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PART I — CONTEXT AND THE QUESTIONS
Foreword
Ian P. Loftus
This monograph offers a personal critical reading of Oscar Wilde’s essay ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ (1891). I am not presenting it as a definitive biography of Wilde; my concern is the argument he makes about poverty, authority, individualism and art.
Wilde’s essay first appeared in The Fortnightly Review in February 1891. The discussion that follows places the essay in its intellectual and biographical setting, reproduces the public-domain text, and adds my commentary after each section.
Series Note
This volume opens Poets, Politics & Philosophy, a series that returns to public-domain works whose arguments about freedom, power, culture and the good life remain unsettled.
Each book preserves the original work, subjects it to a critical reading, identifies the philosophy beneath its language and then asks what survives when the argument is brought into the present.
The purpose is neither homage nor prosecution. Old writers should be understood at their strongest, challenged where their reasoning or exclusions fail, and judged clearly. In this first volume, Wilde’s socialism matters because it is ultimately an argument about the conditions in which a person may become fully themselves.
Oscar Wilde: A Life in Context
Oscar Wilde was an Irish playwright, novelist, essayist and poet, celebrated for his wit, style and social satire. His private life became the subject of public scandal in 1895, when he was prosecuted and imprisoned for acts of ‘gross indecency’ between men.
Wilde was born into an affluent Anglo-Irish family in Dublin, Ireland, in October 1854. He was the second of three children, and his parents were prominent members of Dublin society. He attended Trinity College, Dublin, where he excelled in his studies, winning several awards and prizes. In 1874, he was awarded a scholarship to Magdalen College, Oxford, where he continued to excel academically and became fascinated with the aesthetic movement.
The Aesthetic Movement was an art and design movement that emerged in the late 19th century, particularly in Britain but also in other parts of Europe and North America. It was a reaction against the prevailing Victorian artistic and cultural norms, which emphasised moral and social values over aesthetic ones. It was characterised by a focus on beauty, art for art’s sake, and a rejection of traditional art forms and academic styles. Its proponents believed that art should be valued purely for its aesthetic qualities, rather than for its moral or educational content.
Aestheticism was particularly influential in the decorative arts, such as interior design, furniture, and fashion. It emphasised the use of luxurious and exotic materials, intricate patterns, and bold colours. The movement also had an impact on literature, with proponents such as Wilde advocating for a similar focus on beauty and style in writing.
Aestheticism flourished in Britain from the 1860s to the 1890s. It overlapped with, but was not identical to, the Arts and Crafts movement; both later contributed to debates that shaped Art Nouveau and modern design.
After Oxford, Wilde entered London’s literary and artistic circles. His first collection, Poems, appeared in 1881. He wrote Vera; or, The Nihilists in 1880, but its first public performance was in New York in 1883. The play’s Russian revolutionaries offer an early example of Wilde’s interest in political rebellion, but nihilism should not be treated as a synonym for communism.
Vera was then followed by a string of successful productions, including ‘Lady Windermere’s Fan,’ ‘A Woman of No Importance,’ and ‘An Ideal Husband.’ His works were renowned for their wit, humour, and social commentary, as well as their exploration of themes of beauty, art, and decadence.
Wilde is known for his distinct literary style, which often combined elements of satire, comedy, and social commentary. He was a master of witty dialogue, and his plays are still performed today for their sharp humour and clever observations on society. His works also frequently explored themes of beauty, art, and individualism, and he was an important figure in the Aesthetic and Decadent movements of the late 19th century.
The Picture of Dorian Gray first appeared in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine in 1890; Wilde expanded it for book publication in 1891. Dorian wishes that his portrait might age in his place, and the portrait comes to register the damage caused by his conduct. Contemporary reviewers attacked the work as immoral and alluded hostilely to same-sex desire.
Wilde wrote Salome in French in 1891. An English translation, published in 1894 and nominally credited to Lord Alfred Douglas, was revised extensively by Wilde. The Lord Chamberlain refused a licence for an English production because the drama represented biblical characters; the play was first staged in Paris in 1896, during Wilde’s lifetime.
Wilde’s work is characterised by his sparkling dialogue, social commentary, and his exploration of themes such as beauty, love, and morality. He was a champion of individualism and believed that art should exist for its own sake.
Wilde was also a successful lecturer. His 1882 tour of the United States and Canada lasted nearly a year and concentrated on art, design and aestheticism.
He delivered more than 140 lectures during the North American tour, speaking in large cities and smaller industrial and mining communities.
Wilde’s lectures were often a mixture of literary analysis, cultural commentary, and personal anecdotes. He was particularly interested in the relationship between art and life, and he frequently discussed the importance of aestheticism and the need for beauty in everyday life. He also discussed the work of writers and artists he admired, such as Edgar Allan Poe, William Shakespeare, and John Keats.
Despite his success on the lecture circuit, Wilde’s time in America was not without controversy. He was often criticized in the press for his flamboyant dress and unconventional behaviour, and some critics accused him of promoting a dangerous form of decadence and moral degeneracy.
Nonetheless, overall, Wilde’s US lectures were well received, and he became a celebrated figure in American literary and cultural circles. His time in America also had a lasting impact on his own work, and he later incorporated many of the themes and ideas he had explored during his lectures into his plays and other writings.
Wilde continued to lecture in Britain and Ireland during the 1880s, chiefly on art, decoration and the relation between beauty and everyday life. Exact totals vary between biographical accounts.
Oscar Wilde’s lectures in the UK also covered a similar range of topics to the US, including aesthetics, art, literature, and cultural criticism. Some of his most famous lectures include:
	‘The English Renaissance of Art’ — In this lecture, Wilde argued for the importance of art in the modern world and discussed the ways in which the English Renaissance influenced artistic developments in Europe.
	‘The Decorative Arts’ — In this lecture, Wilde discussed the importance of beauty in everyday life and argued that even functional objects should be designed with aesthetic considerations in mind.
	‘The House Beautiful’ — In this lecture, Wilde discussed the importance of interior design and argued that one’s surroundings have a profound impact on one’s well-being.
	‘The Critic as Artist’ — a dialogue published in 1890 and collected in Intentions (1891), not one of Wilde’s standard lecture titles.
	‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ — an essay first published in The Fortnightly Review in February 1891, rather than an established item in Wilde’s lecture repertory.

Claims that Wilde delivered ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ at Burslem, Birmingham and Hulme appear to confuse the essay with documented lectures on aestheticism. I have found no reliable evidence for those performances and have therefore removed the claim.
Wilde met Lord Alfred Douglas in 1891. In 1895 Douglas’s father, the Marquess of Queensberry, left a card accusing Wilde of ‘posing as a sodomite’. Wilde’s unsuccessful criminal-libel action exposed evidence that led to his arrest. After two criminal trials, he was convicted of gross indecency and sentenced to two years' imprisonment with hard labour.
Wilde’s health deteriorated in prison. After his release in 1897 he left Britain for France. He had written the long letter later published as De Profundis while imprisoned, and after his release he wrote The Ballad of Reading Gaol, his last major work.
He changed his name to Sebastian Melmoth to protect his friends and acquaintances from the public scrutiny and backlash that he himself faced after his trial and imprisonment.
Sebastian Melmoth was a pseudonym that he took from the 3rd-century Christian martyr Saint Sebastian and the character of Melmoth the Wanderer from a Gothic novel by Charles Maturin.
In France, Wilde lived under the name Sebastian Melmoth and continued to write letters, but published little new work. The Chameleon was a single-issue Oxford periodical of 1894, before his imprisonment, to which Wilde had contributed ‘Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young’.
Wilde lived a relatively modest life in Paris, and he was supported financially by his estranged wife, friends, and admirers. He continued to socialize with the literary and artistic circles of the city, including such figures as Robert Ross, André Gide, and Lord Alfred Douglas, but he was no longer at the centre of attention as he had been in his early years.
Wilde considered unfinished dramatic projects in his final years, including A Florentine Tragedy. The Duchess of Padua, however, had been written much earlier, in 1883.
Oscar Wilde died in Paris on 30 November 1900, aged forty-six. Contemporary accounts attributed his death to meningitis associated with a chronic ear infection, although later medical interpretations have differed. The connection is poignant because his father, Sir William Wilde, was a distinguished eye and ear surgeon.
Despite his untimely death, Wilde’s works continue to be celebrated for their wit, humour, and insight into human nature. He is regarded as one of the most influential figures of the Aesthetic and Decadent movements in literature and despite his tumultuous personal life and early death, his legacy has endured. He is remembered as one of the most important writers of his time, and his influence can still be seen in literature, art, and popular culture, and can be seen in the works of many later writers and artists. He remains an important figure in the history of English literature and culture.
In recent years, there has been renewed interest in Wilde’s life and works, with new biographies, adaptations, and critical studies being published. His life and career have also been the subject of numerous films, plays, and television shows, highlighting the enduring fascination with this complex and influential figure. His grave in Père Lachaise Cemetery remains a popular tourist attraction to this day, visited by admirers from all over the world.
Freedom, Law and Sexuality in Victorian Britain
Wilde’s defence of individual freedom can be read alongside the legal and social constraints placed on relationships between men in late-Victorian Britain. The essay predates his 1895 trials, so any claim that imprisonment influenced it reverses the chronology.
Wilde was a proponent of individualism and opposed to the strict moral codes imposed by Victorian society. He was critical of the government’s attempts to regulate morality and believed that people should be free to express themselves and live their lives as they saw fit, so long as they did not harm others.
After his imprisonment, Wilde did write publicly about penal cruelty. ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’ and his 1897 letters to the Daily Chronicle helped expose the treatment of prisoners, especially children.
In addition to his political views on individual freedom and the role of the state, Wilde’s experience as a homosexual also influenced his literary works. He used his writing to challenge and subvert societal norms and conventions, often using wit and satire to critique the repressive attitudes towards homosexuality in Victorian society. His works, such as The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), contain themes of homoeroticism and challenge traditional notions of masculinity and gender roles.
Wilde’s public response to prosecution was courageous at moments, but his experience after prison was marked by illness, poverty, dependence and contradiction rather than simple defiance. Modern readers may recognise him as a symbol of persecution, while still distinguishing modern sexual identities from the language and legal categories available in the 1890s.
Late-Victorian attitudes to sex between men combined religious condemnation, social stigma, medical theories and criminal law. The modern category of a fixed homosexual identity was still developing, and contemporary writers used several competing terms, including ‘inversion’ and ‘Uranian’.
The law punished acts rather than an identity called ‘homosexuality’. Section 11 of the Criminal Law Amendment Act 1885, known as the Labouchere Amendment, made ‘gross indecency’ between men an offence in England and Wales. Wilde was convicted under this provision in 1895. Partial decriminalisation in England and Wales did not arrive until the Sexual Offences Act 1967.
Wilde’s relationships cannot always be reconstructed with certainty. Lord Alfred Douglas was his most publicly consequential lover. Robert Baldwin Ross was a close friend, supporter and later literary executor; biographers have also described him as Wilde’s first male lover. John Gray belonged to Wilde’s circle, but claims about the precise nature of their relationship remain disputed.
Robert Baldwin Ross, a Canadian-born critic and art dealer, met Wilde in 1886. He supported Wilde during and after the trials, handled difficult personal and financial matters, and later became his literary executor. His careful publication of Wilde’s work was central to the recovery of Wilde’s reputation.
Ross’s importance lies chiefly in friendship, literary stewardship and the preservation of the work. Later descriptions of him as a modern LGBTQ+ campaigner risk imposing twenty-first-century language on a more private and historically specific role.
Wilde’s relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas was passionate, unstable and entangled with Douglas’s conflict with his father. In February 1895 the Marquess of Queensberry left a card accusing Wilde of ‘posing as a sodomite’. Wilde’s decision to prosecute Queensberry for criminal libel exposed evidence that was then used against Wilde.
Douglas was not prosecuted, although National Archives records show that the possibility was considered. Insufficient evidence, his youth, the view that Wilde had influenced him and probably his social status all affected that decision. The episode cannot be explained by saying that Douglas’s conduct fell outside the law.
After Wilde’s release, the two men briefly reunited in Italy before separating again. Douglas later published Oscar Wilde and Myself (1914), a hostile and self-justifying account that became part of the long dispute over responsibility for Wilde’s downfall.
How to Read the Soul of Man under Socialism
‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ begins with a paradox. Wilde values socialism not because it subordinates the individual to the collective, but because he believes material security would release each person from poverty, compulsory labour and dependence on charity. Socialism is therefore the condition of what he calls true Individualism. The argument is at once political and aesthetic: a freer society would allow more people to develop their abilities and would free artists from the demands of patrons, markets and public opinion.
Utilitarianism was one important current in nineteenth-century British thought, but Victorian philosophers were not collectively ‘the Utilitarians’. Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill argued that institutions should be judged by their consequences for human welfare, while Mill also developed a powerful defence of individual liberty.
In particular, the Utilitarians played a key role in advocating for political and social reforms in areas such as education, poverty relief, and the abolition of slavery. They believed that these changes would promote greater equality, social justice, and help to create a more harmonious and prosperous society.
However, these values can be complicated in the face of today’s societal structures and the rise of capitalism. Capitalism was an increasingly important economic system in mid-Victorian times. It was during this period that the Industrial Revolution was in full swing, and new technologies and innovations were transforming the way that goods were produced, distributed, and sold. This, in turn, was driving economic growth and prosperity, particularly in the urban areas of the country.
Many of the major industries of the time, such as cotton, iron, and steel production, were built on capitalist principles. Capitalism encouraged competition and innovation, as entrepreneurs sought to find new ways to produce goods more efficiently and to bring them to market more effectively.
However, capitalism also had its downsides, particularly for those at the bottom of the economic ladder. Workers in the factories and mills often worked long hours for low pay, and working conditions could be dangerous and unhealthy. There were few regulations in place to protect workers or to ensure that they received a fair wage.
As a result, there were growing concerns about the effects of unchecked capitalism, and there were calls for reform to address the worst excesses of the system. This led to the growth of trade unions and the emergence of a socialist movement, which sought to create a more equitable and just society.
While capitalism was an important driver of economic growth and prosperity in mid-Victorian times, it was also a controversial and divisive issue, with many people concerned about the impact of unbridled capitalism on the most vulnerable members of society.
However, many historians and social theorists have argued that capitalism has contributed to the rise of individualism. One influential thinker in this regard is Max Weber, a German sociologist and philosopher who lived in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Weber argued that the values of capitalism, such as the emphasis on efficiency, rational calculation, and profit, fostered a kind of individualism that was fundamentally different from traditional, pre-capitalist forms of social organisation. Other social theorists, such as Karl Marx and Émile Durkheim, also explored the relationship between capitalism and individualism, though they came to different conclusions.
In this context, individualism and freedom can be seen as somewhat illusory, because they are often constrained by economic and social structures. For example, many people may feel that they do not have the freedom to pursue their dreams or live the life they want because of financial constraints or societal expectations. Additionally, individualism can sometimes be used to justify selfish behaviour that harms others or perpetuates inequality.
That being said, individualism and freedom can still be important values, particularly in the context of challenging oppressive structures. For example, advocating for the right to free speech or protesting against unjust laws are both ways that individuals can exercise their autonomy and challenge oppressive structures.
Ultimately, the relationship between individualism, freedom, and capitalism is complex and multifaceted, and depends on various social, economic, and political factors. It is important to critically examine these concepts and their relationship to power and
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	Friedrich Nietzsche (15 October 1844 – 25 August 1900)

	Jeremy Bentham (15 February 1748 – 6 June 1832)
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