in size, from other

cities. New thought on social subjects is almost

always the product of association. Only those

who live in a crowd of other thinkers know where

there is room for new ideas; for it takes years

for the top layer of political thought to find ex-

pression in books. Therefore the provincial thinker
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on social problems is always a little out of date.

Except for one or two University men (e.g. Sid-

ney Ball and Sir Oliver Lodge) practically all

Fabian tract-writers have been Londoners. The

local Fabian Societies have so far achieved noth-

ing towards the making of a middle-class So-

cialist party, and they have achieved but lit-

tle else. They have been fully justified because

every association for mutual instruction adds

something to the mass of political intelligence,

does something to disseminate ideas, but that

is all that can be said for them.

The University Societies belong to a differ-

ent type. Nothing is more important than the

education of young men and women in politics,

and the older Universities have always recog-

nised this. Socialist Societies accordingly grew

up naturally alongside Liberal and Tory Clubs,

and under the shadow of the ”Unions.” Oxford,
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as we have seen, had a University Fabian So-

ciety from early days. Cambridge followed at

a much later date. For years Glasgow Univer-

sity and University College, Aberystwyth, main-

tained flourishing societies. The newer Uni-

versities, dependent largely on the bounty of

wealthy capitalist founders and supporters, and

assisted by, or in close touch with, town coun-

cils and local industries, have been much less

willing to sanction political free-thought amongst

their undergraduates, and the pernicious influ-

ence of wealth, or rather the fear of alarming

the wealthy, has at times induced the authori-

ties to interfere with the freedom of the under-

graduates to combine for the study and propa-

ganda of Socialism.

Undergraduate societies are composed of a

constantly shifting population, and we arranged

from the first that all their members should
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also be elected direct to the parent Society in

order that they might remain automatically in

membership when they ”go down.” In fact of

course the percentage which retains its mem-

bership is very small. ”Men” and women at

Universities join any organisation whose lead-

ers at the moment are influential and popular.

They are sampling life to discover what suits

them, and a few years later some of them are

scattered over the globe, others immersed in

science or art, or wholly occupied in law and

medicine, in the church and the army, in the

civil service and in journalism. Most of them

no doubt have ceased to pretend to take inter-

est in social and political reform. A few remain,

and these are amongst the most valuable of our

members. At times, when an undergraduate of

force of character and high social position, the

heir to a peerage for example, is for the mo-
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ment an ardent Socialist, the Fabian Society

becomes, in a certain set or college, the fash-

ionable organisation. On the whole it is true

that Socialists are born and not made, and very

few of the hundreds who join at such periods

stay for more than a couple of years. The max-

imum University membership–on paper–was in

1914, when it reached 541 members, of whom

101 were at Oxford and 70 at Cambridge. But

the weakness of undergraduate Socialism is in-

dicated by the extraordinary difficulty found in

paying to the parent Society the very moder-

ate fee of a shilling a head per annum, and

the effect of attempting to enforce this in 1915,

combined with the propaganda of Guild Social-

ism, especially at Oxford, was for the moment

to break up the apparently imposing array of

University Fabianism.

In 1912 Clifford Allen of Cambridge formed
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the University Socialist Federation, which was

in fact a Federation of Fabian Societies though

not nominally confined to them. Mr. Allen, an

eloquent speaker and admirable organiser, with

most of the virtues and some of the defects of

the successful propagandist, planned the foun-

dations of the Federation on broad lines. It

started a sumptuous quarterly, ”The University

Socialist,” the contents of which by no means

equalled the excellence of the print and paper.

It did not survive the second number. The Fed-

eration has held several conferences, mostly at

Barrow House–of which later–and issued vari-

ous documents. Its object is to encourage Uni-

versity Socialism and to found organisations in

every University. It still exists, but whether it

will survive the period of depression which has

coincided with the war remains to be seen.

Lastly, amongst the organs of Fabian activ-
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ity come the London Groups. In the years of

rapid growth that followed the publication of

”Fabian Essays” the London Groups maintained

a fairly genuine existence. London was teeming

with political lectures, and in the decade 1889-

1899 its Government was revolutionised by the

County Councils Act of 1888, the Local Govern-

ment Act of 1894, and the London Government

Act of 1899 which established the Metropolitan

Boroughs. Socialism, too, was a novelty, and

the few who knew about it were in request.

Anyway even with the small membership of

those days, the London Groups managed to per-

sist, and ”Fabian News” is full of reports of con-

ferences of Group Secretaries and accounts of

Group activities. In the trough of depression

between the South African War and the Lib-

eral victory of 1906 all this disappeared and the

Group system scarcely existed even on paper.
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With the expansion which began in 1906 the

Groups revived. New members were hungry for

lectures: many of them desired more oppor-

tunities to talk than the Society meetings af-

forded. All believed in or hoped for Mr. Wells’

myriad membership. He himself was glad to

address drawing-room meetings, and the other

leaders did the same. Moreover the Society was

conducting a series of ”Suburban Lectures” by

paid lecturers, in more or less middle-class res-

idential areas of the Home Counties. Lectures

to the Leisured Classes, a polite term for the

idle rich, were arranged with considerable suc-

cess in the West End, and other lectures, meet-

ings, and social gatherings were incessant.

For co-ordinating these various bodies the

Fabian Society has created its own form of or-

ganisation fitted to its peculiar circumstances,

and more like that of the British Empire than
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anything else known to me. As is the United

Kingdom in the British Empire, so in the Fabian

movement the parent Society is larger, richer,

and more powerful, and in all respects more

important than all the others put together. Any

form of federal organisation is impossible, be-

cause federation assumes some approach to equal-

ity amongst constituents. Our local societies,

like the British self-governing Dominions, are

practically independent, especially in the very

important department of finance. The Groups,

on the other hand, are like County Councils,

local organisations within special areas for par-

ticular purposes, with their own finances for

those purposes only. But the parent Society

is not made up of Groups, any more than the

British Government is composed of County Coun-

cils. The local Groups consist of members of

the Society qualified for the group by residence
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in the group area; the ”Subject Groups” of those

associated for some particular purpose.

The problem of the Society (as it is of the

Empire) was to give the local societies and the

groups some real function which should em-

phasise and sustain the solidarity of the whole;

and at the same time leave unimpaired the con-

trol of the parent Society over its own affairs.

The Second Annual Conference of Fabian So-

cieties and Groups was held on July 6th, 1907,

under the chairmanship of Hubert Bland, who

opened the proceedings with an account of the

first Conference held in 1892 and described in

an earlier chapter. Fifteen delegates from 9 lo-

cal and University Societies, 16 from 8 London

Groups, 8 from Subject Groups, and 9 mem-

bers of the Executive Committee were present.

The business consisted of the sanction of rules

for the Pan-Fabian Organisation.
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The Conference of 1908 was a much bigger

affair. A dozen members of the Executive, in-

cluding Mr. H.G. Wells and (as he then was)

Mr. L.G. Chiozza Money. M.P., and 61 del-

egates representing 36 Groups and Societies

met for a whole-day conference at University

Hall, Gordon Square. Miss Murby was chair-

man, and addressed the delegates on the im-

portance of tolerance, an apposite subject in

view of the discussion to follow on the proposed

parliamentary action, especially the delicate is-

sue between co-operation with the Labour Party

and the promotion of a purely Socialist party. A

resolution favouring exclusive support of inde-

pendent Socialist candidatures moved by Mr.

J.A. Allan of Glasgow received only 10 votes,

but another advocating preference for such can-

didates was only defeated by 26 to 21. The res-

olution adopted left the question to be settled in
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each case by the constituency concerned. An-

other resolution directed towards condemna-

tion of members who worked with the Liberal

or Tory Party failed by 3 votes only, 17 to 20.

In the afternoon Mr. Money gave an address on

the Sources of Socialist Revenue, and a number

of administrative matters were discussed.

The 1909 Conference was attended by 29

delegates of local and University Societies, and

by 46 delegates from London Groups and from

the parent Society. On this occasion a Con-

stitution was adopted giving the Conference a

regular status, the chief provisions of which re-

quired the submission to the Conference of any

alteration of the Basis, and ”any union affilia-

tion or formal alliance with any other society or

with any political party whereby the freedom of

action of any society ... is in any way limited ...

”; and of any change in the constitution itself.

http://booksiread.org


448 The History of the Fabian Society

These are all matters which concern the local

organisations, as they are required to adopt the

Basis, or some approved equivalent, and are af-

filiated to the Labour Party through the parent

Society. No contentious topic was on this occa-

sion seriously discussed.

The Conference of 1910 was smaller, sixty-

one delegates in all. Resolutions against pro-

moting parliamentary candidatures and favour-

ing the by this time vanishing project for an

independent Socialist party obtained but little

support, and the chief controversy was over an

abstract resolution on the ”economic indepen-

dence of women,” which was in the end settled

by a compromise drafted by Sidney Webb.

Sixty delegates were present at the 1911 Con-

ference, held at Clifford’s Inn, who, after re-

jecting by a seven to one majority a resolution

to confine Fabian membership to Labour Party
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adherents, devoted themselves mainly to oppo-

sition to the National Insurance Bill then before

Parliament.

In 1912 the Conference was still large and

still concerned in the position of the Society in

relation to Labour and Liberalism.

Both in 1913 and in 1914 the Conference

was well attended and prolonged, but in 1915,

partly on account of the war and partly because

of the defection of several University Societies,

few were present, and the business done was

inconsiderable.

* * * * *

The Summer School was another enterprise

started at the period. It was begun indepen-

dently of the Society in this sense, that half a

dozen members agreed to put up the necessary

capital and to accept the financial responsibil-

ity, leaving to the Society the arrangement of
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lectures and the management of business.

It was opened at the end of July, 1907, at

Pen-yr-allt, a large house, previously used as a

school, looking out over the sea, near Llanbedr,

a little village on the Welsh coast between Bar-

mouth and Harlech. The house was taken for

three years partly furnished, and the commit-

tee provided the beds, cutlery, etc., needed. One

or two other houses near by were usually rented

for the summer months.

The value of the plan for a propagandist so-

ciety is largely this, that experience shows that

people can only work together efficiently when

they know each other. Therefore in practice

political and many other organisations find it

necessary to arrange garden parties, fetes, pic-

nics, teas, and functions of all sorts in order to

bring together their numbers under such con-

ditions as enable them to become personally
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acquainted with each other. In times of expan-

sion the Fabian Society has held dinners and

soirees in London, many of which have been

successful and even brilliant occasions, because

the new members come in crowds and the old

attend as a duty. When new members are few

these entertainments cease, for nothing is so

dreary as a social function that is half failure,

and a hint of it brings the series to an end. But

a Summer School where members pass weeks

together is far more valuable in enabling the

leaders and officials to find out who there is

who is good as a speaker or thinker, or who is a

specialist on some subject of value to the move-

ment. Moreover, gatherings of this class attract

those on the fringe of the movement, and many

of our members have come to us through at-

tendance at the school. Apart from the direct

interests of the Society, a School of this char-
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acter is valued by many solitary people, solitary

both socially, such as teachers and civil ser-

vants, who are often lonely in the world, and

solitary intellectually because they live in re-

mote places where people of their way of think-

ing are scarce.

It is not necessary to describe the arrange-

ments of the School, for these institutions have

in the last few years become familiar to every-

body. We do not, however, as a rule make quite

such a business of the schooling as is usual

where the term is short, and study is the sole

object. One regular lecture a day for four days

a week is the rule, but impromptu lectures or

debates in the evenings, got up amongst the

guests, are customary. Moreover, frequent con-

ferences on special subjects are held, either by

allied bodies, such as the Committee for the

Prevention of Destitution, or by a Group, such
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as the Education Group or the Research De-

partment. On these occasions the proportion

of work to play is higher. The School-house

belongs to the Society for the whole year, and

parties are arranged for Christmas, Easter, and

Whitsuntide whenever possible.

After four years at Llanbedr the lease was

terminated and the original Committee wound

up. The capital borrowed had all been repaid,

and there remained, after a sale by auction, a

lot of property and nearly L100 in cash. This

the Committee transferred to the Society, and

thereupon the quasi-independence of the Sum-

mer School came to an end. In 1911 a new

experiment was tried. A small hotel at Saas

Grund, off the Rhone Valley, was secured, and

during six weeks three large parties of Fabi-

ans occupied it for periods of a fortnight each.

The summer was one of the finest of recent
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years, and the high mountains were exception-

ally attractive. On account of the remoteness

of the place, and the desire to make the most

of a short time, lectures were as a rule con-

fined to the evening, and distinguished visitors

were few, but an address by Dr. Hertz of Paris,

one of the few French Fabians, may be men-

tioned, partly because in the summer of 1915

his promising career was cut short in the trenches

which protected his country from the German

invaders.

In 1912 Barrow House, Derwentwater, was

taken for three years, a beautiful place with the

Barrow Falls in the garden on one side, and

grounds sloping down to the lake on the other,

with its own boating pier and bathing-place. A

camp of tents for men was set up, and as many

as fifty or sixty guests could be accommodated

at a time. Much of the success of the School
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has throughout been due to Miss Mary Hankin-

son, who from nearly the beginning has been a

most popular and efficient manager. A director

is selected by the Committee to act as nominal

head, and holds office usually for a week or a

fortnight; but the chief of staff is a permanent

institution, and is not only business manager,

but also organiser and leader of excursions and

a principal figure in all social undertakings. A

great part in arranging for the School from the

first has been taken by Dr. Lawson Dodd, to

whose experience and energy much of its suc-

cess has been due.

* * * * *

The year 1911 saw the formation of the Joint

Standing Committee with the I.L.P., and this is

a convenient place to describe the series of at-

tempts at Socialist Unity which began a long

way back in the history of the Society. For the
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first eight years or so of the Socialist movement

the problem of unity did not arise. Until the

publication of ”Fabian Essays” the Fabian Soci-

ety was small, and the S.D.F., firm in its Marx-

ian faith, and confident that the only way of

salvation was its particular way, had no more

idea of uniting with the other societies than

the Roman Catholic Church has of union with

Lutherans or Methodists. The Socialist League

was the outcome of an internal dispute, and, if

my memory is correct, the S.D.F. expected, not

without reason, that the seceders would ulti-

mately return to the fold. The League ceased to

count when at the end of 1890 William Morris

left it and reconstituted as the Hammersmith

Socialist Society the branch which met in the

little hall constructed out of the stable attached

to Kelmscott House.

In January, 1893, seven delegates from this
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Society held a conference with Fabian delegates,

and at a second meeting at which S.D.F. dele-

gates were present a scheme for promoting unity

was approved. A Joint Committee of five from

each body assembled on February 23rd, when

William Morris was appointed Chairman, with

Sydney Olivier as Treasurer, and it was decided

that the Chairman with H.M. Hyndman and

Bernard Shaw should draft a Joint Manifesto.

The ”Manifesto of English Socialists,” published

on May 1st, 1893, as a penny pamphlet with

the customary red cover, was signed by the three

Secretaries, H.W. Lee of the S.D.F., Emery Walker

of the H.S.S., and myself, and by fifteen dele-

gates, including Sydney Olivier and Sidney Webb

of the F.S., Harry Quelch of the S.D.F., and the

three authors.

Like most joint productions of clever men,

it is by no means an inspiring document. The
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less said, the less to dispute about, and so it

only runs to eight pages of large print, four de-

voted to the evils of capitalism, unemployment,

the decline of agriculture, and the ill-nurture of

children, and the rest to remedies, a queer list,

consisting of:–

An eight hours law.

Prohibition of child labour for wages.

Free Maintenance for all necessitous chil-

dren (a compromise in which Fabian influence

may be traced by the insertion of the word ”ne-

cessitous”).

Equal payment of men and women for equal

work.

(A principle which, whether good or bad, be-

longs rather to individualism than to Social-

ism: Socialism according to Bernard Shaw–and

most of us agree with him–demands as an ideal

equal maintenance irrespective of work; and in
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the meantime payment according to need, each

to receive that share of the national product

which he requires in order to do his work and

maintain his dependents, if any, appropriately.)

To resume the programme:–

An adequate minimum wage for all adults

employed in Government and Municipal ser-

vices or in any monopolies such as railways en-

joying State privileges.

Suppression of all sub-contracting and sweat-

ing (an ignorant confusion between a harmless

industrial method and its occasional abuse).

Universal suffrage for all adults, men and

women alike.

Public payment for all public service.

These of course were only means tending to-

wards the ideal, ”to wit, the supplanting of the

present state by a society of equality of condi-

tion,” and then follows a sentence paraphrased
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from the Fabian Basis embodying a last trace of

that Utopian idealism which imagines that so-

ciety can be constituted so as to enable men to

live in freedom without eternal vigilance, namely,

”When this great change is completely carried

out, the genuine liberty of all will be secured

by the free play of social forces with much less

coercive interference than the present system

entails.”

From these extracts it will be seen that the

Manifesto, drafted by William Morris, but mu-

tilated and patched up by the other two, bears

the imprint neither of his style, nor that of Shaw,

but reminds one rather of mid-Victorian dining-

room furniture, solid, respectable, heavily or-

nate, and quite uninteresting. Happily there is

not much of it!

Unity was attained by the total avoidance

of the contentious question of political policy.
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But fifteen active Socialists sitting together at

a period when parties were so evenly divided

that a General Election was always imminent

could not refrain from immediate politics, and

the S.D.F., like many other bodies, always cher-

ished the illusion that the defeat of a minority

at a joint conference on a question of principle

would put that minority out of action.

Accordingly, as soon as the Manifesto had

been published resolutions were tabled pledg-

ing the constituent societies to concentrate their

efforts on Socialist candidates accepted as suit-

able by the Joint Committee. On this point the

Fabian Society was in a hopeless minority, and

an endless vista of futile and acrimonious dis-

cussions was opened out which would lead to

unrest in our own society–for there has always

been a minority opposed to its dominant policy–

and a waste of time and temper to the delegates
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from our Executive. It was therefore resolved

at the end of July that our delegates be with-

drawn, and that put an end to the Joint Com-

mittee.

The decision was challenged at a members’

meeting by E.E. Williams, one of the signato-

ries of the Joint Manifesto, subsequently well

known as the author of ”Made in Germany,”

and in some sense the real founder of the Tariff

Reform movement; but the members by a deci-

sive vote upheld the action of their Executive.

Four years later, early in 1897, another ef-

fort after Unity was made. By this time Morris,

whose outstanding personality had given him a

commanding and in some respects a moderat-

ing influence in the movement, was dead; and

the Hammersmith Socialist Society had disap-

peared. Instead there was the new and vigorous

Independent Labour Party, already the premier



http://booksiread.org 463

Socialist body in point of public influence. This

body took the first step, and a meeting was held

in April at the Fabian office, attended by Hu-

bert Bland, Bernard Shaw, and myself as del-

egates from our Society. The proposal before

the Conference was ”the formation of a court

of appeal to adjudicate between rival Socialist

candidates standing for the same seat at any

contested election,” an occurrence which has in

fact been rare in local and virtually unknown in

Parliamentary elections.

As the Fabian Society did not at that time of-

ficially run candidates, and has always allowed

to its members liberty of action in party poli-

tics, it was impossible for us to undertake that

our members would obey any such tribunal.

The difficulty was however solved by the S.D.F.,

whose delegates to the second meeting, held

in July, announced that they were instructed
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to withdraw from the Committee if the Fabian

delegates remained. The I.L.P. naturally pre-

ferred the S.D.F. to ourselves, because their ac-

tual rivalry was always with that body, and we

were only too glad to accept from others the

dismissal which we desired. So our delegates

walked out, leaving the other two parties in tem-

porary possession of our office, and Socialist

Unity so far as we were concerned again van-

ished. I do not think that the court of appeal

was ever constituted, and certainly the rela-

tions between the other two Societies continued

to be difficult.

The next move was one of a practical charac-

ter. The Fabian Society had always taken spe-

cial interest in Local Government, as a method

of obtaining piecemeal Socialism, and had long

acted as an informal Information Bureau on the

law and practice of local government adminis-
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tration. The success of the I.L.P. in getting its

members elected to local authorities suggested

a conference of such persons, which was held

at Easter, 1899, on the days preceding the I.L.P.

Annual Conference at Leeds. Sidney Webb was

invited to be President, and gave an address

on ”The Sphere of Municipal Statesmanship”;

Will Crooks was Chairman of the Poor Law Sec-

tion. At this Conference it was resolved to form

a Local Government Information Bureau, to be

jointly managed by the I.L.P. and the Fabian

Society; it was intended for Labour members

of local authorities, but anybody could join on

payment of the annual subscription of 2s. 6d.

For this sum the subscriber obtained the right

to have questions answered free of charge, and

to receive both ”Fabian News” and the official

publications of the I.L.P., other than their weekly

newspaper. The Bureau also published annual
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Reports, at first on Bills before Parliament, and

latterly abstracts of such Acts passed by Parlia-

ment as were of interest to its members. It pur-

sued an uneventful but useful career, managed

virtually by the secretaries of the two societies,

which divided the funds annually in propor-

tion to the literature supplied. Several Easter

Conferences of Elected Persons were held with

varying success. Later on the nominal control

was handed over to the Joint Committee, next

to be described.

The problem of Socialist Unity seemed to be

approaching a settlement when the three or-

ganisations, in 1900, joined hands with the Trade

Unions in the formation of the Labour Repre-

sentation Committee, later renamed the Labour

Party. But in 1901, eighteen months after the

Committee was constituted, the S.D.F. withdrew,

and thereafter unity became more difficult than
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ever, since two societies were united for collec-

tive political action with the numerically and fi-

nancially powerful trade unions, whilst the third

took up the position of hostile isolation. But be-

tween the Fabian Society and the I.L.P. friendly

relations became closer than ever. The diver-

gent political policies of the two, the only matter

over which they had differed, had been largely

settled by change of circumstances. The Fabian

Society had rightly held that the plan of build-

ing up an effective political party out of individ-

ual adherents to any one society was imprac-

ticable, and the I.L.P. had in fact adopted an-

other method, the permeation of existing organ-

isations, the Trade Unions. On the other hand

the Fabian Society, which at first confined its

permeation almost entirely to the Liberal Party,

because this was the only existing organisa-

tion accessible–we could not work through the
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Trade Unions, because we were not eligible to

join them–was perfectly willing to place its views

before the Labour Party, from which it was as-

sured of sympathetic attention. Neither the Fabian

Society nor the I.L.P. desired to lose its identity,

or to abandon its special methods. But half or

two-thirds of the Fabians belonged also to the

I.L.P., and nearly all the I.L.P. leaders were or

had been members of the Fabian Society.

The suggestion was made in March, 1911,

by Henry H. Slesser, then one of the younger

members of the Executive, that the friendly re-

lations of the two bodies should be further ce-

mented by the formation of a Joint Standing

Committee. Four members of each Executive

together with the secretaries were appointed,

and W.C. Anderson, later M.P. for the Attercliffe

Division of Sheffield, and at that time Chair-

man of the I.L.P., was elected Chairman, a post
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which he has ever since retained. The Joint

Committee has wisely confined its activities to

matters about which there was no disagreement,

and its proceedings have always been harmo-

nious to the verge of dullness. The Committee

began by arranging a short series of lectures,

replacing for the time the ordinary Fabian meet-

ings, and it proposed to the Labour Party a

demonstration in favour of Adult Suffrage, which

was successfully held at the Royal Albert Hall.

In the winter of 1912-13 the Joint Commit-

tee co-operated with the National Committee for

the Prevention of Destitution (of which later) in

a big War against Poverty Campaign, to demand

a minimum standard of civilised life for all. A

demonstration at the Albert Hall, a Conference

at the Memorial Hall, twenty-nine other Con-

ferences throughout Great Britain, all attended

by numerous delegates from Trade Unions and
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other organisations, and innumerable separate

meetings were among the activities of the Com-

mittee. In 1913 a large number of educational

classes were arranged. In the winter of 1913-14

the I.L.P. desired to concentrate its attention on

its own ”Coming of Age Campaign,” an internal

affair, in which co-operation with another body

was inappropriate. A few months later the War

began and, for reasons explained later, joint ac-

tion remains for the time in abeyance.

It will be convenient to complete the history

of the movements for Socialist Unity, though

it extends beyond the period assigned to this

chapter, and we must now turn back to the be-

ginning of another line of action.

The International Socialist and Trade Union

Congresses held at intervals of three or four

years since 1889 were at first no more than

isolated Congresses, arranged by local organ-



http://booksiread.org 471

isations constituted for the purpose in the pre-

ceding year. Each nation voted as one, or at

most, as two units, and therefore no limit was

placed on the number of its delegates: the one

delegate from Argentina or Japan consequently

held equal voting power to the scores or even

hundreds from France or Germany. But grad-

ually the organisation was tightened up, and in

1907 a scheme was adopted which gave twenty

votes each to the leading nations, and propor-

tionately fewer to the others. Moreover a per-

manent Bureau was established at Brussels,

with Emile Vandervelde, the distinguished leader

of the Belgian Socialists, later well known in

England as the Ministerial representative of the

Belgian Government during the war, as Chair-

man. In England, where the Socialist and Trade

Union forces were divided, it was necessary to

constitute a special joint committee in order to
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raise the British quota of the cost of the Bu-

reau, and to elect and instruct the British del-

egates. It was decided by the Brussels Bureau

that the 20 British votes should be allotted, 10

to the Labour Party, 4 to the I.L.P., 4 to the

British Socialist Party (into which the old S.D.F.

had merged), and 2 to the Fabian Society, and

the British Section of the International Social-

ist Bureau was, and still remains, constituted

financially and electorally on that basis.

In France and in several other countries the

internal differences between sections of the So-

cialist Party have been carried to far greater

lengths than have ever been known in England.

In France there have been hostile groups of So-

cialist representatives in the Chamber of Deputies

and constant internecine opposition in electoral

campaigns. In Great Britain the rivalry of dif-

ferent societies has consisted for the most part
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in separate schemes of propaganda, in occa-

sional bickerings in their publications, in squab-

bles over local elections, and sometimes over

the selection but not the election of parliamen-

tary candidates. On the other hand co-operation

on particular problems and exchange of cour-

tesies have been common.

The International Socialist Bureau, under in-

structions from the Copenhagen Conference had

made a successful attempt to unite the war-

ring elements of French Socialism, and in the

autumn of 1912 the three British Socialist So-

cieties were approached with a view to a con-

ference with the Bureau on the subject of So-

cialist unity in Great Britain. Convenient dates

could not be fixed, and the matter was dropped,

but in July, 1913, M. Vandervelde, the Chair-

man, and M. Camille Huysmans, the Secretary

of the Bureau, came over from Brussels and a
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hurried meeting of delegates assembled in the

Fabian office to discuss their proposals. The

Bureau had the good sense to recognise that

the way to unity led through the Labour Party;

and it was agreed that the three Socialist bodies

should form a United Socialist Council, subject

to the condition that the British Socialist Party

should affiliate to the Labour Party.

In December, 1913, a formal conference was

held in London, attended on this occasion by all

the members of the International Socialist Bu-

reau, representing the Socialist parties of twenty

different countries. The crux of the question

was to find a form of words which satisfied all

susceptibilities; and Sidney Webb, who was cho-

sen chairman of a part of the proceedings when

the British delegates met by themselves to for-

mulate the terms of agreement, was here in his

element; for it would be hard to find anybody
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in England more skilful in solving the difficul-

ties that arise in determining the expression of

a proposition of which the substance is not in

dispute.

An agreement was arrived at that the Joint

Socialist Council should be formed as soon as

the British Socialist Party was affiliated to the

Labour Party. The B.S.P. confirmed the deci-

sion of its delegates, but the Labour Party re-

ferred the acceptance of affiliation to the An-

nual Conference of 1915[39].

Then came the War. The Labour Party Con-

ference of 1915 did not take place, and a sud-

den new divergence of opinion arose in the So-

cialist movement. The Labour Party, the Fabian

Society, and the leaders of the B.S.P. gave gen-

eral support to the Government in entering into

the war. The I.L.P. adopted an attitude of criti-

cal hostility. Amidst this somewhat unexpected
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regrouping of parties, any attempt to inaugu-

rate a United Socialist Council was foredoomed

to failure. The project for Socialist Unity there-

fore awaits the happy time when war shall have

ceased.

FOOTNOTES:

[39] The Labour Party Conference held in

January, 1916, unanimously accepted the af-

filiation of the British Socialist Party.
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Final Statistics–The War.

A former chapter was entitled ”The Episode

of Mr. Wells.” The present might have been

called ”The Intervention of Mrs. Sidney Webb,”

save for the fact that it would suggest a com-

parison which might be misleading.

I have insisted with some iteration that the

success of the Society, both in its early days

and afterwards, must be mainly attributed to

the exceptional force and ability of the Essay-

ists. Later in its history only two persons have

come forward who are in my opinion entitled

in their Fabian work to rank with the original

leaders, to wit, Mr. Wells and Mrs. Webb. Of

the former I have said enough already. The

present chapter will be largely devoted to the

influence of the latter.

[Illustration: MRS. SIDNEY WEBB, IN 1909]

It must however be observed that in all their
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achievements it is impossible to make a clear

distinction between Mrs. Webb and her hus-

band. For example, the Minority Report of the

Poor Law Commission, shortly to be dealt with,

purported to be the work of Mrs. Webb and

her three co-signatories. In fact the investiga-

tion, the invention, and the conclusions were in

the fullest sense joint, although the draft which

went to the typist was in the handwriting of

Mr. Webb. On some occasions at any rate Mrs.

Webb lectures from notes in her husband’s em-

inently legible handwriting: her own–oddly un-

like her character–is indecipherable without pro-

longed scrutiny even by herself. Sometimes, on

the other hand, it is possible to separate the

work of the two. Mrs. Webb, although elected

a member in 1893, took practically no part in

the Fabian Society until 1906. It may be said,

with substantial if not literal accuracy, that her
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only contributions to the Society for the first

dozen years of her membership were a couple

of lectures and Tract No. 67, ”Women and the

Factory Acts.” The Suffrage movement and the

Wells episode brought her to our meetings, and

her lecture in ”The Faith I Hold” series, a de-

scription of her upbringing amongst the cap-

tains of industry who built some of the world’s

great railways, was amongst the most memo-

rable in the long Fabian series. Still she nei-

ther held nor sought any official position; and

the main work of a Society is necessarily done

by the few who sit at its Committees often twice

or thrice a week.

The transformation of Mrs. Webb from a

student and writer, a typical ”socialist of the

chair,” into an active leader and propagandist

originated in December, 1905, when she was

appointed a member of the Royal Commission
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on the Poor Law. The Fabian Society had noth-

ing to do with the Commission during its four

years of enquiry, though as usual not a few

Fabians took part in the work, both officially

and unofficially. But when in the spring of 1909

the Minority Report was issued, signed by Mrs.

Webb and George Lansbury, both members of

the Society, as well as by the Rev. Russell Wake-

field (now the Bishop of Birmingham) and Mr.

F. Chandler, Secretary of the Amalgamated So-

ciety of Carpenters and Joiners, the Society took

it up. Mr. and Mrs. Webb reprinted the Mi-

nority Report with an introduction and notes

in two octavo volumes, and they lent the Soci-

ety the plates for a paper edition in two parts

at a shilling and two shillings, one dealing with

Unemployment and the other with the recon-

struction of the Poor Law, some 6000 copies of

which were sold at a substantial profit.
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The Treasury Solicitor was rash enough to

threaten us with an injunction on the ground

of infringement of the Crown copyright and to

demand an instant withdrawal of our edition.

But Government Departments which try con-

clusions with the Fabian Society generally find

the Society better informed than themselves;

and we were able triumphantly to refer the Trea-

sury Solicitor to a published declaration of his

own employers, the Lords Commissioners of the

Treasury, a score of years before, in which they

expressly disclaimed their privilege of copyright

monopoly so far as ordinary blue books were

concerned, and actually encouraged the reprint-

ing of them for the public advantage. And, with

characteristic impudence, we intimated also that,

if the Government wished to try the issue, it

might find that the legal copyright was not in

the Crown at all, as the actual writer of the Re-
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port, to whom alone the law gives copyright,

had never ceded his copyright and was not a

member of the Royal Commission at all! At the

same time we prepared to get the utmost ad-

vertisement out of the attempt to suppress the

popular circulation of the Report, and we made

this fact known to the Prime Minister. In the

end the Treasury Solicitor had to climb down

and withdraw his objection. What the Govern-

ment did was to undercut us by publishing a

still cheaper edition, which did not stop our

sales, and thus the public benefited by our en-

terprise, and an enormous circulation was ob-

tained for the Report.

The Minority Report of the Poor Law Commission–

although never, from first to last, mentioning

Socialism–was a notable and wholly original ad-

dition to Socialist theory, entirely of Fabian ori-

gin. Hitherto all Socialist writings on the or-
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ganisation of society, whether contemporary or

Utopian, had visualised a world composed ex-

clusively of healthy, sane, and effective citizens,

mostly adults. No Socialist had stopped to think

out how, in a densely populated and highly in-

dustrialised Socialist community, we should pro-

vide systematically for the orphans, the sick,

the physically or mentally defective and the aged

on the one hand, and for the adults for whom

at any time no immediate employment could be

found. The Minority Report, whilst making im-

mediately practicable proposals for the reform

of all the evils of the Poor Law, worked out the

lines along which the necessary organisation

must proceed, even in the fully socialised State.

We had, in the Fabian Society, made attempts

to deal with both sides of this problem; but our

publications, both on the Poor Law and on the

Unemployed, had lacked the foundation of solid
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fact and the discovery of new principles, which

the four years’ work of the Fabians connected

with the Poor Law Commission now supplied.

English Socialists have always paid great and

perhaps excessive attention to the problem of

unemployment. Partly this is due to the fact

that Socialism came to the front in Great Britain

at a period when unemployment was exception-

ally rife, and when for the first time in the nine-

teenth century the community had become acutely

aware of it. In our early days it was commonly

believed to be a rapidly growing evil. Machin-

ery was replacing men: the capitalists would

employ a few hands to turn the machines on

and off: wealth would be produced for the rich,

and most of the present manual working class

would become superfluous. The only reply, so

far as I know, to this line of argumentative fore-

cast is that it does not happen. The world is
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at present so avid of wealth, so eager for more

things to use or consume, that however quickly

iron and copper replace flesh and blood, the

demand for men keeps pace with it. Anyway,

unemployment in the twentieth century has so

far been less prevalent than it was in the nine-

teenth, and nobody now suggests, as did Mrs.

Besant in 1889, that the increasing army of the

unemployed, provided with work by the State,

would ultimately oust the employees of private

capitalism. Unemployment in fact is at least as

old as the days of Queen Elizabeth, when the

great Poor Law of 1601 was passed to cope with

it. Whilst labour was scattered and the arti-

san still frequently his own master, unemploy-

ment was indefinite and relatively impercepti-

ble. When masses of men and women came to

be employed in factories, the closing of the fac-

tory made unemployment obvious to those on
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the spot. But two generations ago Lancashire

and Yorkshire were far away from London, and

the nation as a whole knew little and cared less

about hard times amongst cotton operatives or

iron-workers in the remote north.

It may be said with fair accuracy that Un-

employment was scarcely recognised as a so-

cial problem before the last quarter of the nine-

teenth century, though in fact it had existed

for centuries, and had been prevalent for fifty

years. Mill in his ”Political Economy,” which

treats so sympathetically of the state of labour

under capitalism, has no reference to it in the

elaborate table of contents. Indeed the word

unemployment is so recent as to have actually

been unknown before the early nineties[40].

But the Trade Unionists had always been

aware of unemployment, since, after strike pay,

it is ”out-of-work benefit” which they have found
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the best protection for the standard rate of wages,

and nothing in the program of Socialism ap-

pealed to them more directly than its claim to

abolish unemployment. Finally it may be said

that unemployment is on the whole more preva-

lent in Great Britain than elsewhere; the sys-

tem of casual or intermittent employment is more

widespread; throughout the Continent the work-

ing classes in towns are nearly everywhere con-

nected with the rural peasant landowners or

occupiers, so that the town labourer can often

go back to the land at any rate for his keep;

whilst all America, still predominantly agricul-

tural, is in something like a similar case.

The Fabian Society had since its earliest days

been conscious of the problem of unemploy-

ment; but it had done little to solve it. The

”Report on the Government Organisation of Un-

employed Labour,” printed ”for the information
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of members” in 1886, had been long forgotten,

and an attempt to revise it made some time in

the nineties had come to nothing. In ”Fabian

Essays” unemployment is rightly recognised as

the Achilles heel of the proletarian system, but

the practical problem is not solved or even thor-

oughly understood; the plausible error of sup-

posing that the unemployed baker and boot-

maker can be set to make bread and boots for

one another still persists. In 1893 we reprinted

from the ”Nineteenth Century” as Tract No. 47

a paper on ”The Unemployed” by John Burns,

and we had published nothing else.

In fact we found the subject too difficult.

There were plenty of palliatives familiar to ev-

ery social enquirer; Socialism, the organisation

of industry by the community for the commu-

nity, we regarded as the real and final rem-

edy. But between the former, such as labour
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bureaux, farm colonies, afforestation, the eight

hours day, which admittedly were at best only

partial and temporary, and Socialism, which

was obviously far off, there was a great gulf

fixed, and how to bridge it we knew not. At

last the Minority Report provided an answer. It

was a comprehensive and practicable scheme

for preventing unemployment under existing con-

ditions, and for coping with the mass of incom-

petent destitution which for generations had Been

the disgrace of our civilisation.

Into the details of this scheme I must not en-

ter because it is, properly speaking, outside the

scope of this book. The propaganda for carrying

the Report into effect was undertaken by the

National Committee for the Prevention of Des-

titution, established by Mrs. Webb as a sepa-

rate organisation. The necessity for this step

was significant of the extent to which Social-
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ism, as it crystallises into practical measures,

invades the common body of British thought.

People who would not dream of calling them-

selves Socialists, much less contributing to the

funds of a Socialist Society, become enthusias-

tically interested in separate parts of its pro-

gram as soon as it has a program, provided

these parts are presented on their own mer-

its and not as approaches to Socialism. In-

deed many who regard Socialism as a menace

to society are so anxious to find and support

alternatives to it, that they will endow expen-

sive Socialistic investigations and subscribe to

elaborate Socialistic schemes of reform under

the impression that nothing that is thought-

ful, practical, well informed, and constitutional

can possibly have any connection with the Red

Spectre which stands in their imagination for

Socialism. To such people the Minority Report,
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a document obviously the work of highly skilled

and disinterested political thinkers and experts,

would recommend itself as the constitutional

basis of a Society for the Prevention of Desti-

tution: that is, of the condition which not only

smites the conscientious rich with a compunc-

tion that no special pleading by arm-chair economists

can allay, but which offers a hotbed to the sow-

ers of Socialism. Add to these the considerable

number of convinced or half-convinced Social-

ists who for various reasons are not in a posi-

tion to make a definite profession of Socialism

without great inconvenience, real or imaginary,

to themselves, and it will be plain that Mrs.

Webb would have been throwing away much of

her available resources if she had not used the

device of a new organisation to agitate for the

Minority Report -ad hoc-.

Many Fabians served on the Committee–indeed
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a large proportion of our members must have

taken part in its incessant activities–and the re-

lations between the two bodies were close; but

most of the subscribers to the Committee and

many of its most active members came from

outside the Society, and were in no way com-

mitted to its general principles.

For two whole years Mrs. Webb managed her

Committee with great vigour and dash. She col-

lected for it a considerable income and a large

number of workers: she lectured and organised

all over the country; she discovered that she

was an excellent propagandist, and that what

she could do with success she also did with

zest.

In the summer of 1911 Mr. and Mrs. Webb

left England for a tour round the world, and

Mrs. Webb had mentioned before she left that

she was willing to be nominated for the Execu-
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tive. At the election in April, 1912, whilst still

abroad, she was returned second on the poll,

with 778 votes, only a dozen behind her hus-

band.

From this point onwards Mrs. Webb has

been on the whole the dominant personality in

the Society This does not necessarily mean that

she is abler or stronger than her husband or

Bernard Shaw. But the latter had withdrawn

from the Executive Committee, and the former,

with the rest of the Old Gang, had made the So-

ciety what it already was. Mrs. Webb brought

a fresh and fertile mind to its councils. Her

twenty years of membership and intimate pri-

vate acquaintance with its leaders made her fa-

miliar with its possibilities, but she was free

from the influence of past failures–in such mat-

ters for example as Socialist Unity–and she was

eager to start out on new lines which the almost
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unconscious traditions of the Society had hith-

erto barred.

* * * * *

The story of the Society has been traced to

the conclusion of the intervention of Mr. Wells,

and I then turned aside to describe the numer-

ous new activities of the booming years which

followed the Labour Party triumph of 1906. I

must now complete the history of the internal

affairs of the Society.

As a political body, the Society has usually,

though not invariably, issued some sort of pro-

nouncement on the eve of a General Election.

In January, 1910, the Executive Committee pub-

lished in ”Fabian News” a brief manifesto ad-

dressed to the members urging them to ”Vote

against the House of Lords.” It will be recol-

lected that the Lords had rejected the Budget,

and the sole issue before the country was the
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right of the House of Commons to control fi-

nance. Members were urged to support any

duly accredited Labour or socialist candidate;

elsewhere they were, in effect, advised to vote

for the Liberal candidates. In April their action

in publishing this ”Special advice to members”

without the consent of a members’ meeting was

challenged, but the Executive Committee’s con-

tention that it was entitled to advise the mem-

bers, and that the advice given was sound, was

endorsed by a very large majority.

At the Annual Meeting the Executive Com-

mittee, with a view to setting forth once more

their reasoned view on a subject of perennial

trouble to new members, accepted a resolution

instructing them to consider and report on the

advisability of limiting the liberty of members to

support political parties other than Labour or

Socialist, and on November 4th R.C.K. Ensor
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on behalf of the Executive gave an admirable

address on Fabian Policy. He explained that the

Society had never set out to become a political

party, and that in this respect it differed in the

most marked manner from most Socialist bod-

ies. Its collective support of the Labour Party

combined with toleration of Liberals suited a

world of real men who can seldom be arranged

on tidy and geometrical lines. This report was

accepted by general consent, and in December,

when Parliament was again dissolved, this time

on the question of the Veto of the Lords, the Ex-

ecutive repeated their ”Advice to Members” to

vote for Liberals whenever no properly accred-

ited Labour or Socialist candidate was in the

field.

* * * * *

But the dissatisfaction with the old policy,

and with its old exponents, was not yet dis-
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pelled. A new generation was knocking at the

door, and some of the old leaders thought that

the time had come to make room for them. Hu-

bert Bland was suffering from uncertain health,

and he made up his mind to retire from the of-

ficial positions he had held since the formation

of the Society. Bernard Shaw determined to

join him and then suggested the same course

to the rest of his contemporaries. Some of them

concurred, and in addition to the two already

named R.C.K. Ensor (who returned a year later),

Stewart Headlam, and George Standring with-

drew from the Executive in order to make room

for younger members. Twenty-two new can-

didates came forward at the election of April,

1911; but on the whole the Society showed no

particular eagerness for change. The retiring

members were re-elected ahead of all the new

ones, with Sidney Webb at the top of the poll,
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and the five additions to the Executive, Emil

Davies, Mrs. C.M. Wilson, Reginald Bray, L.C.C.,

Mrs. F. Cavendish Bentinck, and Henry D. Har-

ben, were none of them exactly youthful or ar-

dent innovators.

By this time it was apparent that the self-

denying ordinance of the veterans was not re-

ally necessary, and the Executive, loath to lose

the stimulation of Shaw’s constant presence,

devised a scheme to authorise the elected mem-

bers to co-opt as consultative members persons

who had already held office for ten years and

had retired. The Executive itself was by no

means unanimous on this policy, and at the

Annual Meeting one of them, Henry H. Slesser,

led the opposition to any departure from ”the

principles of pure democracy.” On a show of

hands the proposal appeared to be defeated by

a small majority, and in the face of the opposi-
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tion was withdrawn. This is almost the only oc-

casion on which the Executive Committee have

failed to carry their policy through the Society,

and they might have succeeded even in this in-

stance, either at the meeting or on a referen-

dum, if they had chosen to insist on an alter-

ation in the constitution against the wishes of

a substantial fraction of the membership.

Here then it may be said that the rule of the

essayists as a body came to an end. Sidney

Webb alone remained in office. Hubert Bland

was in rapidly declining health. Only once again

he addressed the Society, on July 16th, 1912,

when he examined the history of ”Fabian Pol-

icy,” and indicated the changes which he thought

should be made to adapt it to new conditions.

Soon after this his sight completely failed, and

in April, 1914, he died suddenly of long-standing

heart disease.
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Bernard Shaw happily for the Society has

not ceased to concern himself in its activities,

although he is no longer officially responsible

for their management. His freedom from office

does not always make the task of his succes-

sors easier. The loyalest of colleagues, he had

always defended their policy, whether or not it

was exactly of his own choice; but in his capac-

ity of private member his unrivalled influence

is occasionally something of a difficulty. If he

does not happen to approve of what the Ex-

ecutive proposes he can generally persuade a

Business Meeting to vote for something else!

* * * * *

At this same period, the spring of 1911, the

National Insurance Bill was introduced. This

was a subject to which the Society had given

but little attention and on which it had not for-

mulated a policy. It had opposed the contribu-
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tory system as proposed to be applied to Old

Age Pensions, and a paper on ”Paupers and

Old Age Pensions,” published by Sidney Webb

in the ”Albany Review” in August, 1907, and

reprinted by the Society as Tract No. 135, had

probably much influence in deciding the Gov-

ernment to abandon its original plan of exclud-

ing paupers permanently from the scheme by

showing what difficulties and anomalies would

follow from any such course. The National In-

surance Bill when first introduced was severely

criticised by Sidney Webb in documents circu-

lated amongst Trade Unionists and published

in various forms; but a few weeks later he started

on his tour round the world and could take no

further part in the affair. At the Annual Con-

ference of Fabian Societies in July, 1911, an

amendment proposed by H.D. Harben to a res-

olution dealing with the Bill was carried against
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a small minority. The amendment declared that

the Bill should be opposed, and in furtherance

of the policy thus casually suggested and irreg-

ularly adopted, the Executive Committee joined

with a section of the I.L.P. in a vigorous cam-

paign to defeat the Bill. This was a new role for

the Society. Usually it has adopted the princi-

ple of accepting and making the best of what

has already happened; and in politics a Bill

introduced by a strong Government is a -fait

accompli-; it is too late to say that something

else would have been preferable. It may be

amended: it may possibly be withdrawn: it can-

not be exchanged for another scheme.

I shall not however dwell on this episode in

Fabian history because for once I was in com-

plete disagreement with all my colleagues, ex-

cept Sir Leo Chiozza Money, and perhaps I can-

not yet view the matter with entire detachment.
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The Labour Party decided to meet the Bill with

friendly criticism, to recognise it as great mea-

sure of social reform, and to advocate amend-

ments which they deemed improvements. The

Fabian Society attacked the Bill with hostile amend-

ments, prophesied all sorts of calamities as cer-

tain to result from it: magnified its administra-

tive difficulties, and generally encouraged the

duchesses and farmers who passively resisted

it; but their endeavour to defeat the Bill was a

failure.

It may be too soon to be confident that the

policy of the Society in this matter was wrong.

But the Trade Unions are stronger than ever:

the Friendly Societies are not bankrupt: the

working people are insured against sickness:

and anybody who now proposed to repeal the

Act would be regarded as a lunatic.

* * * * *
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Meanwhile the withdrawal of some of the older

had by no means satisfied the younger genera-

tion, and during the autumn of 1911 a Fabian

Reform Committee was constituted, with Henry

H. Slesser as Chairman, Dr. Marion Phillips

as Vice-Chairman, Clifford Allen as Secretary,

and fifteen other members, including Dr. Ethel

Bentham, who, like Mr. Slesser, was a mem-

ber of the Executive. Their programme, like

that of Mr. Wells, included a number of re-

forms of procedure, none of them of much con-

sequence; and a political policy, which was to

insist ”that if Fabians do take part in politics,

they should do so only as supporters of the

Labour Party.”[41] The campaign of the Com-

mittee lasted a year, and as usual in such cases

led to a good deal of somewhat heated contro-

versy over matters which now appear to be very

trivial. It is therefore not worth while to recount
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the details of the proceedings, which can be

found by any enquirer in the pages of ”Fabian

News.” Two of the leaders, Dr. Marion Phillips

and Clifford Allen, were elected to the Execu-

tive at the election of 1912, and some of the

administrative reforms proposed by the Com-

mittee were carried into effect. The Reformers

elected to fight the battle of political policy on

point of detail, until in July, 1912, the Execu-

tive Committee resolved to bring the matter to

an issue, and to that end moved at a members’

meeting: ”That this meeting endorses the con-

stitutional practice of the Society which accords

complete toleration to its members; and whilst

reaffirming its loyalty to the Labour Party, to

which party alone it as a society has given sup-

port, it declines to interfere ... with the right

of each member to decide on the manner in

which he can best work for Socialism in ac-
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cordance with his individual opportunities and

circumstances.” (The phrase omitted refers to

the rule about expulsion of members, a safe-

guard which in fact has never been resorted

to.) An amendment of the Reformers embody-

ing their policy was defeated by 122 to 27 and

after the holiday season the Reform Commit-

ted announced that their mission was accom-

plished and their organisation had been dis-

banded[42].

”Fabian Reform” embodied no new princi-

ple all through the history of the Society there

had been a conflict between the ”constitutional

practice” of political toleration, and the desire

of a militant minority to set up a standard of

party orthodoxy, and to penalise or expel the

dissenters from it.

The next storm which disturbed Fabian equa-

nimity involved an altogether new principle, and
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was therefore a refreshing change to the veter-

ans, who were growing weary of winning battles

fought over the same ground. In order to ex-

plain this movement it is necessary to describe

a new development in the work of the Society.

In the autumn of 1912 Mrs. Webb came to

the conclusion that the work of the National

Committee for the Prevention of Destitution could

not be carried on indefinitely on a large scale.

Reform of the Poor Law was not coming as a

big scheme. It was true that the Majority Re-

port was almost forgotten, but there appeared

to be no longer any hope that the Government

would take up as a whole the scheme of the

Minority Report. It would come about in due

time, but not as the result of an agitation. The

National Committee had a monthly paper, ”The

Crusade,” edited by Clifford Sharp, a member

of the Society who came to the front at the time
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of the Wells agitation, had been one of the founders

of the Nursery, and a member of the Executive

from 1909 to 1914. In March, 1913, Bernard

Shaw, H.D. Harben, and the Webbs, with a few

other friends, established the ”New Statesman,”

with Clifford Sharp as editor. This weekly re-

view is not the organ of the Society, and is not

in any formal way connected with it, but none

the less it does in fact express the policy which

has moulded the Society, and it has been a use-

ful vehicle for publishing the results of Fabian

Research.

Fabian Research, the other outgrowth of the

Committee for the Prevention of Destitution, was

organised by Mrs. Webb in the autumn of 1912.

Investigation of social problems was one of the

original objects of the Society and had always

been a recognised part of its work. As a general

rule, members had taken it up individually, but
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at various periods Committees had been ap-

pointed to investigate particular subjects. The

important work of one of these Committees, on

the Decline of the Birth-rate, has been described

in an earlier chapter. Mrs. Webb’s plan was to

systematise research, to enlist the co-operation

of social enquirers not necessarily committed

to the principles of the Society, and to obtain

funds for this special purpose from those who

would not contribute to the political side of the

Society’s operations.

The ”Committees of Inquiry” then formed took

up two subjects, the ”Control of Industry” and

”Land Problems and Rural Development.” The

latter was organised by H.D. Harben and was

carried on independently. After a large amount

of information had been collected, partly in writ-

ing and partly from the oral evidence of special-

ists, a Report was drafted by Mr. Harben and
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published first as a Supplement to the ”New

Statesman” on August 4th, 1913, and some months

later by Messrs. Constable for the Fabian Soci-

ety as a half-a-crown volume entitled ”The Ru-

ral Problem.”

In fact there is a consensus of opinion through-

out all parties on this group of questions. So-

cialists, Liberals, and a large section of Con-

servatives advocate Wages Boards for providing

a statutory minimum wage for farm labourers,

State aid for building of cottages and a reso-

lute speeding up in the provision of land for

small holdings. The Fabian presentment of the

case did not substantially differ from that of the

Land Report published a few months later un-

der Liberal auspices, and our Report, though

useful, cannot be said to have been epoch-making.

Meanwhile the Enquiry into the Control of

Industry was developing on wider lines. The
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Research Department set up its own office and

staff, and began to collect information about all

the methods of control of industry at present

existing as alternatives to the normal capital-

ist system. Co-operation in all its forms, the

resistances of Trade Unionism, the effects of

professional organisations, such as those of the

Teachers and of the Engineers, and all varieties

of State and Municipal enterprise were investi-

gated in turn; several reports have been pub-

lished as ”New Statesman” Supplements, and

a volume or series of volumes will in due time

appear.

The problem of the Control of Industry had

become important because of the rise of a new

school of thought amongst Socialists, especially

in France, where the rapid growth of Trade Union-

ism since 1884, combined with profound dis-

trust of the group system of party politics, had
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led to a revival of old-fashioned anarchism in

a new form. Syndicalism, which is the French

word for Trade Unionism, proposes that the fu-

ture State should be organised on the basis of

Trade Unions; it regards a man’s occupation as

more vitally important to him than his place of

residence, and therefore advocates representa-

tion by trades in place of localities: it lays stress

on his desire, his right, to control his own work-

ing life directly through his own elected repre-

sentatives of his trade: it criticises the ”servile

state” proposed by collectivists, wherein the work-

man, it is said, would be a wage-slave to offi-

cials of the State, as he is now to officials of the

capitalists. Thus it proposes that the control

of industry should be in the hands of the pro-

ducers, and not, as at present, in the hands

of consumers through capitalists catering for

their custom, or through co-operative societies
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of consumers, or through the State acting on

behalf of citizens who are consumers.

A quite extraordinary diversity of streams of

opinion converged to give volume to this new

trend of thought. There was the literary criti-

cism of Mr. Hilaire Belloc, whose ideal is the

peasant proprietor of France, freed from gov-

ernmental control, a self-sufficient producer of

all his requirements. His attack was directed

against the Servile State, supposed to be fore-

shadowed by the Minority Report, which pro-

posed drastic collective control over the dere-

licts of our present social anarchy. Then Mr.

Tom Mann came back from Australia as the

prophet of the new proletarian gospel, and for

a few months attracted working-class attention

by his energy and eloquence. The South Wales

miners, after many years of acquiescence in the

rule of successful and highly respected but some-
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what old-fashioned leaders, were awakening to

a sense of power, and demanding from their

Unions a more aggressive policy. The parlia-

mentary Labour Party since 1910 had resolved

to support the Liberal Government in its con-

test with the House of Lords and in its demand

for Irish Home Rule, and as Labour support

was essential to the continuance of the Liber-

als in power, they were debarred from pushing

their own proposals regardless of consequences.

Although therefore the party was pledged to the

demand for Women’s Franchise, they refused to

wreck the Government on its behalf. Hence im-

patient Socialists and extreme Suffragists united

in proclaiming that the Labour Party was no

longer of any use, and that ”direct action” by

Suffragettes and Trade Unionists was the only

method of progress. The ”Daily Herald,” a news-

paper started by a group of compositors in Lon-
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don, was acquired by partisans of this policy,

and as long as it lived incessantly derided the

Labour Party and advocated Women’s Franchise

and some sort of Syndicalism as the social panacea.

Moreover a variant on Syndicalism, of a more

reasoned and less revolutionary character, called

”Guild Socialism,” was proposed by Mr. A.R.

Orage in the pages of his weekly, ”The New Age,”

and gained a following especially in Oxford, where

Mr. G.D.H. Cole was leader of the University

Fabian Society. His book on Trade Unionism,

entitled ”The World of Labour,” published at the

end of 1913, attracted much attention, and he

threw himself with great energy into the Trade

Union enquiry of the Research Department, of

which his friend and ally, Mr. W. Mellor, was

the Secretary. Mr. Cole was elected to the Ex-

ecutive Committee in April, 1914, and soon af-

terwards began a new ”Reform” movement. He
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had become a prophet of the ”Guild Socialism”

school, and was at that time extremely hostile

to the Labour Party. Indeed a year before, when

dissatisfaction with the party was prevalent, he

had proposed at a business meeting that the

Fabian Society should disaffiliate, but he had

failed to carry his resolution by 92 votes against

48. In the summer of 1914 however he arrived

at an understanding with Mr. Clifford Allen,

also a member of the Executive, and with other

out and out supporters of the Labour Party, by

which they agreed to combine their altogether

inconsistent policies into a single new program

for the Fabian Society. The program of the ”sev-

eral schools of thought,” published in ”Fabian

News” for April, 1915, laid down that the object

of the Society should be to carry out research,

that the Basis should be replaced merely by

the phrase, ”The Fabian Society consists of So-
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cialists and forms part of the national and in-

ternational movement for the emancipation of

the community from the capitalist system”; and

that a new rule should be adopted forbidding

members to belong to, or publicly to associate

with, any organisation opposed to that move-

ment of which this Society had declared itself

a part. The Executive Committee published a

lengthy rejoinder, and at the election of the Ex-

ecutive Committee a few weeks later the mem-

bers by their votes clearly indicated their disap-

proval of the new scheme. At the Annual Meet-

ing in May, 1915, only small minorities sup-

ported the plan of reconstruction, and Mr. Cole

then and there resigned his membership of the

Society, and was subsequently followed by a

few other members. A little while later the Ox-

ford University Fabian Society severed its con-

nection with the parent Society, and Mr. Cole
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adopted the wise course of founding a society

of his own for the advocacy of Guild Socialism.

This episode brings the history of the Society

down to the present date, and I shall conclude

this chapter with a brief account of its organ-

isation at the time of writing, the summer of

1915.

At the end of 1913 my own long term of

service as chief officer of the Society came to

an end, and my colleague for several previous

years, W. Stephen Sanders, was appointed my

successor. The Executive Committee requested

me to take the new office of Honorary Secretary,

and to retain a share in the management of the

Society. This position I still hold.

The tide of Socialist progress which began to

rise in 1905 had turned before 1914, and the

period of depression was intensified by the war,

which is still the dominant fact in the world.
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The membership of the Society reached its max-

imum in 1913, 2804 in the parent Society and

about 500 others in local societies. In 1915 the

members were 2588 and 250. The removal to

new premises in the autumn of 1914 was more

than a mere change of offices, since it provided

the Society with a shop for the sale of its publi-

cations, a hall sufficiently large for minor meet-

ings, and accommodation in the same house

for the Research Department and the Women’s

Group. Moreover a couple of rooms were fur-

nished as a ”Common Room” for members, in

which light refreshments can be obtained and

Socialist publications consulted. The finances

of the Society have of course been adversely af-

fected by the war, but not, so far, to a very ma-

terial extent.

The chief new departure of recent years has

been the organisation of courses of lectures in
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London for the general public by Bernard Shaw,

Sidney Webb, and Mrs. Webb, which have not

only been of value as a means of propaganda,

but have also yielded a substantial profit for the

purposes of the Society. The plan originated

with a debate between Bernard Shaw and G.K.

Chesterton in 1911, which attracted a crowded

audience and much popular interest. Next year

Mr. Shaw debated with Mr. Hilaire Belloc: in

1913 Mr. and Mrs. Webb gave six lectures at

King’s Hall on ”Socialism Restated”: in 1914

Bernard Shaw gave another course of six at

Kingsway Hall on the ”Redistribution of Income,”

in which he developed the thesis that the eco-

nomic goal of Socialism is equality of income for

all. Lastly, in 1915 a course of six lectures at

King’s Hall by the three already named on ”The

World after the War” proved to be unexpectedly

successful. The lecturing to clubs and other so-
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cieties carried on by new generations of mem-

bers still continues, but it forms by no means

so prominent a part of the Society’s work as in

earlier years.

Local Fabian organisation, as is always the

case in time of depression, is on the down grade.

The London groups scarcely exist, and but few

local societies, besides that of Liverpool, show

signs of life. The Research Department, the

Women’s Group, and the Nursery are still ac-

tive.

The Society has an old-established tradition

and a settled policy, but in fact it is not now

controlled by anything like an Old Gang. The

Executive Committee numbers twenty-one: two

only of these, Sidney Webb and myself, have

sat upon it from its early days: only two oth-

ers, Dr. Lawson Dodd (the Treasurer) and W.

Stephen Sanders (the General Secretary) were
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on the Executive during the great contest with

Mr. Wells ten years ago. All the rest have joined

it within the last few years, and if they sup-

port the old tradition, it is because they accept

it, and not because they created it. Moreover

the majority of the members are young peo-

ple, most of them born since the Society was

founded. The Society is old, but it does not con-

sist, in the main, of old people.

What its future may be I shall consider in

the next, and concluding, chapter.

* * * * *

I must add a final paragraph to my history.

At the time I write, in the first days of 1916,

the war is with us and the end is not in sight.

In accordance with the rule which forbids it to

speak, unless it has something of value to say,

the Society has made no pronouncement and

adopted no policy. A resolution registering the
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opinion of the majority of a few hundred mem-

bers assembled in a hall is not worth recording

when the subject is one in which millions are as

concerned and virtually as competent as them-

selves.

Naturally there is diversity of opinion amongst

the members. On the one hand Mr. Clifford

Allen, a member of the Executive, has played

a leading part in organising opposition to con-

scription and opposing the policy of the Gov-

ernment. On the other hand two other mem-

bers of the Executive Committee, Mr. H.J. Gille-

spie and Mr. C.M. Lloyd, have, since the be-

ginning of the war, resigned their seats in or-

der to take commissions in the Army. Another

member, the General Secretary, after months of

vigorous service as one of the Labour Party del-

egates to Lord Derby’s Recruiting Committee,

accepted a commission in the Army in Novem-
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ber, 1915, in order to devote his whole time to

this work, and has been granted leave of ab-

sence for the period of the war, whilst I have

undertaken my old work in his place. Many

members of the Society joined the Army in the

early months of the war, and already a number,

amongst whom may be named Rupert Brooke,

have given their lives for their country.

[Illustration: EDWARD R. PEASE, IN 1913]

FOOTNOTES:

[40] The editors of the Oxford English Dic-

tionary kindly inform me that the earliest quo-

tation they have yet found is dated December,

1894. I cannot discover it in any Fabian pub-

lication before Tract No. 65, which was pub-

lished in July, 1895.

[41] Manifesto on Fabian Policy issued by

the Fabian Reform Committee, 4 pp., 4to, Novem-

ber 28th, 1911.
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[42] ”Fabian News,” November, 1912.
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The Lessons of Thirty Years

Breaking the spell of Marxism–A French verdict–

Origin of Revisionism in Germany–The British

School of Socialism–Mr. Ernest Barker’s summary–

Mill -versus- Marx–The Fabian Method–Making

Socialists or making Socialism–The life of pro-

pagandist societies–The prospects of Socialist

Unity–The future of Fabian ideas–The test of

Fabian success.

The Fabian Society was founded for the pur-

pose of reconstructing Society in accordance

527
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with the highest moral possibilities. This is still

the most accurate and compendious descrip-

tion of its object and the nature of its work.

But the stage of idealism at which more than

a very modest instalment of this cosmic pro-

cess seemed possible within the lifetime of a

single institution had passed before the chief

Essayists became members, and indeed I can-

not recollect that the founders themselves ever

imagined that it lay within their own power to

reconstruct Society; none of them was really so

sanguine or so self-confident as to anticipate

so great a result from their efforts, and it will

be remembered that the original phrase was al-

tered by the insertion of the words ”to help on”

when the constitution was actually formulated.

Society has not yet been reconstructed, but the

Fabians have done something towards its re-

construction, and my history will be incomplete
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without an attempt to indicate what the Society

has already accomplished and what may be the

future of its work.

Its first achievement, as already mentioned,

was to break the spell of Marxism in England.

Public opinion altogether failed to recognise the

greatness of Marx during his lifetime, but every

year that passes adds strength to the convic-

tion that the broad principles he promulgated

will guide the evolution of society during the

present century. Marx demonstrated the moral

bankruptcy of commercialism and formulated

the demand for the communal ownership and

organisation of industry; and it is hardly pos-

sible to exaggerate the value of this service to

humanity. But no man is great enough to be

made into a god; no man, however wise, can

see far into the future. Neither Marx himself

nor his immediate followers recognised the real
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basis of his future fame; they thought he was

a brilliant and original economist, and a pro-

found student of history. His Theory of Value,

his Economic Interpretation of History, seemed

to them the incontestible premises which nec-

essarily led to his political conclusions. This

misapprehension would not have much mat-

tered had they allowed themselves freedom of

thought. Socialism, as first preached to the En-

glish people by the Social Democrats, was as

narrow, as bigoted, as exclusive as the strictest

of Scotch religious sects. ”Das Kapital,” Vol. I,

was its bible; and the thoughts and schemes of

English Socialists were to be approved or con-

demned according as they could or could not

be justified by a quoted text.

The Fabian Society freed English Socialism

from this intellectual bondage, and freed it sooner

and more completely than ”Revisionists” have
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succeeded in doing anywhere else.

Accepting the great principle that the recon-

struction of society to be worked for is the own-

ership and control of industry by the commu-

nity, the Fabians refused to regard as articles

of faith either the economic and historic anal-

yses which Marx made use of or the political

evolution which he predicted.

Socialism in England remained the fantastic

creed of a group of fanatics until ”Fabian Es-

says” and the Lancashire Campaign taught the

working classes of England, or at any rate their

leaders, that Socialism was a living principle

which could be applied to existing social and

political conditions without a cataclysm either

insurrectionary or even political. Revolutionary

phraseology, the language of violence, survived,

and still survives, just as in ordinary politics we

use the metaphors of warfare and pretend that

http://booksiread.org


532 The History of the Fabian Society

the peaceful polling booth is a battlefield and

that our political opponents are hostile armies.

But we only wave the red flag in our songs,

and we recognise nowadays that the real bat-

tles of Socialism are fought in committee rooms

at Westminster and in the council chambers of

Town Halls.

It was perhaps fortunate that none of the

Fabian leaders came within the influence of the

extraordinary personality of Karl Marx. Had he

lived a few years longer he might have domi-

nated them as he dominated his German fol-

lowers, and one or two of his English adher-

ents. Then years would have been wasted in

the struggle to escape. It was fortunate also

that the Fabian Society has never possessed

one single outstanding leader, and has always

refrained from electing a president or perma-

nent chairman. There never has been a Fabian
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orthodoxy, because no one was in a position to

assert what the true faith was.

Freedom of thought was without doubt ob-

tained for English Socialists by the Fabians.

How far the world-wide revolt against Marxian

orthodoxy had its origin in England is another

and more difficult question. In his study of the

Fabian Society[43] M. Edouard Pfeiffer states in

the preface that the Society makes this claim,

quotes Bernard Shaw as saying to him, ”The

world has been thoroughly Fabianised in the

last twenty-five years,” and adds that he is go-

ing to examine the accuracy of it. Later he

says:–

”Les premiers de tous les Socialistes, les Fa-

biens out inaugure le mouvement de critique

antimarxiste: a une epoque ou les dogmes du

maitre etaient consideres comme intangibles,

les Fabiens out pretendu que l’on pouvait se
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dire socialiste sans jamais avoir lu le Capital

ou en en desapprouvant la teneur; par opposi-

tion a Marx ils out ressuscite l’esprit de Stuart

Mill et sur tous les points ils se sont attaques

a Marx, guerre des classes et materialisme his-

torique, catastrophisme et avant tout la ques-

tion de la valeur-travail.”[44]

This is a French view. Germany is natu-

rally the stronghold of Marxism, and the coun-

try where it has proved, up to a point, an un-

qualified success. Although the Social Demo-

cratic Party was founded as an alliance between

the followers of Marx and of Lassalle, on terms

to which Marx himself violently objected, none

the less the leadership of the party fell to those

who accepted the teaching of Marx, and on that

basis by far the greatest Socialist Party of the

world has been built up. Nowhere else did the

ideas of Marx hold such unquestioned supremacy:
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nowhere else had they such a body of loyal ad-

herents, such a host of teachers and interpreters.

Only on the question of agricultural land in the

freer political atmosphere of South Germany was

there even a breath of dissent. The revolt came

from England in the person of Edward Bern-

stein, who, exiled by Bismarck, took refuge in

London, and was for years intimately acquainted

with the Fabian Society and its leaders. Soon

after his return to Germany he published in

1899 a volume criticising Marxism,[45] and thence

grew up the Revisionist movement for free thought

in Socialism which has attracted all the younger

men, and before the war had virtually, if not ac-

tually, obtained control over the Social Demo-

cratic Party.

In England, and in Germany through Bern-

stein, I think the Fabian Society may claim to

have led the revolt. Elsewhere the revolt has
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come rather in deeds than in words. In France,

in Italy, and in Belgium and in other Euro-

pean countries, a Socialist Party has grown up

which amid greater political opportunities has

had to face the actual problems of modern pol-

itics. These could not be solved by quotations

from a German philosopher, and liberty has been

gained by force of circumstances. Neverthe-

less in many countries, such as Russia and the

United States, even now, or at any rate until

very recent years, the freedom of action of So-

cialist parties has been impeded by excessive

respect for the opinions of the Founder, and

Socialist thought has been sterilised, because

it was assumed that Marx had completed the

philosophy of Socialism, and the business of

Socialists was not to think for themselves, but

merely to work for the realisation of his ideas.

* * * * *
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But mere freedom was not enough. Some-

thing must be put in the place of Marx. His

English followers did not notice that he had in-

dicated no method, and devised no political ma-

chinery for the transition; or if they noticed it

they passed over the omission as a negligible

detail. If German Socialism would not suit, En-

glish Socialism had to be formulated to take its

place. This has been the life-work of the Fabian

Society, the working out of the application of

the broad principles of Socialism to the indus-

trial and political environment of England. I say

England advisedly, because the industrial and

political conditions of Scotland are in some de-

gree different, and the application of the princi-

ples of Socialism to Ireland has not yet been se-

riously attempted. But for England ”Fabian Es-

says” and the Fabian Tracts are by general con-

sent the best expositions of the meaning and
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working of Socialism in the English language.

Marxian Socialism regarded itself as a thing

apart. Marx had discovered a panacea for the

ills of society: the old was to be cleared away

and all things were to become new. In Marx’s

own thought evolution and revolution were tan-

gled and alternated. The evolutionary side was

essential to it; the idea of revolutionary catas-

trophe is almost an excrescence. But to the

Marxians (of whom Marx once observed that he

was not one) this excrescence became the whole

thing. People were divided into those who ad-

vocated the revolution and those who did not.

The business of propaganda was to increase the

number of adherents of the new at the expense

of the supporters of the old.

The Fabians regarded Socialism as a princi-

ple already in part embodied in the constitution

of society, gradually extending its influence be-
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cause it harmonised with the needs and desires

of men in countries where the large industry

prevails.

Fabian Socialism is in fact an interpretation

of the spirit of the times. I have pointed out

already that the municipalisation of monopo-

lies, a typically Fabian process, had its origin

decades before the Society was founded, and all

that the Fabian Society did was to explain its

social implications and advocate its wider ex-

tension. The same is true of the whole Fabian

political policy. Socialism in English politics

grew up because of the necessity for State in-

tervention in the complex industrial and social

organisation of a Great State. Almost before

the evil results of Laissez Faire had culminated

Robert Owen was pointing the way to factory

legislation, popular education, and the commu-

nal care of children. The Ten Hours Act of 1847
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was described by Marx himself as ”the victory

of a principle,” that is, of ”the political economy

of the working class.”[46] That victory was fre-

quently repeated in the next thirty years, and

collective protection of Labour in the form of

Factory Acts, Sanitary Acts, Truck Acts, Em-

ployers’ Liability Acts, and Trade Board Acts

became a recognised part of the policy of both

political parties.

Fabian teaching has had more direct influ-

ence in promoting the administrative protec-

tion of Labour. The Fair Wages policy, now ev-

erywhere prevalent in State and Municipal em-

ployment, was, as has been already described,

if not actually invented, at any rate largely pop-

ularised by the Society. It was a working-class

demand, and it has been everywhere put for-

ward by organised labour, but its success would

have been slower had the manual workers been
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left to fight their own battle.

I have said that the work of the Society was

the interpretation of an existing movement, the

explanation and justification of tendencies which

originated in Society at large, and not in soci-

eties, Fabian or other. That work is only less

valuable than the formulation of new ideas. None

of the Fabians would claim to rank beside the

great promulgators of new ideas, such as Owen

and Marx. But the interpretation of tenden-

cies is necessary if progress is to be sustained

and if it is to be unbroken by casual reaction.

In an old country like ours, with vast forces

of inertia built up by ages of precedents, by a

class system which forms a part of the life of

the nation, by a distribution of wealth which

even yet scarcely yields to the pressure of grad-

uated taxation, legislation is always in arrear

of the needs of the times; the social structure
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is always old-fashioned and out of date, and

reform always tends to be late, and even too

late, unless there are agitators with the ability

to attract public attention calling on the men in

power to take action.

* * * * *

But this victory of a principle is not a com-

plete victory of the principles of Socialism. It

is a limitation of the power of the capitalist to

use his capital as he pleases, and Socialism is

much more than a series of social safeguards

to the private ownership of capital. Municipal

ownership is a further step, but even this will

not carry us far because the capital suitable

for municipal management on existing lines is

but a small fraction of the whole, and because

municipal control does not directly affect the

amount of capital in the hands of the capitalists

who are always expropriated with ample com-
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pensation.

We have made some progress along another

line. Supertax, death duties, and taxes on un-

earned increment do a little to diminish the wealth

of the few: old age pensions, national insur-

ance, and workmen’s compensation do some-

thing towards mitigating the poverty of the poor.

But it must be confessed that we have made

but little progress along the main road of So-

cialism. Private ownership of capital and land

flourishes almost as vigorously as it did thirty

years ago. Its grosser cruelties have been checked,

but the thing itself has barely been touched.

Time alone will show whether progress is to be

along existing lines, whether the power of the

owners of capital over the wealth it helps to cre-

ate and over the lives of the workers whom it

enslaves will gradually fade away, as the power

of our kings over the Government of our coun-
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try has faded, the form remaining when the

substance has vanished, or whether the com-

munity will at last consciously accept the teach-

ing of Socialism, setting itself definitely to put

an end to large-scale private capitalism, and

undertaking itself the direct control of industry.

The intellectual outlook is bright; the principles

of Socialism are already accepted by a sensible

proportion of the men and women in all classes

who take the trouble to think, and if we must

admit that but little has yet been done, we may

well believe that in the fullness of time our ideas

will prevail. The present war is giving the old

world a great shake, and an era of precipitated

reconstruction may ensue if the opportunity be

wisely handled.

* * * * *

The influence of the Fabian Society on politi-

cal thought is already the theme of doctoral the-
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ses by graduates, especially in American uni-

versities, but it has not yet found much place

in weightier compilation. Indeed so far as I

know the only serious attempts in this coun-

try to describe its character and estimate its

proportions is to be found in an admirable lit-

tle book by Mr. Ernest Barker of New College,

Oxford, entitled ”Political Thought in England

from Herbert Spencer to the Present Day.”[47]

The author, dealing with the early Fabians, points

out that ”Mill rather than Marx was their start-

ing point,” but he infers from this that ”they

start along the line suggested by Mill with an

attack on rent as the ’unearned increment’ of

land,” a curious inaccuracy since our earliest

contribution to the theory of Socialism, Tract

No. 7, ”Capital and Land,” was expressly di-

rected to emphasising the comparative unim-

portance of Land Nationalisation, and nothing
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in the later work of the Society has been incon-

sistent with this attitude. Then Mr. Barker goes

on: ”Fabianism began after 1884 to supply a

new philosophy in place of Benthamite Individ-

ualism. Of the new gospel of collectivism a Ger-

man writer[48] has said Webb was the Bentham

and Shaw the Mill.[49] Without assigning roles

we may fairly say there is some resemblance

between the influence of Benthamism on legis-

lation after 1830 and the influence of Fabian-

ism on legislation since, at any rate, 1906.[50]

In either case we have a small circle of thinkers

and investigators in quiet touch with politicians:

in either case we have a ’permeation’ of general

opinion by the ideas of these thinkers and in-

vestigators.... It is probable that the historian

of the future will emphasise Fabianism in much

the same way as the historian of to-day empha-

sises Benthamism.”[51]
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Mr. Barker next explains that ”Fabianism

has its own political creed, if it is a political

creed consequential upon an economic doctrine.

That economic doctrine advocates the sociali-

sation of rent. But the rents which the Fabians

would socialise are not only rents from land.

Rent in the sense of unearned increments may

be drawn, and is drawn, from other sources.

The successful entrepreneur for instance draws

a rent of ability from his superior equipment

and education. The socialisation of every kind

of rent will necessarily arm the State with great

funds which it must use.... Shaw can define

the two interconnected aims of Fabianism as

’the gradual extension of the franchise and the

transfer of rent and interest to the State.’”

As Mr. Barker may not be alone in a slight

misinterpretation of Fabian doctrine it may be

well to take this opportunity of refuting the er-
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ror. He says that Fabianism advocates the so-

cialisation of rent, and in confirmation quotes

Shaw’s words ”rent -and interest-”! That makes

all the difference. If the term rent is widened to

include all differential unearned incomes, from

land, from ability, from opportunity (i.e. special

profits), interest includes all non-differential un-

earned incomes, and thus the State is to be en-

dowed, not with rents alone, but with all un-

earned incomes.[52] It is true that the Fabians,

throwing over Marx’s inaccurate term ”surplus

value,” base their Socialism on the Law of Rent,

because, as they allege, this law negatives both

equality of income and earnings in proportion

to labour, so long as private ownership of land

prevails. It is also true that they have directed

special attention to the unearned incomes of

the ”idle” landlord and shareholder, because these

are the typical feature of the modern system
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of distribution, which indeed has come to the

front since the time of Marx, and because they

furnish the answer to those who contend that

wealth is at present distributed approximately

in accordance with personal capacity or merit,

and tacitly assume that ”the rich” are all of

them great captains of industry who by enter-

prise and ability have actually created their vast

fortunes.[53] Indeed we might say that we do

not mind conceding to our opponents all the

wealth ”created” by superior brains, if they will

let us deal with the unearned incomes which

are received independent of the possession of

any brains, or any services at all!

But although we regard the case of the cap-

italist employer as relatively negligible, and al-

though we prefer to concentrate our attack on

the least defensible side of the capitalist system–

and already the State recognises that unearned
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incomes should pay a larger proportion in income-

tax, that property which passes at death, nec-

essarily to those who have not earned it, should

contribute a large quota to the public purse,

and that unearned increment on land should

in part belong to the public–that does not mean

that we have any tenderness for the entrepreneur.

Him we propose to deal with by the favourite

Fabian method of municipalisation and nation-

alisation. We take over his ”enterprise,” his gas-

works and waterworks, his docks and trams,

his railways and mines. We secure for the State

the profits of management and the future un-

earned increment, and we compensate him for

his capital with interest-bearing securities. We

force him in fact to become the idle recipient of

unearned income, and then we turn round and

upbraid him and tax him heavily precisely be-

cause his income is unearned! If there is any
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special tenderness in this treatment, I should

prefer harshness. To me it seems to resemble

the policy of the wolf towards the lamb.[54]

I will proceed with quotations from Mr. Barker,

because the view of a historian of thought is

weightier than anything I could say.

”But collectivism also demands in the sec-

ond place expert government. It demands the

’aristocracy of talent’ of which Carlyle wrote.

The control of a State with powers so vast will

obviously need an exceptional and exception-

ally large aristocracy. Those opponents of Fabi-

anism who desire something more revolution-

ary than its political ’meliorism’ and ’palliatives’

accuse it of alliance with bureaucracy. They

urge that it relies on bureaucracy to adminis-

ter social reforms from above; and they con-

clude that, since any governing -class- is anti-

democratic, the Fabians who believe in such
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a class are really anti-democratic. The charge

seems, as a matter of fact, difficult to sustain.

Fabians from the first felt and urged that the

decentralisation of the State was a necessary

condition of the realisation of their aim. The

municipality and other local units were the nat-

ural bodies for administering the new funds and

discharging the new duties which the realisa-

tion of that aim would create. ’A democratic

State,’ Shaw wrote, ’cannot become a Social

Democratic State unless it has in every centre

of population a local governing body as thor-

oughly democratic in its constitution as the cen-

tral Parliament.’ The House of Commons he

felt must develop ’into the central government

which will be the organ of federating the mu-

nicipalities.’ Fabianism thus implied no central

bureaucracy; what it demanded was partly, in-

deed, a more efficient and expert central gov-
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ernment (and there is plenty of room for that),

but primarily an expert local civil service in close

touch with and under the control of a really

democratic municipal government. It is diffi-

cult to say that this is bureaucracy or that it is

not desirable. Many men who are not Fabians

or Socialists of any kind feel strongly that the

breathing of more vigour and interest into local

politics, and the creation of a proper local civil

service, are the great problems of the future.

”The policy of Fabianism has thus been some-

what as follows. An intellectual circle has sought

to permeate all classes, from the top to the bot-

tom, with a common opinion in favour of social

control of socially created values. Resolved to

permeate all classes, it has not preached class-

consciousness; it has worked as much with and

through Liberal ’capitalists’ as with and through

Labour representatives. Resolved gradually to
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permeate, it has not been revolutionary: it has

relied on the slow growth of opinion. Reformist

rather than revolutionary, it has explained the

impossibility of the sudden ’revolution’ of the

working classes against capital: it has urged

the necessity of a gradual amelioration of social

conditions by a gradual assertion of social con-

trol over unearned increment.[55] Hence Fabi-

anism has not adopted the somewhat cold atti-

tude of the pure Socialist Party to Trade Unions,

but has rather found in their gradual conquest

of better wages and better conditions for the

workers the line of social advance congenial with

its own principles. Again, it has preached that

the society which is to exert control must be

democratic, if the control is to be, as it must be,

self-control: it has taught that such democratic

self-control must primarily be exerted in demo-

cratic local self-government: it has emphasised
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the need of reconciling democratic control with

expert guidance. While it has never advocated

’direct action’ or the avoidance of political activ-

ity, while on the contrary, it has advocated the

conquest of social reforms on the fields of par-

liamentary and municipal government, it has

not defended the State as it is, but has rather

urged the need for a State which is based on

democracy tempered by respect for the ’expert.’

In this way Socialism of the Fabian type has

made representative democracy its creed. It

has adopted the sound position that democracy

flourishes in that form of state in which people

freely produce, thanks to an equality of educa-

tional opportunity, and freely choose, thanks to

a wide and active suffrage, their own members

for their guidance, and, since they have freely

produced and chosen them, give them freely

and fully the honour of their trust. And thus
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Socialists like Mr. Sidney Webb and Mr. Ram-

say Macdonald have not coquetted with primary

democracy, which has always had a magnetic

attraction for Socialists. The doctrine that the

people itself governs directly through obedient

agents–the doctrine of mandate and plebiscite,

of referendum and initiative–is not the doctrine

of the best English Socialism.” Mr. Barker next

explains that behind these ideas lies ”an or-

ganic theory of society,” that society is regarded

as ”an organic unity with a real ’general will’

of its own,” and after stating that ”the develop-

ment of Liberalism, during the last few years,

shows considerable traces of Fabian influence,”

concludes the subject with the words ”Collec-

tivism of the Fabian order was the dominant

form of Socialism in England till within the last

three of four years.” Of the movement of Guild

Socialists and others which he deems to have
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replaced it I shall speak later.

I have ventured to quote from Mr. Barker

at some length because his summary of Fabian

doctrine seems to me (with the exception noted)

to be both correct and excellent, and it is safer

to borrow from a writer quite unconnected with

the Society an estimate of its place in the his-

tory of English political thought, rather than to

offer my own necessarily prejudiced opinion of

its achievements.

* * * * *

But I must revert again to the Fabian ”method.”

”Make Socialists,” said Mr. Wells in ”Faults of

the Fabian,” ”and you will achieve Socialism.

There is no other way”; and Mr. Wells in his en-

thusiasm anticipated a society of ten thousand

Fabians as the result of a year’s propaganda.

Will Socialism come through the making of So-

cialists?
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If so, Socialism has made but little progress

in England, since the number who profess and

call themselves Socialist is still insignificant.

The foregoing pages have shown in the words

of a student of political thought how Social-

ism has been made in England in quite another

way.

We did not at the time repudiate Mr. Wells’

dictum: indeed we adopted his policy, and at-

tempted the making of Socialism on a large scale.

No doubt there is a certain ambiguity in the

word ”Socialists.” It may mean members of So-

cialist societies, or at any rate ”unattached So-

cialists,” all those in fact who use the name

to describe their political opinions. Or it may

merely be another way of stating that the exist-

ing form of society can only be altered by the

wills of living people, and change will only be in

the direction of Socialism, when the wills which
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are effective for the purpose choose that direc-

tion in preference to another.

Mr. Wells himself described as a ”fantastic

idea” the notion that ”the world may be ma-

noeuvred into Socialism without knowing it”:

that ”society is to keep like it is ... and yet So-

cialism will be soaking through it all, changing

without a sign,”[56] and he at any rate meant

by his phrase, ”make members of Socialist so-

cieties.”

The older and better Fabian doctrine is set

out in the opening paragraphs of Tract 70, the

”Report on Fabian Policy” (1896).
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”THE MISSION OF

THE FABIANS

The object of the Fabian Society is to persuade

the English people to make their political con-

stitution thoroughly democratic and so to so-

cialise their industries as to make the liveli-

hood of the people entirely independent of pri-

vate capitalism.

The Fabian Society endeavours to pursue its

Socialist and Democratic objects with complete

singleness of aim. For example:–

It has no distinctive opinions on the Mar-
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riage Question, Religion, Art, abstract Economics,

historic Evolution, Currency, or any other sub-

ject than its own special business of practical

Democracy and Socialism.

It brings all the pressure and persuasion in

its power to bear on existing forces, caring noth-

ing by what name any party calls itself or what

principles, Socialist or other, it professes, but

having regard solely to the tendency of its ac-

tions, supporting those which make for Social-

ism and Democracy and opposing those which

are reactionary.

It does not propose that the practical steps

towards Social Democracy should be carried out

by itself or by any other specially organised so-

ciety or party.

It does not ask the English people to join the

Fabian Society.”

In old days acting on this view of our ”mis-
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sion” we deliberately allowed the Society to re-

main small. Latterly we tried to expand, and

in the main our attempt was an expensive fail-

ure. The other Socialist bodies have always

used their propaganda primarily for recruiting;

and they have sought to enlist the rank and file

of the British people. In this they too have sub-

stantially failed, and the forty or fifty thousand

members of the I.L.P. and B.S.P. are roughly no

larger a proportion of the working class than

the three thousand Fabians are of the middle

class. If the advance of Socialism in England is

to be measured by the ”making of Socialists,”

if we are to count membership, to enumerate

meetings, to sum up subscriptions, the out-

look is gloomy. Thirty-four years ago a group of

strong men led by Mr. H.M. Hyndman founded

the Democratic Federation, which survives as

the British Socialist Party, with Mr. Hyndman
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still to the fore; the rest have more or less dropped

out, and no one has arisen to take their places.

Twenty-two years ago Keir Hardie founded the

Independent Labour Party: he has died since

the first draft of this passage was written, and

no one is left who commands such universal

affection and respect amongst the members of

the Society he created. Of the seven Essayists

who virtually founded the Fabian Society only

one is still fully in harness, and his working life

must necessarily be nearing its term. It may

be doubted whether a society for the propaga-

tion of ideas has the power to long outlive the

inspiration of its founder, unless indeed he is

a man of such outstanding personality that his

followers treat him as a god. The religions of

the world have been maintained by worship-

pers, and even in our own day the followers of

Marx have held together partly because they re-
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gard his teachings with the uncritical reverence

usually accorded to the prophets of new faiths.

But Marxism has survived in Germany chiefly

because it has created and inspired a political

party, and political parties are of a different or-

der from propagandist societies. Socialism in

England has not yet created a political party;

for the Labour Party, though entirely Socialist

in policy, is not so in name or in creed, and

in this matter the form counts rather than the

fact.

Europe, as I write in the early days of 1916,

is in the melting-pot, and it would be foolish

to prophesy either the fate of the nations now

at war or, in particular, the future of political

parties in Great Britain, and especially of the

Labour Party.

But so far as concerns the Fabian Society

and the two other Socialist Societies, this much
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may be said: three factors in the past have kept

them apart: differences of temperament; differ-

ences of policy; differences of leadership. In

fact perhaps the last was the strongest.

I do not mean that the founders of the three

societies entertained mutual antipathies or per-

sonal jealousies to the detriment of the move-

ment. I do mean that each group preferred to

go its own way, and saw no sufficient advan-

tage in a common path to compensate for the

difficulties of selecting it.

In a former chapter I have explained how a

movement for a form of Socialist Unity had at

last almost achieved success, when a new fac-

tor, the European War, interposed. After the

war these negotiations will doubtless be resumed,

and the three Socialist Societies will find them-

selves more closely allied than ever before. The

differences of policy which have divided them
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will then be a matter of past history. The dif-

ferences of temperament matter less and less

as the general policy becomes fixed, and in a

few years the old leaders from whose disputes

the general policy emerged must all have left

the stage. The younger men inherit an estab-

lished platform and know nothing of the old-

time quarrels and distrusts. They will come to-

gether more easily. If the organised propaganda

of Socialism continues–and that perhaps is not

a matter of certainty–it seems to me improbable

that it will be carried on for long by three sepa-

rate societies. In some way or other, in England

as in so many other countries, a United Social-

ist organisation will be constituted.

* * * * *

But what of the future of Fabian ideas? In

a passage already quoted Mr. Barker indicates

that the dominance of ”Collectivism of the Fabian
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order” ceased three or four years ago, and he

goes on to indicate that it has been replaced by

an anti-state propaganda, taking various forms,

Syndicalism, Guild Socialism, and the Distribu-

tivism of Mr. Belloc. It is true that Fabianism

of the old type is not the last event in the his-

tory of political thought, but it is still, I ven-

ture to think, the dominant principle in political

progress. Guild Socialism, whatever its worth,

is a later stage. If our railways are to be man-

aged by the Railwaymen’s Union, they must first

be acquired for the community by Collectivism.

This is not the place to discuss the possibili-

ties of Guild Socialism. After all it is but a form

of Socialism, and a first principle of Fabian-

ism has always been free thought. The leading

Guild Socialists resigned from the Society: they

were not expelled: they attempted to coerce the

rest, but no attempt was made to coerce them.
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Guild Socialism as a scheme for placing pro-

duction under the management of the produc-

ers seems to me to be on the wrong lines. The

consumer as a citizen must necessarily decide

what is to be produced for his needs. But I

do not belong to the generation which will have

to settle the matter. The elderly are incompe-

tent judges of new ideas. Fabian doctrine is not

stereotyped: the Society consists in the main of

young people. The Essayists and their contem-

poraries have said their say: it remains for the

younger people to accept what they choose, and

to add whatever is necessary. Those who repu-

diated the infallibility of Marx will be the last

to claim infallibility for themselves. I can only

express the hope that as long as the Fabian So-

ciety lasts it will be ever open to new ideas, ever

conscious that nothing is final, ever aware that

the world is enormously complex, and that no
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single formula will summarise or circumscribe

its infinite variety.[57]

* * * * *

The work of the Fabian Society has been not

to make Socialists, but to make Socialism. I

think it may be said that the dominant opin-

ion in the Society–at any rate it is my opinion–

is that great social changes can only come by

consent. The Capitalist system cannot be over-

thrown by a revolution or by a parliamentary

majority. Wage slavery will disappear, as serf-

dom disappeared, not indeed imperceptibly, for

the world is now self-conscious, not even so

gradually, for the pace of progress is faster than

it was in the Middle Ages, but by a change of

heart of the community, by a general recogni-

tion, already half realised, that whatever makes

for the more equitable distribution of wealth is

good; that whatever benefits the working class
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benefits the nation; that the rich exist only on

sufferance, and deserve no more than painless

extinction; that the capitalist is a servant of the

public, and too often over-paid for the services

that he renders.

Again, Socialism succeeds because it is com-

mon sense. The anarchy of individual produc-

tion is already an anachronism. The control

of the community over itself extends every day.

We demand order, method, regularity, design;

the accidents of sickness and misfortune, of old

age and bereavement, must be prevented if pos-

sible, and if not, mitigated. Of this principle the

public is already convinced: it is merely a ques-

tion of working out the details. But order and

forethought is wanted for industry as well as for

human life. Competition is bad, and in most re-

spects private monopoly is worse. No one now

seriously defends the system of rival traders
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with their crowds of commercial travellers: of

rival tradesmen with their innumerable deliv-

eries in each street; and yet no one advocates

the capitalist alternative, the great trust, often

concealed and insidious, which monopolises oil

or tobacco or diamonds, and makes huge prof-

its for a fortunate; few out of the helplessness

of the unorganised consumers.

But neither the idle rich class nor the an-

archy of competition is so outstanding an evil

as the poverty of the poor. We aim at mak-

ing the rich poorer chiefly in order to make the

poor richer. Our first tract, ”Why are the Many

Poor?” struck the keynote. In a century of abound-

ing wealth England still has in its midst a hideous

mass of poverty which is too appalling to think

of. That poverty, we say, is preventible. That

poverty was the background of our thoughts

when the Society was founded. Perhaps we
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have done a little to mitigate it: we believe we

have done something to make clear the way by

which it may ultimately be abolished. We do

not constantly talk of it. We write of the ad-

vantages of Municipal Electricity, of the powers

of Parish Councils, of the objections to the Ref-

erendum; but all the while it is that great evil

which chiefly moves us, and by our success or

our failure in helping on the reconstruction of

society for the purpose of abolishing poverty,

the work of the Fabian Society must ultimately

be judged.
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FOOTNOTES:

[43] ”La Societe Fabienne et le Mouvement so-

cialiste anglais contemporain.” By Edouard Pfeif-

fer, Paris, F. Giard and E. Briere, 1911; an ex-

cellent volume but full of errors.

[44] ”The Fabians were the first amongst So-

cialists to start the movement of anti-Marxist

criticism. At a period when the dogmas of the

Master were regarded as sacred, the Fabians

ventured to assert that it was possible to call

oneself a Socialist without ever having read ’Das

Kapital,’ or without accepting its doctrine. In

opposition to Marx, they have revived the spirit
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of J.S. Mill, and they have attacked Marx all

along the line–the class war, the economic in-

terpretation of history, the catastrophic method,

and above all the theory of value.”

[45] Published in English by the Indepen-

dent Labour Party in 1909 as ”Evolutionary So-

cialism.”

[46] Address to the International, 1862, quoted

from Spargo’s ”Karl Marx,” p. 266.

[47] Home University Library, Williams and

Norgate, 1915, 1s.

[48] M. Beer, ”Geschichte des Socialismus in

England” (Stuttgart, 1913), p. 462. Mr. Beer

devotes seven pages to the Society, which he

describes with accuracy, and interprets much

as Mr. Barker has done. The book was written

at the request of the German Social Democratic

Party.

[49] I quote, but do not endorse the opin-



http://booksiread.org 577

ion that G.B.S. markedly resembles James Mill

(Mr. Barker confuses the two Mills). Beer adds

”Webb was the thinker, Shaw the fighter.” This

antithesis is scarcely happy. The collaboration

of the two is much too complicated to be summed

up in a phrase.

[50] But see chapter VIII for its influence be-

fore 1906; and see Appendix 1. A. for a much

fuller discussion of this subject.

[51] The same idea is expressed by a Cana-

dian Professor:–

”It is necessary to go back to the Philosoph-

ical Radicals to find a small group of men who

have exercised such a profound influence over

English political thought as the little band of

social investigators who organised the Fabian

Society.”

”Socialism: a critical analysis.” By O.D. Skel-

ton, Ph.D., Professor of Economic Science, Kingston,

http://booksiread.org


578 The History of the Fabian Society

Canada. (Constable, 1911.) p. 288.

[52] Mr. Barker erroneously uses the word

”increment” for ”income” in several places. Un-

earned increment is quite another thing.

[53] See ”Socialism and Superior Brains: a

reply to Mr. Mallock,” by G.B. Shaw. Fabian

Tract 146.

[54] Mr. Barker emphasises the ”discrimi-

nation advocated by the Fabians” in favour of

profits in a later passage (p. 224) not here quoted.

[55] This should read ”incomes.”

[56] ”Faults of the Fabian,” p. 9.

[57] See Appendix I. B.

Appendix I

Memoranda by Bernard Shaw

Bernard Shaw has been good enough to write

the following memoranda on Chapter XII. For

various reasons I prefer to leave that chapter

as it stands; but the memoranda have an in-
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terest of their own and I therefore print them

here.
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A ON THE HISTORY

OF FABIAN

ECONOMICS

Mr. Barker’s guesses greatly underrate the num-

ber of tributaries which enlarged the trickle of

Socialist thought into a mighty river. They also

shew how quickly waves of thought are forgot-

ten. Far from being the economic apostle of So-

cialism, Mill, in the days when the Fabian So-

ciety took the field, was regarded as the stan-

dard authority for solving the social problem by

581



582 The History of the Fabian Society

a combination of peasant proprietorship with

neo-Malthusianism. The Dialectical Society, which

was a centre of the most advanced thought in

London until the Fabian Society supplanted it,

was founded to advocate the principles of Mill’s

Essay on Liberty, which was much more the

Bible of English Individualism than Das Kap-

ital ever was of English Socialism. As late as

1888 Henry Sidgwick, a follower of Mill, rose

indignantly at the meeting of the British Asso-

ciation in Bath, to which I had just read the

paper on The Transition to Social-Democracy,

which was subsequently published; as one of

the Fabian Essays, and declared that I had ad-

vocated nationalisation of land; that nationali-

sation of land was a crime; and that he would

not take part in a discussion of a criminal pro-

posal. With that he left the platform, all the

more impressively as his apparently mild and
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judicial temperament made the incident so un-

expected that his friends who had not actually

witnessed it were with difficulty persuaded that

it had really happened. It illustrates the en-

tire failure of Mill up to that date to undo the

individualistic teaching of the earlier volumes

of his Political Economy by the Socialist con-

clusions to which his work on the treatise led

him at the end. Sidney Webb astonished and

confounded our Individualist opponents by cit-

ing Mill against them; and it is probably due to

Webb more than to any other disciple that it is

now generally known that Mill died a Socialist.

Webb read Mill and mastered Mill as he seemed

to have read and mastered everybody else; but

the only other prominent Socialist who can be

claimed by Mill as a convert was, rather unex-

pectedly, William Morris, who said that when

he read the passage in which Mill, after ad-
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mitting that the worst evils of Communism are,

compared to the evils of our Commercialism, as

dust in the balance, nevertheless condemned

Communism, he immediately became a Com-

munist, as Mill had clearly given his verdict

against the evidence. Except in these instances

we heard nothing of Mill in the Fabian Society.

Cairnes’s denunciation of the idle consumers

of rent and interest was frequently quoted; and

Marshall’s Economics of Industry was put into

our book boxes as a textbook; but the taste

for abstract economics was no more general in

the Fabian Society than elsewhere. I had in

my boyhood read some of Mill’s detached es-

says, including those on constitutional govern-

ment and on the Irish land question, as well as

the inevitable one on Liberty; but none of these

pointed to Socialism; and my attention was first

drawn to political economy as the science of
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social salvation by Henry George’s eloquence,

and by his Progress and Poverty, which had

an enormous circulation in the early eighties,

and beyond all question had more to do with

the Socialist revival of that period in England

than any other book. Before the Fabian Society

existed I pressed George’s propaganda of Land

Nationalisation on a meeting of the Democratic

Federation, but was told to read Karl Marx. I

was so complete a novice in economics at that

time that when I wrote a letter to Justice point-

ing out a flaw in Marx’s reasoning, I regarded

my letter merely as a joke, and fully expected

that some more expert Socialist economist would

refute me easily. Even when the refutation did

not arrive I remained so impressed with the

literary power and overwhelming documenta-

tion of Marx’s indictment of nineteenth-century

Commercialism and the capitalist system, that
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I defended him against all comers in and out of

season until Philip Wicksteed, the well-known

Dante commentator, then a popular Unitarian

minister, brought me to a standstill by a criti-

cism of Marx which I did not understand. This

was the first appearance in Socialist contro-

versy of the value theory of Jevons, published

in 1871. Professor Edgeworth and Mr. Wick-

steed, to whom Jevons appealed as a mathe-

matician, were at that time trying to convince

the academic world of the importance of Jevons’s

theory; but I, not being a mathematician, was

not easily accessible to their methods of demon-

stration. I consented to reply to Mr. Wicksteed

on the express condition that the editor of To-

day, in which my reply appeared, should find

space for a rejoinder by Mr. Wicksteed. My

reply, which was not bad for a fake, and con-

tained the germ of the economic argument for
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equality of income which I put forward twenty-

five years later, elicited only a brief rejoinder;

but the upshot was that I put myself into Mr.

Wicksteed’s hands and became a convinced Jevo-

nian, fascinated by the subtlety of Jevons’s the-

ory and the exquisiteness with which it adapted

itself to all the cases which had driven previ-

ous economists, including Marx, to take refuge

in clumsy distinctions between use value, ex-

change value, labour value, supply and demand

value, and the rest of the muddlements of that

time.

Accordingly, the abstract economics of the

Fabian Essays are, as regards value, the eco-

nomics of Jevons. As regards rent they are the

economics of Ricardo, which I, having thrown

myself into the study of abstract economics,

had learnt from Ricardo’s own works and from

De Quincey’s Logic of Political Economy. I main-
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tained, as I still do, that the older economists,

writing before Socialism had arisen as a possi-

ble alternative to Commercialism and a menace

to its vested interests, were far more candid in

their statements and thorough in their reason-

ing than their successors, and was fond of cit-

ing the references in De Quincey and Austin’s

Lectures on Jurisprudence to the country gen-

tleman system and the evils of capitalism, as

instances of frankness upon which no modern

professor dare venture.

The economical and moral identity of cap-

ital and interest with land and rent was pop-

ularly demonstrated by Olivier in Tract 7 on

Capital and Land, and put into strict academic

form by Sidney Webb. The point was of impor-

tance at a time when the distinction was still

so strongly maintained that the Fabian Society

was compelled to exclude Land Nationalizers,
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both before and after their development into

Single Taxers, because they held that though

land and rent should be socialized, capital and

interest must remain private property.

This really exhausts the history of the Fabian

Society as far as abstract economic theory is

concerned. Activity in that department was con-

fined to Webb and myself. Later on, Pease’s

interest in banking and currency led him to

contribute some criticism of the schemes of the

currency cranks who infest all advanced move-

ments, flourishing the paper money of the Guernsey

Market, and to give the Society some positive

guidance as to the rapid integration of modern

banking. But this was an essay in applied eco-

nomics. It may be impossible to draw a line

between the old abstract deductive economics

and the modern historical concrete economics;

but the fact remains that though the water may
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be the same, the tide has turned. A compari-

son of my exposition of the law of rent in my

first Fabian Essay and in my Impossibilities of

Anarchism with the Webbs’ great Histories of

Trade Unionism and of Industrial Democracy

will illustrate the difference between the two

schools.

The departure was made by Graham Wal-

las, who, abandoning the deductive construc-

tion of intellectual theorems, made an exhaus-

tive study of the Chartist movement. It is greatly

to be regretted that these lectures were not ef-

fectively published. Their delivery wrought a

tremendous disillusion as to the novelty of our

ideas and methods of propaganda; much new

gospel suddenly appeared to us as stale failure;

and we recognized that there had been weak

men before Agamemnon, even as far back as in

Cromwell’s army. The necessity for mastering
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the history of our own movement and falling

into our ordered place in it became apparent;

and it was in this new frame of mind that the

monumental series of works by the Webbs came

into existence. Wallas’s Life of Francis Place

shows his power of reconstructing a popular

agitation with a realism which leaves the con-

ventional imaginary version of it punctured and

flaccid; and it was by doing the same for the

Chartist movement that he left his mark on us.

Of the other Essayists, Olivier had wrestled

with the huge Positive Philosophy of Comte, who

thus comes in as a Fabian influence. William

Clarke was a disciple of Mazzini, and found Emer-

son, Thoreau, and the Brook Farm enthusiasts

congenial to him. Bland, who at last became

a professed Catholic, was something of a Co-

leridgian transcendentalist, though he treated

a copy of Bakunin’s God and the State to a
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handsome binding. Mrs. Besant’s spiritual his-

tory has been written by herself. Wallas brought

to bear a wide scholastic culture of the clas-

sic type, in which modern writers, though in-

teresting, were not fundamental. The general

effect, it will be perceived, is very much wider

and more various than that suggested by Mr.

Ernest Barker’s remark that Mill was our start-

ing point.

It is a curious fact that of the three great pro-

pagandist amateurs of political economy, Henry

George, Marx, and Ruskin, Ruskin alone seems

to have had no effect on the Fabians. Here

and there in the Socialist movement workmen

turned up who had read Fors Clavigera or Unto

This Last; and some of the more well-to-do no

doubt had read the first chapter of Munera Pul-

veris. But Ruskin’s name was hardly mentioned

in the Fabian Society. My explanation is that,
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barring Olivier, the Fabians were inveterate Philistines.

My efforts to induce them to publish Richard

Wagner’s Art and Revolution, and, later on, Os-

car Wilde’s The Soul of Man under Socialism,

or even to do justice to Morris’s News From

Nowhere, fell so flat that I doubt whether my

colleagues were even conscious of them. Our

best excuse must be that as a matter of practi-

cal experience English political societies do good

work and present a dignified appearance whilst

they attend seriously to their proper political

business; but, to put it bluntly, they make them-

selves ridiculous and attract undesirables when

they affect art and philosophy. The Arts and

Crafts exhibitions, the Anti-Scrape (Society for

the Protection of Ancient Buildings), and the

Art Workers’ Guild, under Morris and Crane,

kept up a very intimate connection between Art

and Socialism; but the maintenance of Fabian
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friendly relations with them was left mostly to

me and Stewart Headlam. The rest kept aloof

and consoled themselves with the reflection–if

they thought about it at all–that the Utilitari-

ans, though even more Philistine than the Fabi-

ans, were astonishingly effective for their num-

bers.

It must be added that though the tradition

that Socialism excludes the established creeds

was overthrown by the Fabians, and the claim

of the Christian Socialists to rank with the best

of us was insisted on faithfully by them, the

Fabian leaders did not break the tradition in

their own practice. The contention of the Anti-

Socialist Union that all Socialists are atheists

is no doubt ridiculous in the face of the fact

that the intellectual opposition to Socialism has

been led exclusively by avowed atheists like Charles

Bradlaugh or agnostics like Herbert Spencer,
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whilst Communism claims Jesus as an expo-

nent; still, if the question be raised as to whether

any of the Fabian Essayists attended an es-

tablished place of worship regularly, the reply

must be in the negative. Indeed, they were gen-

erally preaching themselves on Sundays. To

describe them as irreligious in view of their work

would be silly; but until Hubert Bland towards

the end of his life took refuge in the Catholic

Church, and Mrs. Besant devoted herself to

Theosophy, no leading Fabian found a refuge

for his soul in the temples of any established

denomination. I may go further and admit that

the first problems the Fabians had to solve were

so completely on the materialist plane that the

atmosphere inevitably became uncongenial to

those whose capacity was wasted and whose

sympathies were starved on that plane. Even

psychical research, with which Pease and Pod-
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more varied their Fabian activities, tended fa-

tally towards the exposure of alleged psychical

phenomena as physical tricks. The work that

came to our hands in our first two decades was

materialistic work; and it was not until the turn

of the century brought us the Suffrage move-

ment and the Wells raid, that the materialistic

atmosphere gave way, and the Society began to

retain recruits of a kind that it always lost in

the earlier years as it lost Mrs. Besant and (vir-

tually) William Clarke. It is certainly percep-

tibly less hard-headed than it was in its first

period.



B ON GUILD

SOCIALISM

Here I venture to say, with some confidence,

that Mr. Barker is mistaken. That storm has

burst on the Fabian Society and has left it just

where it was. Guild Socialism, championed by

the ablest and most industrious insurgents of

the rising generation in the Society, raised its

issue with Collectivism only to discover, when

the matter, after a long agitation, was finally

thrashed out at a conference at Barrow House,

that the issue was an imaginary one, and that
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Collectivism lost nothing by the fullest tenable

concessions to the Guild Socialists. A very brief

consideration will shew that this was inevitable.

Guild Socialism, in spite of its engaging me-

dieval name, means nothing more picturesque

than a claim that under Socialism each indus-

try shall be controlled by its own operators, as

the professions are to-day. This by itself would

not imply Socialism at all: it would be merely

a revival of the medieval guild, or a fresh at-

tempt at the now exploded self-governing work-

shop of the primitive co-operators. Guild So-

cialism, with the emphasis on the Socialism,

implies that the industries, however completely

they may be controlled by their separate staffs,

must pool their products. All the Guild Social-

ists admit this. The Socialist State must there-

fore include an organ for receiving and distribut-

ing the pooled products; and such an organ,
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representing the citizen not as producer but

as consumer, reintroduces the whole machin-

ery of Collectivism. Thus the alleged antithe-

sis between Guild Socialism and Collectivism,

under cover of which the one was presented

as an alternative to the other, vanished at the

first touch of the skilled criticism the Fabians

brought to bear on it; and now Mrs. Sidney

Webb, who was singled out for attack by the

Guild Socialists as the arch Collectivist, is her-

self conducting an investigation into the exist-

ing control of industry by professional organi-

zations, whilst the quondam Guild Socialists

are struggling with the difficult question of the

proper spheres of the old form of Trade Union

now called the craft union, and the new form

called the industrial union, in which workers

of all crafts and occupations, from clerks and

railway porters to locomotive drivers and fitters,
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are organized in a single union of the entire in-

dustry. There is work enough for many years

to some of the old Fabian kind in these direc-

tions; and this work will irresistibly reunite the

disputants instead of perpetuating a quarrel in

which, like most of the quarrels which the Soci-

ety has survived, there was nothing fundamen-

tal at issue.

There is work, too, to be done in the old ab-

stract deductive department. It can be seen,

throughout the history of the Society, how any

attempt to discard the old economic basis of the

law of rent immediately produced a recrudes-

cence of Anarchism in one form or another, the

latest being Syndicalism and that form of Guild

Socialism which was all Guild and no Social-

ism. But there is still much to be settled by

the deductive method. The fundamental ques-

tion of the proportions in which the national
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income, when socialized, shall be distributed,

was not grappled with until 1914, when I, lec-

turing on behalf of the Society, delivered my

final conclusion that equal distribution is the

only solution that will realize the ideals of So-

cialism, and that it is in fact the economic goal

of Socialism. This is not fully accepted as yet in

the movement, in which there is still a strong

leaven of the old craving for an easy-going sys-

tem which, beginning with ”the socialization of

the means of production, distribution, and ex-

change,” will then work out automatically with-

out interference with the citizen’s private af-

fairs.

Another subject which has hardly yet been

touched, and which also must begin with de-

ductive treatment, is what may be called the

democratization of democracy, and its exten-

sion from a mere negative and very uncertain
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check on tyranny to a positive organizing force.

No experienced Fabian believes that society can

be reconstructed (or rather constructed; for the

difficulty is that society is as yet only half res-

cued from chaos) by men of the type produced

by popular election under existing circumstances,

or indeed under any circumstances likely to be

achieved before the reconstruction. The fact

that a hawker cannot ply his trade without a li-

cence whilst a man may sit in Parliament with-

out any relevant qualifications is a typical and

significant anomaly which will certainly not be

removed by allowing everybody to be a hawker

at will. Sooner or later, unless democracy is

to be discarded in a reaction of disgust such

as killed it in ancient Athens, democracy it-

self will demand that only such men should be

presented to its choice as have proved them-

selves qualified for more serious and disinter-
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ested work than ”stoking up” election meetings

to momentary and foolish excitement. Without

qualified rulers a Socialist State is impossible;

and it must not be forgotten (though the re-

minder is as old as Plato) that the qualified men

may be very reluctant men instead of very am-

bitious ones.

Here, then, are two very large jobs already in

sight to occupy future Fabians. Whether they

will call themselves Fabians and begin by join-

ing the Fabian Society is a question which will

not be settled by the generation to which I be-

long.
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Appendix II

The Basis of the Fabian Society

The Fabian Society consists of Socialists.

It therefore aims at the reorganisation of So-

ciety by the emancipation of Land and Indus-

trial Capital from individual and class owner-

ship, and the vesting of them in the community

for the general benefit. In this way only can the

natural and acquired advantages of the country

be equitably shared by the whole people.

The Society accordingly works for the extinc-

tion of private property in Land and of the con-
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sequent individual appropriation, in the form of

Rent, of the price paid for permission to use the

earth, as well as for the advantages of superior

soils and sites.

The Society, further, works for the transfer

to the community of the administration of such

industrial Capital as can conveniently be man-

aged socially. For, owing to the monopoly of

the means of production in the past, industrial

inventions and the transformation of surplus

income into Capital have mainly enriched the

proprietary class, the worker being now depen-

dent on that class for leave to earn a living.

If these measures be carried out, without

compensation (though not without such relief

to expropriated individuals as may seem fit to

the community), Rent and Interest will be added

to the reward of labour, the idle class now liv-

ing on the labour of others will necessarily dis-
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appear, and practical equality of opportunity

will be maintained by the spontaneous action

of economic forces with much less interference

with personal liberty than the present system

entails.

For the attainment of these ends the Fabian

Society looks to the spread of Socialist opin-

ions, and the social and political changes con-

sequent thereon, -including the establishment

of equal citizenship for men and women.-[58]

It seeks to achieve these ends by the general

dissemination of knowledge as to the relation

between the individual and Society in its eco-

nomic, ethical, and political aspects.
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FOOTNOTES:

[58] The words in italics were added in 1907.

See page 177.

Appendix III

List of the names and the years of office of

the ninety-six members of the Executive Com-

mittee, 1884-1915

The full term of office is from April to March,

and such an entry as 1901-2 usually means

one year’s office. Membership has been ter-

minated in many cases by resignation, in the

great majority by refusal to stand for re-election,

in perhaps a dozen cases by defeat, and never
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by death.

Alden, Percy, M.P., 1903-7. Allen, Clifford,

1912 to date. Anderson, R. Wherry, 1898-1903.

Atkinson, Miss Mabel, 1909 to date.

Ball, Sidney, 1907-8. Banner, Robert, 1892.

Barker, Granville, 1907-12. Bentham, Dr. Ethel,

1909-14. Bentinck, Mrs. R. Cavendish, 1911-

13. Besant, Mrs. Annie, 1886-90. Bland, Hu-

bert, 1884-1911. Honorary Treasurer 1884-

1911. Blatch, Mrs. Stanton, 1894-5. Bray,

Reginald A., 1911-12. Brooke, Miss Emma,

1893-6.

Cameron, Miss Mary, 1893-4. Campbell, Rev.

R.J., 1908-9. Charrington, Charles, 1899-1904.

Chesterton, Cecil E., 1904-7. Clarke, William,

1888-91. Cole, G.D.H., 1914-15.

Davies, Emil, 1911 to date. Dearmer, Rev.

Percy, 1895-8. Dell, Robert E., 1890-3; 1898-

9. De Mattos, W.S., 1890-4. Dodd, F. Lawson,
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1900 to date. Honorary Treasurer 1911 to date.

Ensor, R.C.K., 1907-11; 1912 to date. Ervine,

St. John G., 1913 to date.

Fairfield, Dr. Letitia, 1915 to date.

Galton, F.W., 1901-7. Garnett, Mrs. Con-

stance, 1894-5. Gillespie, H.J., 1914. Green,

J.F. 1899-1900. Griffith, N.L., 1892-3. Grover,

Miss Mary, 1890-2. Guest, L. Haden, 1907-11

Hammill, Fred, 1892-5. Harben, Henry D.,

1911 to date Harris, Mrs. O’Brien (Miss Mary

O’Brien), 1898-1901. Headlam, Rev. Stewart

D., 1890-1; 1901-11. Hoatson, Miss Alice, 1890-

2. Assistant Hon. Secretary 1885-6. Hobson,

Samuel G., 1900-9. Holding, H. Bond, 1894-6.

Hutchins, Miss B.L., 1907-12.

Keddell, Frederick, 1884-5. Honorary Sec-

retary 1884-5.

Lawrence F.W. Pethick, 1907-8. Lawrence,

Miss Susan (L.C.C.), 1912 to date. Lloyd, C.M.,
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1912-15. Lowerison, Harry (Bellerby), 1891-2.

Macdonald, J. Ramsay (M.P.), 1894-1900.

Macpherson, Mrs. Fenton, 1900-1. Macrosty,

Henry W., 1895-1907. Mallet, Mrs. L.T., 1890-

2. Mann, Tom, 1896. Martin, John W., 1894-9.

Massingham, H.W., 1891-3. Matthews, John

E. (L.C.C.), 1901-2. Maude, Aylmer, 1907-12.

Money, (Sir) Leo Chiozza (M.P.), 1908-11. Mor-

ley, Professor Edith, 1914 to date. Morris, Miss

May, 1896-8. Morten, Miss Honor, 1895-8. Mug-

geridge, H.T., 1903-5. Murby, Miss M.B., 1907-

13.

Oakeshott, Joseph F., 1890-1902. Olivier

(Sir), Sydney (K.C.M.G.), 1887-1899. Honorary

Secretary 1886-9.

Pease, Edward R., 1885-6; 1890 to date. Hon-

orary Secretary 1886, and 1914 to date. Secre-

tary 1890-1913. Phillips, Dr. Marion, 1913-14.

Phillips, W.L., 1887-8. Podmore, Frank, 1884;
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1886-8. Priestley, Miss (Mrs. Bart Kennedy),

1896-8. Assistant Secretary, 1892-5.

Reeves, Mrs. Pember, 1907 to date.

Sanders, W. Stephen, 1904 to date. Organ-

ising Secretary 1907-13. General Secretary 1914

to date. Sandham, Mrs., 1891-3. Sharp, Clif-

ford D., 1909-14. Shaw, G. Bernard, 1885-

1911. Shaw, Mrs. Bernard (Miss Payne Town-

shend), 1898-1915. Slesser, Henry H., 1910-

14. Smith, Miss Ellen, 1915 to date. Snell,

Harry, 1912 to date. Snowden, Mrs. Philip,

1908-9. Sparling, H. Halliday, 1892-4. Squire,

J.C., 1914 to date. Standring, George, 1893-

1908; 1909-11.

Taylor, G.R.S., 1905-8. Townshend, Mrs.

Emily C., 1915.

Utley, W.H., 1892-4.

Wallas, Graham, 1888-1895. Webb, Sidney,

1886 to date. Webb, Mrs. Sidney, 1912 to date.
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Wells, H.G., 1907-8. Wells, Mrs. H.G., 1908-

10.

West, Julius, 1915 to date. Secretary of Re-

search Department, etc., 1908-12. Whelen, Fred-

erick, 1896-1901; 1902-4. Williams, Ernest E.,

1893-4. Wilson, Mrs. C.M., 1885-7; 1911-15.

Wood, Mrs. Esther, 1902-3.

Appendix IV

Complete List of Fabian Publications, 1884-

1915, with names of authors



FABIAN TRACTS

The printing of the author’s name in italics sig-

nifies that the tract was adopted and probably

amended by the Society and that it was issued

without the author’s name. In the other cases

the author’s name is given in the tract, and as

a rule the tract was approved for publication as

a whole: a star to the author’s name signifies

”not a member of the Society.”

No.

1884.

1. Why are the Many Poor? 4 pp. -W.L.

Phillips-.
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2. A Manifesto. 4 pp. -G. Bernard Shaw-.

1885.

3. To Provident Landlords and Capitalists: A

Suggestion and a Warning. 4 pp. -G. Bernard

Shaw-.

1886.

4. What Socialism Is. 12 pp. Mrs. C.M.

Wilson and others.

1887.

5. Facts for Socialists. 16 pp. -Sidney Webb-

.

6. The True Radical Programme (Fabian Par-

liamentary League). 12 pp. -G. Bernard Shaw-.

1888.

7. Capital and Land. 16 pp. -(Sir) Sydney

Olivier-.

1889.

8. Facts for Londoners. 56 pp. -Sidney

Webb-.
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9. An Eight Hours Bill. 16 pp. -Do.-

10. Figures for Londoners. 4 pp. -Do-.

1890.

11. The Workers’ Political Programme. 20

pp. -Sidney Webb-.

12. Practical Land Nationalisation. 4 pp. -

Do-.

13. What Socialism Is. 4 pp. -Bernard

Shaw-.

14. The New Reform Bill. 20 pp. -J.F.

Oakeshott and others-.

15. English Progress towards Social Democ-

racy. 16 pp. Sidney Webb.

16. A Plea for an Eight Hours Bill. 4 pp.

-Sidney Webb-.

17. Reform of the Poor Law. 20 pp. Sidney

Webb.

18. Facts for Bristol. 20 pp. -(Sir) Hartmann

W. Just-.

http://booksiread.org


618 The History of the Fabian Society

19. What the Farm Labourer Wants. 4 pp.

-Sidney Webb-.

20. Questions for Poor Law Guardians. 4

pp. -S.W. Group-.

21. Questions for London Vestrymen. 4 pp.

-C. Foulger-.

22. The Truth about Leasehold Enfranchise-

ment. 4 pp. -Sidney Webb-.

1891.

23. The Case for an Eight Hours Bill. 16 pp.

-Sidney Webb-.

24. Questions for Parliamentary Candidates.

4 pp. -Do-.

25. Questions for School Board Candidates.

4 pp. -Do-.

26. Questions for London County Council-

lors. 4 pp. -Do-.

27. Questions for Town Councillors. 4 pp.

-Rev. C. Peach-.
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28. Questions for County Council Candi-

dates (Rural). 4 pp. -F. Hudson-.

29. What to Read. 48 pp. -Graham Wallas-

(1st edition). (Fifth edition, 1910, not included

in the series.)

30. The Unearned Increment. 4 pp. -Sidney

Webb-.

31. London’s Heritage in the City Guilds. 4

pp. -Sidney Webb-.

32. The Municipalisation of the Gas Supply.

4 pp. -Do-.

33. Municipal Tramways. 4 pp. -Do-.

34. London’s Water Tribute. 4 pp. -Do-.

35. The Municipalisation of the London Docks.

4 pp. -Do-.

36. The Scandal of London’s Markets. 4 pp.

-Do-.

37. A Labour Policy for Public Authorities. 4

pp. -Do-.
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38. Welsh Translation of No. 1.

1892.

39. A Democratic Budget. 16 pp. -J.F.

Oakeshott-.

40. Fabian Election Manifesto. 16 pp. -

Bernard Shaw-.

41. The Fabian Society: What it has done

and how it has done it. 32 pp. G. Bernard

Shaw.

42. Christian Socialism. 16 pp. Rev. Stew-

art D. Headlam.

43. Vote! Vote! Vote! 2 pp. -Bernard Shaw-.

1893.

44. A Plea for Poor Law Reform. 4 pp. -

Frederick Whelen-.

45. Impossibilities of Anarchism. 28 pp. G.

Bernard Shaw.

46. Socialism and Sailors. 16 pp. B.T. Hall.

47. The Unemployed. (Rt. Hon.) John
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Burns.

48. Eight Hours by Law. -Henry W. Macrosty-

.

1894.

49. A Plan of Campaign for Labour. 28 pp.

-G. Bernard Shaw-.

50. Sweating: Its Cause and Remedy. 16

pp. -H.W. Macrosty-.

51. Socialism: True and False. 20 pp. Sid-

ney Webb.

52. State Education at Home and Abroad.

16 pp. J.W. Martin.

53. The Parish Councils Act: What it is and

how to work it. 20 pp. -(Rt. Hon.) Herbert

Samuel-.*

54. Humanising of the Poor Law. 24 pp. J.F.

Oakeshott.

55. The Workers’ School Board Programme.

20 pp. -J.W. Martin-.
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56. Questions for Parish Council Candidates.

4 pp. -(Rt. Hon.) Herbert Samuel-.*

57. Questions for Rural District Council Can-

didates. 4 pp. -(Rt. Hon.) Herbert Samuel-.*

58. Allotments and How to Get Them. 4 pp.

-(Rt. Hon.) Herbert Samuel-.*

59. Questions for Candidates for Urban Dis-

trict Councils. 4 pp.

60. The London Vestries: What they are and

what they do. 20 pp. Sidney Webb.

1895.

61. The London County Council: What it is

and what it does. 16 pp. -J.F. Oakeshott-.

62. Parish and District Councils: What they

are and what they can do. 16 pp. (No. 53 re-

written.)

63. Parish Council Cottages and how to get

them. 4 pp. -Edw. R. Pease-.

64. How to Lose and how to Win an Election.
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2 pp. -Ramsay Macdonald-.

65. Trade Unionists and Politics. 2 pp. -

F.W. Galton-.

66. A Program for Workers. 2 pp. -Edw. R.

Pease-.

1896.

67. Women and the Factory Acts. 16 pp.

Mrs. Sidney Webb.

68. The Tenant’s Sanitary Catechism. 4 pp.

-Arthur Hickmott-.

69. The Difficulties of Individualism. 20 pp.

Sidney Webb.

70. Report on Fabian Policy. 16 pp. -Bernard

Shaw-.

71. The (London) Tenant’s Sanitary Cate-

chism. 4 pp. -Miss Grove-.

72. The Moral Aspects of Socialism. 24 pp.

Sidney Ball.

73. The Case for State Pensions in Old Age.
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16 pp. -George Turner-.

74. The State and Its Functions in New Zealand.

16 pp. The Hon. W.P. Reeves.*

1897.

75. Labour in the Longest Reign. 20 pp.

Sidney Webb.

76. Houses for the People. 20 pp. -Arthur

Hickmott-.

77. The Municipalisation of Tramways. 16

pp. F.T.H. Henle.

78. Socialism and the Teaching of Christ.

16 pp. Rev. John Clifford, D.D.

79. A Word of Remembrance and Caution to

the Rich. 16 pp. John Woolman.*

80. Shop Life and its Reform. 16 pp. -

William Johnson-.

81. Municipal Water. 4 pp. -C.M. Knowles-.*

82. The Workmen’s Compensation Act. 20

pp. -C.R. Allen, junr-.
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83. State Arbitration and the Living Wage.

16 pp. -H.W. Macrosty-.

84. The Economics of Direct Employment.

16 pp. Sidney Webb.

85. Liquor Licensing at Home and Abroad.

16 pp. Edw. R. Pease.

86. Municipal Drink Traffic. 20 pp. -Edw.

R. Pease-.

1899.

87. A Welsh Translation of No. 78. 16 pp.

88. The Growth of Monopoly in English In-

dustry. 16 pp. Henry W. Macrosty.

89. Old Age Pensions at Work. 4 pp. -

Bullock-.

90. The Municipalisation of the Milk Supply.

4 pp. -Dr. G.F. McCleary-.

91. Municipal Pawnshops. 4 pp. -Charles

Charrington-.

92. Municipal Slaughterhouses. 4 pp. -
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George Standring-.

1900.

93. Women as Councillors. 4 pp. -Bernard

Shaw-.

94. Municipal Bakeries. 4 pp. -Dr. G.F.

McCleary.-

95. Municipal Hospitals. 4 pp. -Do-.

96. Municipal Fire Insurance. 4 pp. (1901).

-Mrs. Fenton Macpherson-.

97. Municipal Steamboats. 4 pp. (1901).

-S.D. Shallard-.

98. State Railways for Ireland. 16 pp. -

Clement Edwards (M.P.).-

99. Local Government in Ireland. -C.R. Allen,

junr-.

100. Metropolitan Borough Councils: Their

Powers and Duties. 20 pp. -Henry W. Macrosty-

.

101. The House Famine and How to Relieve
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it. 52 pp. Various.

102. Questions for Candidates: Metropoli-

tan Borough Councils. 4 pp. -H.W. Macrosty-.

103. Overcrowding in London and its Rem-

edy. 16 pp. W.C. Steadman, M.P.

104. How Trade Unions Benefit Workmen. 4

pp. -Edw. R. Pease-.

1901.

105. Five Years’ Fruit of the Parish Councils

Act. 24 pp -Sidney Webb-.

106. The Education Muddle and the Way

Out. 20 pp. -Sidney Webb-.

107. Socialism for Millionaires. 16 pp. Bernard

Shaw.

108. Twentieth Century Politics: A Policy of

National Efficiency. 16 pp. Sidney Webb.

1902.

109. Cottage Plans and Common Sense. 16

pp. Raymond Unwin.
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110. Problems of Indian Poverty. 16 pp. S.S.

Thorburn.*

111. Reform of Reformatories and Industrial

Schools. 16 pp. H.T. Holmes.

112. Life in the Laundry. 16 pp. Dr. G.F.

McCleary.

1903.

113. Communism. 16 pp. William Morris.*

Preface by Bernard Shaw.

114. The Education Act, 1902. How to make

the best of it. 20 pp. -Sidney Webb-.

115. State Aid to Agriculture. 16 pp. T.S.

Dymond.*

1904.

116. Fabianism and the Fiscal Question: An

Alternative Policy. 28 pp. -Bernard Shaw-.

117. The London Education Act, 1903: How

to make the best of it. 20 pp. -Sidney Webb-.

118. The Secret of Rural Depopulation. 20
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pp. Lieut.-Col. D.C. Pedder.*

1905.

119. Public Control of Electric Power and

Transit. 16 pp. S.G. Hobson.

120. After Bread, Education. 16 pp. Hubert

Bland.

121. Public Service versus Private Expendi-

ture. 12 pp. Sir Oliver Lodge.*

122. Municipal Milk and Public Health. 20

pp. F. Lawson. Dodd.

123. The Revival of Agriculture: A National

Policy for Great Britain. 24 pp. Henry W. Macrosty.

124. State Control of Trusts. 16 pp. Henry

W. Macrosty.

125. Municipalisation by Provinces. 16 pp.

W. Stephen Sanders.

1906.

126. The Abolition of Poor Law Guardians.

24 pp. Edw. R. Pease.
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127. Socialism and Labour Policy. 16 pp.

-Hubert Bland (Editor).-

128. The Case for a Legal Minimum Wage.

20 pp. -W. Stephen Sanders-.

129. More Books to Read. 20 pp. -Edw. R.

Pease-.

1907.

130. Home Work and Sweating: The Causes

and Remedies. 20 pp. Miss B.L. Hutchins.

131. The Decline in the Birth-rate. 20 pp.

Sidney Webb.

132. A Guide to Books for Socialists. 12 pp.

”The Nursery.”

133. Socialism and Christianity. 24 pp.

Rev. Percy Dearmer, D.D.

134. Small Holdings, Allotments, and Com-

mon Pastures. 4 pp. Revised edition of No. 58.

135. Paupers and Old Age Pensions. 16 pp.

Sidney Webb.
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136. The Village and the Landlord. 12 pp.

Edward Carpenter.

1908.

137. Parish Councils and Village Life. 28pp.

Revised version of No. 105.

138. Municipal Trading. 20 pp. -Aylmer

Maude-.

139. Socialism and the Churches. 16 pp.

Rev. John Clifford, D.D.

140. Child Labour Under Capitalism. 20 pp.

Mrs. Hylton Dale.

1909.

141. (Welsh Translation of No. 139).

142. Rent and Value. 12 pp. Adapted by

Mrs. Bernard Shaw from Fabian Essays, The

Economic Basis.

143. Sosialaeth Yng Ngoleuni’R Beibl (Welsh).

J.R. Jones.

144. Machinery: Its Masters and its Ser-
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vants. 20 pp. H.H. Schloesser (Slesser) and

Clement Game.

145. The Case for School Nurseries. 20 pp.

Mrs. Townshend.

146. Socialism and Superior Brains. A Re-

ply to Mr. Mallock. 24 pp. Bernard Shaw.

147. Capital and Compensation. 16 pp. Ed-

ward R. Pease.

148. What a Health Committee can do. 16

pp. -Miss B.L. Hutchins-.

1910.

149. The Endowment of Motherhood. 24 pp.

Henry D. Harben.

150. State Purchase of Railways: A Practi-

cable Scheme. 24 pp. Emil Davies.

151. The Point of Honour. A Correspon-

dence on Aristocracy and Socialism. 16 pp.

Mrs. Ruth Cavendish Bentinck.

1911.
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152. Our Taxes as they are and as they

ought to be. 20 pp. Robert Jones.

153. The Twentieth Century Reform Bill. 20

pp. Henry H. Schloesser (Slesser).

154. The Case for School Clinics. 16 pp. L.

Haden Guest.

155. The Case against the Referendum. 20

pp. Clifford D. Sharp.

156. What an Education Committee can do

(Elementary Schools). 36 pp. The Education

Group.

157. The Working Life of Women. 16 pp.

Miss B.L. Hutchins.

158. The Case Against the Charity Organi-

sation Society. 20 pp. Mrs. Townshend.

159. The Necessary Basis of Society. 12 pp.

Sidney Webb.

160. A National Medical Service. 20 pp. F.

Lawson Dodd.
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1912.

161. Afforestation and Unemployment. 16

pp. Arthur P. Grenfell.

162. Family Life on a Pound a Week. 24 pp.

Mrs. Pember Reeves.

163. Women and Prisons. 28 pp. Helen

Blagg and Charlotte Wilson.

164. Gold and State Banking. A Study in

the Economics of Monopoly. 20 pp. Edward R.

Pease.

165. Francis Place: The Tailor of Charing

Cross. 28 pp. St. John G. Ervine.

166. Robert Owen: Social Reformer. 24 pp.

Miss B.L. Hutchins.

167. William Morris and the Communist

Ideal. 24 pp. Mrs. Townshend.

1913.

168. John Stuart Mill. 24 pp. Julius West.

169. The Socialist Movement in Germany.
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28 pp. W. Stephen Sanders.

170. Profit-Sharing and Co-partnership: A

fraud and a failure? 16 pp. Edward R. Pease.

171. The Nationalisation of Mines and Min-

erals Bill. 16 pp. Henry H. Schloesser (Slesser).

172. What about the Rates, or Municipal Fi-

nance and Municipal Autonomy. 12 pp. Sidney

Webb.

173. Public versus Private Electricity Sup-

ply. 20 pp. C. Ashmore Baker.*

1914.

174. Charles Kingsley and Christian Social-

ism. 28 pp. Colwyn E. Vulliamy.

175. The Economic Foundations of the Women’s

Movement. 24 pp. M.A. -(Mabel Atkinson-).

176. War and the Workers. Handbook of

some immediate measures to prevent Unem-

ployment and relieve distress. 24 pp. Sidney

Webb.
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1915.

177. Socialism and the Arts of Use. 16 pp.

A. Clutton Brock.

178. The War; Women; and Unemployment.

28 pp. The Women’s Group Executive.



BOOKS AND

SPECIAL

PAMPHLETS.

Those without any publisher’s name were pub-

lished by the Society.

The Government Organisation of Unemployed

Labour. Report made by a Committee to the

Fabian Society and ordered to be printed for

the information of members. 1886. pp. 24.

N.P. -Sidney Webb- and -Frank Podmore.-

Fabian Essays in Socialism. Edited by Bernard
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Shaw. 1889. 1st edition, 6s. Subsequent edi-

tions published by Walter Scott.

Report on Municipal Tramways, presented

to the Richmond (Surrey) Town Council by Aid.

Thompson.* Reprinted for the Society by spe-

cial permission. 4to. pp. 20. 1898. 6d.

Labour in the Longest Reign: 1837-1897. By

Sidney Webb. A reprint of Tract No. 75. Grant

Richards, pp. 62. 1897. 1s.

Fabianism and the Empire. A Manifesto by

the Fabian Society. Edited by Bernard Shaw.

pp. 101. Grant Richards. 1900. 1s.

Fabianism and the Fiscal Question: An Al-

ternative Policy. Special edition of Tract 116;

with a preface by Bernard Shaw. pp. 39. 1904.

1s.

This Misery of Boots. By H.G. Wells. Cover

designed by A.G. Watts, pp. 48. 1907. 3d.

Tract Index and Catalogue Raisonne of Tracts
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Nos. 1 to 139. Pp. 35. 1908. 3d.

Those Wretched Rates, a dialogue. By F.W.

Hayes, pp. 16. 1908. 1d.

Ballads and Lyrics of Socialism, 1883-1908.

By E. Nesbit (Mrs. Hubert Bland), pp. 80. A.C.

Fifield. 1908. 6d. and 1s.

Break Up the Poor Law and Abolish the Work-

house. Being Part I of the Minority Report of the

Poor Law Commission 1909. pp. 601. 2s. By

-Sidney- and -Beatrice Webb.-

The Remedy for Unemployment. Being Part

II. 1909. pp. 345. 1s. By -Sidney- and -

Beatrice Webb-.

A Summary of Six Papers and Discussions

upon the Disabilities of Women as Workers.

The writers of the papers: Miss Emma Brooke,

Dr. Constance Long,* Mrs. Ernestine Mills,

Mrs. Gallichan (G. Gasquoine Hartley), Miss

Millicent Murby, Dr. Ethel Bentham.
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Issued for private circulation only by the Fabian

Women’s Group, pp. 24. 1909.

Summary of Eight Papers and Discussions

upon the Disabilities of Mothers as Workers.

The writers of the papers: Mrs. Pember Reeves,

Dr. Ethel Vaughan Sawyer,* Mrs. Spence Weiss,*

Mrs. Bartrick Baker, Mrs. Stanbury, Mrs. S.K.

Ratcliffe, Miss B.L. Hutchins, Mrs. O’Brien Har-

ris.

Issued for private circulation only by the Fabian

Women’s Group, pp. 32. 1910.

What to Read on

Social and Economic Subjects. 5th edition.

Earlier editions published as Tract No. 29. pp.

52. P.S. King and Son. 1910. 1s.

Songs for Socialists, compiled by the Fabian

Society. A.C. Fifield. 1912. 3d.

The Rural Problem. By Henry D. Harben.

pp. 169. Constable and Co. 1913. 2s. 6d. net.
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Women Workers in Seven Professions. A sur-

vey of their economic conditions and prospects.

Edited for the Studies Committee of the Fabian

Women’s Group. By Edith J. Morley. pp. xxii+318.

G. Routledge and Sons. 1914. 6s.

Wage-Earning Women and their Dependents.

By Ellen Smith on behalf of the Executive Com-

mittee of the Women’s Group, pp. 36. 1915.

1s. net.

BOUND TRACTS.

The whole of the numbered tracts at any

time in print are sold as a bound volume with

a title-page. As the complete set is in demand

and as every few months a new tract is pub-

lished, or an old one is sold out, the sets are

usually bound a dozen at a time, and each dozen

differs as a rule from all the rest. Price now 5s.

net.
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FABIAN SOCIALIST

SERIES.

Published for the Society by A.C. Fifield at 6d.

and is net each.

I. Socialism and Religion. Reprint of Tracts,

Nos. 42, 78, 133, and 79. pp. 87. 1908.

II. Socialism and Agriculture. Reprint of Tracts,

Nos. 136, 118, 115, and 123. pp. 94. 1908.

III. Socialism and Individualism. Reprint of

Tracts, Nos. 69, 45, 72, and 121. pp. 102.

1908.

IV. The Basis and Policy of Socialism. Reprint
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of Tracts, Nos. 5, 7, 51, and 108. pp. 95. 1908.

V. The Common Sense of Municipal Trading.

By Bernard Shaw. Reprint with a new preface,

pp. 120. 1908.

VI. Socialism and National Minimum. Pa-

pers by Mrs. Sidney Webb and Miss B.L. Hutchins,

and reprint of Tract No. 128. pp. 91. 1909.

VII. Wastage of Child Life, as exemplified by

Conditions in Lancashire. By J. Johnston, M.D.*

A reprint, pp. 95. 1909.

VIII. Socialism and Superior Brains. Reprint

of Tract, No. 146. pp. 59. 1910.

IX. The Theory and Practice of Trade Union-

ism. By J.H. Greenwood. Preface by Sidney

Webb. pp. 70. 1911.



RESEARCH

DEPARTMENT

PUBLICATIONS.

New Statesman Supplements:

Industrial Organisation in Germany, Report.

By W.S. Sanders. 1913. 8 pp. folio.

National Insurance Act. First Draft Report

of the Insurance Committee. March 14, 1914.

32 pp. folio, 1s.

Co-operative Production and Profit-Sharing.

February 14, 1914. 32 pp. folio. 2s. 6d.
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Co-operative Movement. Drafts of the first

two parts of the Report on the Control of In-

dustry. By Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Webb. May 30,

1914. 36 pp. folio, 1s.

Industrial Insurance. March 13, 1915. 32

pp. folio, 1s.

State and Municipal Enterprise. Draft Re-

port. By Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Webb. May 8,

1915. 32 pp. folio, 1s.

Suggestions for the Prevention of War.

Part I. By L.S. Woolf. July 10, 1915. 24 pp.

folio, 1s.

Part II. By the International Agreements Com-

mittee July 17, 1915. 8 pp. folio, 1s.

English Teachers and their Professional Or-

ganisation. Monograph by Mrs. Sidney Webb.

Part I. September 25, 1915. 24 pp. folio. 6d.

Part II. October 2, 1915. 24 pp. folio. 6d.

Labour Year Book, 1915-16, issued under
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the auspices of the Parliamentary Committee of

the Trade Union Congress, the Executive Com-

mittee of the Labour Party, and the Fabian Re-

search Department. 1915. 704 pp. 1s., and 2s.

6d.
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Index

Of the principal references to people and sub-

jects

A

Agriculture, 15, 47, 157, 228 Alden, Percy,

153, 172, 231 Allen, Clifford, 195, 225, 234

Anarchism, 49, 53, 66 Arts Group, The, 188

B

Balfour, Rt. Hon. Arthur J., 45, 142 Ball,

Sidney, 103, 180, 183 Barker, Ernest, 244, 258

Barker, Granville, 180, 186 Barnett, Canon, 16

Basis, The Fabian, 71, 169, 177, 178, 231,

269 Bax, Belfort, 66 Beale, Mr., 112 Bentham,
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Jeremy, 244 Bernstein, Edward, 239 Besant,

Mrs. Annie, joins, 47; her position, 64; Fabian

Essay, 92; resigns, 98; lecture, 187 Birth-rate,

160 Bland, Hubert, 31, 35, 222, 223, 265 Book-

boxes, 121 Brooke, Miss Emma, 190 Brooke,

Rupert, 234 Brooke, Rev. Stopford, 69 Burns,

Rt. Hon. John, 67, 83, 110, 217 Butler, Samuel,

105

C

Campbell, Rev. R.J., 187 Carpenter, Ed-

ward, 36 Champion, H.H., 25, 31, 69, 75 Char-

rington, Charles, 131, 133 Christian Socialism,

25, 83 Chubb, Percival, 29, 69 Clarke, William,
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