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       This is the crisis. At bottom we have no faith. We have lost our belief in capitalism and socialism, in the churches and scientific
            progress. Deep, deep down, we do not believe in any of these things any more. Despair of everything, at least of everything
            that the past has produced, has overtaken us.

      And unless we take the fact of this despair into account, all we may do, or write, or think, must come to nothing.

      It is a hard thought.

      Tosco Fyvel, The Malady and the Vision, 1940, p. 12
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      Preface and Acknowledgements

      In his recent memoirs, the historian Eric Hobsbawm remarked of the 1930s that ‘we lived in a time of crisis’. Nothing very
         surprising about that. But I recall a conversation with him a few years ago, shortly before starting the research for this
         book, when he told me that he could remember a day in Cambridge in early 1939 when he and some friends discussed their sudden
         realization that very soon they might all of them be dead. This did strike me as surprising, and it runs against the drift
         of the memoirs, in which he argued that communists were less infected by pessimism than everyone else because of their confidence
         in the future. It is also very different from my own memories of life in Cambridge thirty years later in the late 1960s where,
         despite labouring under the shadow of the bomb and the threat of war in Europe during the second Czech crisis, students did
         not contemplate early extinction but preferred to listen to Leonard Cohen in rooms made mellow by too much smoke and cheap
         wine.
      

      This book is an exploration of British society in the 1920s and 1930s while it wrestled sometimes fatalistically, sometimes
         with undisguised relish, with this idea of crisis. The result is, I hope, an unexpected and unusual window on to the social,
         cultural and intellectual world of inter-war Britain. In some small way it may explain why students in the secure Cambridge
         of the late 1930s could contemplate the death of civilization in a country whose political and social system had proved almost
         impervious to the savage violence and upheavals that scarred the history of the rest of Europe, and from which Hobsbawm himself
         was an exile. This was not just a time of crisis, but indeed a morbid age.
      

      During the writing of the book I have amassed a large pile of  intellectual and practical debts. I am very grateful to Monika Baar, Claudia Baldoli, Kate Fisher, Tim Rees, Richard Toye
         and Frances Wilson for reading parts of the manuscript and offering me sound advice. The following have been helpful in a
         variety of ways: Jeremy Black, Jane Caplan, Chris Clarke, Patricia Clavin, Claire Feehily, Lara Feigel, Eileen Gunn, Tom Hoy,
         Jonathan Moffatt, Martin Thomas, Andrew Thorpe, Alex Walsham. I owe a special debt of gratitude to Vyvyan and Piers Brendon,
         who were kind enough to put me up, often at a few days’ notice, for all my archive trips to Cambridge. I am grateful to the
         Penguin Group for permission to use the Allen Lane archive at Bristol University and to Jean Rose for permission to quote
         from the files of Jonathan Cape in the Reading University Special Collections. I would also like to thank Verity Andrews and
         Brian Ryder for help in locating material in the Cape collection and the Allen & Unwin papers. Eva Guggemos gave me assistance
         with the Lawrence and Wishart papers at Yale. I am glad to be able to thank Elizabeth al-Qadhi for allowing me to use the
         papers of her father, John Strachey. I am also grateful to Faber and Faber for permission to quote from the work of T. S.
         Eliot and W. H. Auden. I would like to thank the archivists and librarians in all the many places I have visited over the
         past two years while researching the book, but I would like in particular to acknowledge the staff at the LSE Archive for
         their unfailing courtesy and helpfulness. My new academic home at the University of Exeter has been a keen supporter of this
         project and I would like to record my thanks for the financial assistance which has made much of this research possible and
         for the helpfulness and advice of my colleagues. Simon Winder has been as ever an inestimable editor, and my agent Gill Coleridge
         a true friend and supporter, and I am conscious of the large debt I owe them both. My new editor in New York, Wendy Wolf,
         has rightly asked me to make the ‘Englishness’ of the text more accessible and has made it a better book as a result. A final
         thanks to my family for their persistent interest in and enthusiasm for what I do.
      

      Richard Overy
September 2008



   

      
      Note on Currency

      Throughout the text I have used the currency of the time in pounds, shillings and pence. The price of books or membership
         fees or the cost of running an organization is a necessary part of the narrative of communicating discourse. In the inter-war
         years an average worker might take home between £2 and £3 a week in wages. Journalists and writers might make £10 to £15 a
         week. The wealthier middle and upper-middle classes, if they also had inherited wealth, might have an annual income of anything
         over £1,000. To give a modern equivalent would be almost meaningless because of inflationary increases in purchasing power
         over the past seventy years, but these contemporary income figures give a sense of proportion. These sums should be kept in
         mind when considering what could be bought on the mass market or who could afford to go to congresses or summer schools or
         weekend conferences. A pamphlet costing 2d (2 pence) could be bought by all; a book for 25/- (25 shillings) could be bought
         only by wealthier customers, and would be read by a wider audience only in lending libraries, which multiplied in the inter-war
         years. Penguin Specials (price 6d) or Left Book Club choices (price 2/6 or 5/-) were both within the means of the working
         population, as was membership of most of the mass-based organizations such as the League of Nations Union, whose fees remained
         at 1/- per year throughout the period.
      

      One pound = 20 shillings = 240 pence

      One shilling = 12 pence


   

      
      Britain 1919–1939: A Chronological Introduction

      POLITICS

      British politics between 1919 and 1939 was dominated by the Conservative Party, which was in office for six years between
         1922 and 1929 and was the largest element both in the post-war coalition from 1919 to 1922 organized by Lloyd George and in
         the National Government set up in August 1931 by Ramsay MacDonald to cope with the economic depression and which lasted until
         1940. The other major pre-1914 party, the Liberal Party, declined in popular support and never formed a government again after
         the collapse of the Liberal administration in 1916. In its place came a new political force, the Labour Party, which held
         office briefly from January to November 1924 and from June 1929 until the formation of the National Government. The Labour
         Party was supported in the 1920s by a smaller socialist party, the Independent Labour Party.
      

      The National Government comprised a coalition of Conservatives, Labour members who supported MacDonald (who were known as
         National Labour)and Liberals who supported MacDonald (known as National Liberals). The opposition to the National Government
         was made up of Labour members of parliament who refused to accept MacDonald’s leadership, and the Independent Labour Party
         (and, from the 1935 general election, one Communist MP). The 1931 election returned 470 Conservatives out of 615 MPs and the
         1935 election 387 out of 615. The combined opposition to the National Government won 56 seats in 1931 and 171 in 1935. The
         National Government ended in May 1940 when Churchill became prime minister and formed a wartime coalition including the opposition
         Labour Party.
      

      GOVERNMENTS AND PRIME MINISTERS

      Coalition government January 1919 to October 1922

      Prime minister: David Lloyd George

      Conservative government October 1922 to January 1924

      Prime ministers: Arthur Bonar Law (October 1922 to May 1923)

      Stanley Baldwin (May 1923 to January 1924)

      Labour government January 1924 to November 1924

      Prime minister: Ramsay MacDonald

      Conservative government November 1924 to June 1929

      Prime minister: Stanley Baldwin

      Labour government June 1929 to August 1931

      Prime minister: Ramsay MacDonald

      National Government August 1931 to May 1940

      Prime ministers: Ramsay MacDonald (August 1931 to June 1935)

 Stanley Baldwin (June 1935 to May 1937)

 Neville Chamberlain (May
         1937 to May 1940)
      

      FOREIGN POLICY

      From the founding of the League of Nations in 1920, which Britain played an important part in constructing, British governments
         were formally committed to working within its framework to ensure that international crises were resolved through negotiation.
         In practice Britain played a more detached role during the 1920s and 1930s, and continued to conduct a foreign policy based
         on collaboration among the major powers. For much of the period Britain hoped to reintegrate defeated Germany back into the
         international system and was not unwilling to renegotiate aspects of the Versailles Treaty. British governments tended to
         distrust France and French ambitions in Europe and to collaborate with the United States, which had refused to join the League
         in 1920. Britain’s chief interests were to preserve the Empire and to maintain international peace and a stable international
         economy. By the 1930s none of these ambitions could be fully realized. The world economy went into crisis, the Empire became
         a source of  growing unrest (in India and Palestine in particular)and the search for international peace was challenged by the Japanese
         occupation of Manchuria in northern China in 1931, the Italian conquest of Ethiopia in 1935–6 and the rearmament of Germany
         which Hitler declared in 1935 and made explicit with the remilitarization of the Rhineland provinces in March 1936. The rise
         of Soviet power following implementation of the USSR’s Five-Year Plans for industrial development (and the large-scale rearmament
         programme that accompanied them) was also regarded by British leaders as a potentially dangerous development. British politicians
         continued to seek peaceful solutions to all these issues, but from 1934 onwards Britain began its own rearmament, accelerated
         in 1936 when Neville Chamberlain, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, introduced a four-year programme of military expansion,
         and again in 1938 in response to German expansion in Austria and Czechoslovakia. From 1937 Chamberlain tried to find a way
         to achieve what he called a ‘Grand Settlement’ of world affairs through co-operation, but this strategy, more generally termed
         ‘appeasement’, failed to prevent further crisis and led to the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia through the Munich Agreement
         of September 1938. By 1939 Britain faced the paradoxical prospect of having to use war as a means to restore a peaceable international
         political and economic order.
      


FOREIGN POLICY: KEY DATES

      


         
            	June 1919
            	Signature of the Versailles Treaty.
         

         
            	January 1920
            	League of Nations begins its operations.
         

         
            	February 1922
            	Washington Naval Treaty for naval disarmament.
         

         
            	December 1925
            	Locarno Treaty between Germany, Britain, France, Italy and Belgium confirms Versailles frontiers in western Europe.
         

         
            	September 1926
            	Britain supports German membership of League of Nations.
         

         
            	August 1928
            	Kellogg–Briand Pact of Paris outlawing war as an instrument of policy.
         

         
            	 September 1931
            	Japanese Kwantung Army seizes control of Manchuria.
         

         
            	February 1932
            	Disarmament Conference convenes at Geneva.
         

         
            	January 1933
            	Hitler becomes German chancellor.
         

         
            	June 1933
            	World Economic Conference in London.
         

         
            	October 1933
            	Germany withdraws from League and from Disarmament Conference.
         

         
            	February 1935
            	Government of India Act gives Indians limited autonomy.
         

         
            	March 1935
            	Hitler announces German rearmament.
         

         
            	October 1935
            	Italy invades Ethiopia.
         

         
            	March 1936
            	Germany remilitarizes the Rhineland.
         

         
            	July 1936
            	Outbreak of Spanish Civil War.
         

         
            	April 1937
            	German and Italian planes bomb Guernica.
         

         
            	March 1938
            	Germany occupies Austria.
         

         
            	September 1938
            	Chamberlain flies three times to Germany to try to reach agreement over the Czech crisis; Munich Agreement gives Czech Sudeten
               areas to Germany.
            
         

         
            	February 1939
            	Chamberlain pledges military support for France.
         

         
            	March 1939
            	German forces occupy Czech areas; Chamberlain guarantees Polish sovereignty.
         

         
            	April 1939
            	Britain reintroduces conscription.
         

         
            	August 1939
            	Britain signs Anglo-Polish Treaty.
         

         
            	September 1939
            	Britain declares war on Germany, as does France.
         

      

      ECONOMY

      The British economy was the largest trading economy in the world in 1914 and the third largest manufacturing economy. Britain
         was also enormously wealthy and supplied a large part of world investment and credit. In the inter-war years Britain’s position
         declined relatively as other countries expanded trade and industrial output. British trade  failed to return to the pre-1914 levels and foreign investment was directed more to the Empire while in the 1920s American
         loans became the important engine of world economic growth. Britain’s major industries (cotton, shipbuilding, coal, iron and
         steel)suffered heavily in the 1920s and 1930s resulting in long-term unemployment in particular regions of the country. There
         was a shift away from exports as the major element in economic growth towards the home market. Falling food and material prices
         in the 1920s and 1930s meant cheaper imports and rising living standards for those with a job. This in turn fuelled rising
         demand for new consumer goods such as cars and radios, which became the new industrial leaders. In 1932, in response to the
         collapse of the world market after the Wall Street Crash of October 1929, Britain switched from a policy of free trade to
         one of protection. The Imperial Preference scheme gave guaranteed markets to Empire producers of food and raw materials and
         gave Britain guaranteed markets for exports. The change meant that Britain suffered less than other economies during the 1930s
         and for those with jobs there were rising living standards for much of the decade. In the 1930s the government came to play
         a fuller part in sustaining economic revival, particularly through large house-building programmes. From 1936 onwards the
         economy began to grow in response to a rearmament boom which created new jobs even in the depressed regions, though at the
         same time it put pressure on the balance of payments and increased state debt.
      

THE INTER-WAR BUSINESS CYCLE
      

         
         
            	1920–21:
            	post-war recession.
         

         
            	1922–6:
            	period of relative stagnation.
         

         
            	1926:
            	short economic downturn.
         

         
            	1927–9:
            	short period of boom.
         

         
            	1929–32:
            	major recession, known in Britain as the ‘Great Slump’.
         

         
            	1932–7:
            	slow economic revival.
         

         
            	1937:
            	brief recession followed by armaments boom.
         

      




      
      Introduction:
 Cassandras and Jeremiahs

      
          RECORDING ANGEL: The picture you present of Earth is exceedingly depressing. Man’s great achievement of civilisation, with its elaborate material
               equipment and its network of social institutions and activities, is in peril of early and complete destruction by the failure
               of man to overcome the ravages of war and waste which the Adversary has contrived against the purpose of the Highest. Do I
               present the situation correctly?

         MESSENGER: Alas, sir, you do.

         J. A. Hobson, 19321

      

      For some years now there has existed a popular belief that the Western world faces a profound crisis. Whether the doom-mongers
         predict terminal decline or just a radical transformation, they have helped to generate a language of anxiety and sentiments
         of uncertainty. The very titles betray morbid fears: Suicide of the West, The End of Order, Dark Age Ahead and perhaps the best known of all, Patrick Buchanan’s The Death of the West.2 The fact that the Western world has never been richer, more secure or more heavily armed in its history is taken not as a
         sign that ‘decline’ is at best a misuse of the term, at worst a historical absurdity in the early years of the twenty-first
         century, but as evidence of a disconcerting vulnerability in the face of malign forces, both of nature and of man, for which
         the West actually bears a good deal of the responsibility. How often in the last few years has the ‘defence of our way of
         life’ or ‘the defence of democracy’ been mobilized as an argument, as if they really were endangered from within or without.
         This sense of crisis has been shaped and enlarged  by the concepts, metaphors and language exploited to describe it, and not because of the intrinsic nature of the historical
         reality the West confronts. What is said develops a reality of its own.
      

      The theme of this book deals with an earlier age in which a strong presentiment of impending disaster also touched many areas
         of public discourse. The subject-matter is the idea of ‘civilization in crisis’ in Britain in the years between the two world
         wars, a period famous for its population of Cassandras and Jeremiahs who helped to construct the popular image of the inter-war
         years as an age of anxiety, doubt or fear. It is true that the inter-war years differed from the current malaise in the sense
         that many of the issues confronted by the West were neither phantoms nor extrapolated fantasies but the fruit of real historical
         dramas. Yet here too the idea of Western civilization in peril, repeated endlessly as ‘our way of life’ is today, was persistent
         and widespread even during periods of relative stability or in the face of evidence to the contrary. The convention has been
         to see these fears as a product of the dark 1930s, but they were evident in the 1920s too, and their roots lay before the
         First World War, an event which threw the whole culture of crisis into sharp relief; they flourished long before the slump
         and the shadow of Hitler gave them more plausible substance. ‘The Twenties were post-war,’ wrote the Hull poet Hubert Nicholson
         in 1941, reflecting on twenty years in war’s shadow, ‘The Thirties were pre-war.’3 In the inter-war years fear of decline or collapse was elaborated in Britain in ways that often defied historical reality.
         The arguments used to explain crisis appear with the passage of time fanciful or exotic or plain wrong – though it is interesting
         to be reminded that these fears date back only the span of a single life-time – but they must be understood in their context.
         No generation has a monopoly of certainty, ours no more than our grandparents’. The thesis of civilization in danger won a
         broad popular audience in inter-war Britain receptive to anxiety as one of the defining features of contemporary culture,
         cohabiting uneasily with the glittering promise of mass consumption and a narcotic hedonism, which for the lucky minority
         was real enough.
      

      It has often been argued that the pessimists were marginal intellectuals, unwilling to adjust to the post-1918 social reality,
         or expressionist artists and writers obsessed with decadence or a self-conscious  nihilism: people who should not be taken altogether seriously as harbingers of doom, however much they have attracted the
         attention of historians and literary critics. The historian Martin Pugh deliberately titled his recent social history of the
         inter-war years ‘We Danced All Night’ to counter what he sees as the prevailing pessimistic orthodoxy.4 It is obviously true that other discourses existed, pointing to a brighter progressive future, but even they could be assailed
         in the inter-war years by doubts and uncertainties. Pessimism was highly contagious. One of the champions of planning as the
         path to an orderly economy and a rational society, the financial expert Sir Basil Blackett, writing about the ‘world collapse
         of civilisation’ in 1932, added the following caveat: ‘We are apt to regard such statements as pleasantly scarifying, pardonable
         exaggerations in the mouths of those who are trying to spur us to action against the very real ills of the times, but not
         meant quite seriously. The threat is serious. Chaos will overtake us.’5 It is striking that the language of menacing catastrophe surfaces in most areas of public debate and discussion and is not
         simply a literary trope. Dismay was a mainstream concern, specific to neither class nor region, and even if ‘civilization
         in crisis’ became a populist cliché of the inter-war years, the different ways in which it was explained derived from serious
         scientific, medical, economic and cultural descriptions of the present and were not simply rhetoric. The phenomenon was neither
         evidently reactionary nor exclusively avant-garde. For the generation living after the end of the First World War the prospect
         of imminent crisis, a new Dark Age, became a habitual way of looking at the world. It is a narrative that historians have
         in general neglected. Why and how these collective anxieties were constructed, and with what results for British society,
         is the theme of this book.
      

      A significant aspect of the explanation, particularly in light of the conventional view that frightened anti-modernists or
         self-indulgent artists were to blame for the mood of gloom, is to recognize that the human and natural sciences had an important
         part to play in generating anxiety once scientific discoveries had filtered into a public arena with a large appetite for
         popular science. There existed a wide expectation that science could supply the truths that politics could not, though science
         was then, as today, only true for the time being. It is  argued in much of what follows that science, despite its assumed role as the voice of material reason, played a key part,
         though not usually deliberately, in creating the morbid culture that inhabited the Western world view in the 1920s and 1930s.
         ‘Every discovery in pure science is potentially subversive,’ announces the Regional World Controller in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, written in 1932. ‘Even science must sometimes be treated as a possible enemy. Yes, even science.’6

      Scientific modernity was indeed never a history of unalloyed progress; science provoked profound ambiguity and was popularly
         understood to do so. When Bertrand Russell wrote a short and polemical pamphlet on Icarus: Or the Future of Science in 1925, one reviewer described it as ‘utter pessimism’.7 There were solid reasons for this reaction. Physicists exploded the balanced Newtonian universe; biologists exposed the power
         of genetic inheritance and the possibility of degeneration; psychologists suggested that rational modern man was a chaos of
         instincts and urges within; chemists and engineers promised a new material environment, but also produced modern weapons of
         terrible destructive power; social science argued that the existing capitalist social system was corrupt and insupportable.
         These ambiguities are explored here in separate chapters on economics, race, psychoanalysis and the causes of war. The language
         used for much of this discourse was explicitly morbid, partly because a good deal of it was fuelled by the human sciences,
         through which the vocabulary of disease, physical decline or mental instability could be applied metaphorically to the wider
         world of politics and social development. The Western view of the world between the wars was essentially diagnostic: searching
         for the symptoms that indicated disease and fearful lest they should prove fatal.
      

      The medicalization of much of the language of crisis suggested the possibility of cure. There could be no uniform remedy since
         there were so many different elements to the crisis. Even on the issue of war as a disease of the modern age there was no
         unanimity about the necessary prophylactic steps to take. Instead there developed a search for patent remedies – utopian politics
         of right or left, moral and religious revival, a planned economy, world government, eugenic engineering. Many of these remedies
         promised simply a dead end, since the cure seemed no better, and in some cases considerably  worse, than the illness. ‘We diagnosed the disease and its causes with microscopic exactness,’ complains the purged communist
         in Arthur Koestler’s second novel, Darkness at Noon, published in 1940, ‘but whenever we applied the healing knife a new sore appeared.’8 It was this manifest paradox, one of the many ambiguities thrown up by modernity, which gave these morbid discourses their
         pessimistic character: increasingly in the years immediately before the outbreak of the European war in 1939 it seemed that
         there was no escape from the dilemmas posed by the modern age. War came to be regarded simultaneously as the likely cause
         of the death of civilization but also a possible way to purge the old age and to start again. Three final chapters deal with
         the ultimately fruitless efforts of pacifism and political radicalism to confront the impending disaster of war. The argument
         developed in what follows suggests that the consciousness of fin-de-siècle in Britain before 1939 was more widely communicated
         and understood than it was before 1914; this awareness can be seen as a central element in explaining British readiness in
         the end to engage in a war in 1939 in which it was generally believed civilization would be either saved or lost.
      

      It is never enough, however, simply to describe what is said. Ideas do not operate in a social vacuum. Much of what follows
         explores the many ways in which ideas were communicated and how extensively, socially and geographically. The discourse did
         not remain the preserve of an isolated cultured elite but flourished in the first real age of mass communication. Hence the
         emphasis here on mechanisms of dissemination – mass publishing, translation (into and out of English), public meetings, demonstrations,
         letters of protest, radio broadcasts, reading circles, print runs and book sales – in order to demonstrate that the core perceptions
         of crisis were not confined to the political fringes or the ivory tower. Most ordinary people did not, of course, spend all
         their time contemplating crisis, any more than today’s war on terror or the threat of global warming has diverted Western
         populations from the more pleasurable and mundane aspects of daily life. But in each case an intrusive knowledge of crisis
         (though not necessarily understanding of its causes) can be shown to have existed at the level of both public debate and private
         fear. Indeed, the revolution in the mass media in the early part of the twentieth century, together  with a marked increase in levels of literacy and educational achievement and spreading habits of self-improvement and voluntary
         lobbying, made it possible for the public concerns of politicians, academics, doctors, scientists, or soldiers, to become
         common property. The development of a special language for communicating those concerns – evident today in the ubiquitous
         and extravagant use of terms such as ‘terror’ and ‘security’, evident then in the repetition of terms such as ‘decay’, ‘menace’,
         ‘disease’, ‘barbarism’ – invaded the frontier between public and private and became embedded in a common, if temporary, culture.
      

      The focus of this book is the British experience. There are a number of reasons for this. In the first place the archival
         sources for a history of contemporary mentality are too large and eclectic to be able to do justice to a pan-European or American
         history without distorting the very different national contexts in which these mentalities evolved. The sources used to construct
         a narrative of discourse and its dissemination in Britain are diverse and substantial enough. They can also be frustratingly
         diffuse, with few clear lines of demarcation. Dissecting mentalities is a little like cutting mist with a knife. The sources
         chiefly comprise private correspondence, diaries or lecture notes, the papers of public voluntary bodies, specialized institutes
         and mass movements, and the voluminous quantity of books, pamphlets, journals and other literature available at the time,
         which can still be found today lining the shelves of Oxfam bookshops. These sources have been chosen deliberately to differentiate
         the construction of public discourse from the more conventional narratives of political activity, social reform and diplomacy,
         for which there are already many excellent guides. There is little, for example, on the course of British foreign policy in
         the 1930s, or on the strategies for economic recovery, or on political conflict. These matter here only to the extent that
         they contributed to the idea-world which gave shape to the ‘crisis of civilization’. I have tried wherever possible to go
         back to look at the original diary or correspondence or book draft, even where a published version exists. In many cases the
         original betrays some interesting changes of language; in draft lecture notes the lecturer often leaves behind intellectual
         doodles which give sometimes opaque clues to their state of mind. (What, for example, should one make of the anthropologist
          and pacifist Bronislaw Malinowski’s scribbled ‘good whores, good wars, bad whores, bad wars’ on the edge of a lecture on the
         futility of modern conflict?)9 I have also relied a good deal on private correspondence where again correspondents tended to talk more candidly about their
         fears and aspirations. What might be called ‘networks of anxiety’ played an important part in sustaining the belief that the
         Western world was doomed.
      

      A second reason for choosing Britain in the inter-war years is the widespread contemporary belief that, together with the
         Empire, Britain was the hub of the Western world (the British elite certainly considered it to be so) in much the way that
         America is regarded, and regards itself, today. The perception of crisis in Britain reflected real concerns about a ‘civilization’
         that Britain had done a good deal to construct in the first place. Yet this is in no sense an insular history, but a history
         of ideas and attitudes generated in Britain but then rapidly and widely disseminated in America and Europe. The things that
         mattered in Britain mattered internationally. A rich flow also went the other way. The sense of morbid decline and the longing
         for renewal reflected European anxieties; refugees from Bolshevism or from fascism brought a new dimension to public political
         debate in Britain. Most of those writers, scientists and philosophers who shaped the discourses of doom travelled regularly
         in Europe and across the Atlantic, where they came face-to-face with other perceptions of crisis. Thousands of British volunteers
         took part in the war in Spain, on both sides. Yet what makes the British case paradoxically different from the rest of Europe
         is the absence of serious threat or profound discontinuities. Britain was not invaded or occupied during the Great War; its
         economy survived far better than the other major states in the inter-war years; there was no real prospect of social revolution;
         no one was tortured or murdered by the state’s secret police. Above all, open debate was possible where it was closed off
         in much of Europe by the 1930s. The idea of Western civilization in crisis was thus in many respects a second-hand experience,
         however powerfully expressed and deeply felt. The crisis of civilization appeared real enough because that was how the issues
         of the contemporary world were described and communicated to those of the public who cared to listen.
      

   
      
      1

      Decline and Fall

      
          It is a fact so familiar that we seldom remember how very strange it is, that the commonest phrases we hear used about civilization
               at the present time all relate to the possibility, or even the prospect, of its being destroyed. G. N. Clark, 19321

      

      On 3 February 1922, at precisely 5.45 p.m., the distinguished missionary Albert Schweitzer began the first of a series of
         lectures at Mansfield College in Oxford. The Council of this recently founded non-conformist college had resolved the year
         before to invite Schweitzer to give the Dale lectures, named after one of the prominent founders.2 He was by then a well-known figure in Europe, though less so in England. Having begun a career at a very young age in his
         native Alsace as a churchman and organist of prodigious talent, he had abandoned easy fame, trained as a doctor and set out
         for French Equatorial Africa in 1913 as a missionary-healer. He was incarcerated as an enemy alien by the French authorities
         during the war and spent a difficult year in a succession of filthy and poorly supervised prison camps. He settled in Strasbourg
         after the war, and divided his time between Europe and his hospital in Africa. He was, according to contemporary accounts,
         a man of exceptional physical presence, tough and strong. ‘Brown haired, blue-eyed, with a pleasantly “rounded” voice, and
         a quiet sense of humour,’ wrote one British admirer, ‘he has none of those Germanic characteristics which we think of in their
         extreme form as Prussian.’3 When Schweitzer arrived in Oxford, hot from a lecture tour in Sweden, as the guest of the principal of Mansfield College,
         he was so worried about his German  background that he refused to speak German and translated into English all the German titles he had chosen for a series of
         organ recitals in Oxford and, later, in Westminster Abbey.4 He careered dangerously around Oxford on a borrowed bicycle, and rumour had it that a whole fish sent to his room for supper
         was consumed entire down to the last bone. He charmed his college hosts, though he told a German friend a few weeks later
         that for a trip like this ‘one needs iron nerves’.5

      Schweitzer’s chosen subject was a large one. The title of his lecture course, published in the Oxford University Gazette in French, was ‘The Struggle for the Ethical View of the World and of Life in European Philosophy’.6 He wrote the lectures out in German and then delivered them, without notes, in an audible and slow Alsatian French. By 1923
         Schweitzer had turned them into book form and they appeared first in Munich. The two volumes were translated, with the help
         of one of the college fellows and a grant of £25 from the Dale Fund, and published at the end of the same year with the less
         long-winded title ‘The Decay and Restoration of Civilization’.7 On the opening page Schweitzer warned his readers: ‘We are living to-day under the sign of the collapse of civilization’;
         and two pages on: ‘It is clear now to everyone that the suicide of civilization is in progress.’ The crisis was the crisis
         of all civilizations, Schweitzer thought. Western civilization had not yet been swept aside by the ‘destructive pressure’
         that had destroyed its predecessors, but it tottered on rubble: ‘the next landslide will very likely carry it away’. The crisis,
         he claimed, had begun before the war and had its root cause in a failure of spirit. These reflections, he explained in his
         preface, had matured far away from the degenerate world they described, ‘ripened in the stillness of the primeval forest of
         Equatorial Africa’.8

      Schweitzer was certainly right to argue that a sense of impending crisis was not just a reaction to the events of the Great
         War, for voices prophesying doom could be found long before 1914. But he failed perhaps to grasp just how profound the impact
         of the war had been on the European society he addressed from his lectern in Oxford. For a great many educated Europeans the
         war represented a clear fracture with pre-war expectations of relentless advance. The publication in London of Schweitzer’s
         book with its tendentious title coincided with a wave of post-war anxiety in Britain about the apparent impossibility  of reconciling a barbarous and senseless conflict with the conviction that Europe before the war had represented a high point
         in the development of human history. The novelist H. G. Wells, for example, often regarded as a prophet of doom before 1914
         on account of the apocalyptic nature of his popular science fiction – The War in the Air and The War of the Worlds were the best known – insisted after the war was ended that it was something he had neither expected nor wanted. ‘I was taken
         by surprise by it,’ wrote Wells in 1927 in an introduction to one of the many books of its kind, J. M. Kenworthy’s Will Civilisation Crash?.9 In his own survey of civilization’s prospects, published six years earlier under the title The Salvaging of Civilisation, Wells painted a picture that became familiar in the inter-war years of a rosy belle époque before the war when the ‘easy
         general forward movement of human affairs’ suggested ‘a necessary and invincible progress’. The ‘spectacular catastrophe’
         of the war ended that comfortable illusion. ‘Has the cycle of prosperity and progress closed?’ asked Wells, who wondered whether
         the crash of the ancient world would not now be repeated in the modern.10

      The juxtaposition of illusions of pre-war progress with post-war disaster requires little historical explanation, even if
         it bore scant reality for those who benefited least from the pre-war social and political order. The contrast became a literary
         trope which survived even the experience of a second war. Reflecting in the 1960s on the world he had grown up in before 1914,
         the historian Arnold Toynbee explained a cast of mind that was rudely shattered by the reality of the war:
      


      It was taken for granted by almost all Westerners – and by many non-Westerners too, including some who did not like the apparent
         prospect – that the Western civilization had come to stay. Pre-1914 Westerners, and pre-1914 British Westerners above all,
         felt that they were not as other men were or ever had been… Other civilizations had risen and fallen, had come and gone, but
         Westerners did not doubt that their own civilization was invulnerable.11



      Even critics of European imperialism and class divisions could be seduced into believing that there was more promise in the
         pre-war world than in the new. The writer Leonard Woolf, who had been employed in the imperial civil service in Ceylon (Sri
         Lanka) before the war, observed in 1939, on the eve of a new conflict, that no one who  had regularly read a newspaper in the years 1900 to 1914 could fail to be struck by the contrast with the barbarities that
         daily populated every newsreel and radio report about the 1930s. ‘In those days,’ Woolf wrote, ‘there was an ordered way of life, a law, a temple and a city – a civilization of sorts.’ It was, he continued, a system based on class
         privilege (a minority of fortunate ‘gentlefolk’, recalled Toynbee) and colonial exploitation, but it was nonetheless ‘a progressing
         and expanding civilization’.12 Then came the war and the end of civilized life. By the end of the war, Woolf argued, ‘hatred, fear and self-preservation’
         were the dominant elements of social psychology.13

      The rupture with the past was evident with the return of peace and the homecoming of millions of survivors scarred physically
         and psychologically by the conflict. On the day of the Armistice the poet Siegfried Sassoon jotted in his diary: ‘It is a
         loathsome ending to the loathsome tragedy of the last four years.’14 Sassoon remained a psychiatric casualty for years after the end of the war. In a letter to the art critic Geoffrey Keynes
         in 1938 he described catching a butterfly, a Camberwell Beauty, before the war: ‘What a peaceful world it was! And what a
         bullying, barbarian world it is now!’15 The futurist artist and writer Wyndham Lewis later recalled his sense on returning from the Western Front that ‘a state of
         emergency came to mean for me, as for most soldiers, a permanent thing’. In such circumstances, Lewis continued, ‘values change’;
         ‘Everything now, almost, since the war seems a matter of life or death.’16 In official circles there were fears that the returning soldiers would bring back with them the brutality and heartlessness
         of the trenches, though much of the social violence of the early post-war years seems to have been provoked by civilians not
         ex-soldiers, who displayed no great desire to continue doing the atrocious things they had been ordered to do in battle.17 The generation that experienced and fought the war was described often enough as a ‘lost generation’ to encourage a self-conscious
         sense of differentness. The author Henry Williamson, for example, wrote searingly realistic portraits of life at the front,
         which he experienced for four years, but he was not certain that anyone who had not been there could understand what he wrote
         or the deep mood of ‘melancholy and sadness’ which he felt dominated his ‘psychic makeup’.18 After the war was over, Williamson wrote in 1928, ‘the mental war became  acute, the war against the righteous and bellicose attitudes of elderly men and women who had remained at home… The years
         1919 and 1920… were lived in a No-Man’s-Land more bitter than that patrolled and crossed during the preceding years.’19 After an argument in 1929 with his father, who called him a traitor for suggesting that a sense of duty to fellow man should
         not stop at the Straits of Dover, Williamson wrote the following passage: ‘so I returned to my comrades in the scarred and
         rotting country of the Somme, for I am dead with them, and they live with me again’.20

      The nihilism and pathos of those of the war generation who articulated their sense of loss or arrested hopes is well known.
         During the 1920s alongside Williamson there was the French writer Henri Barbusse, whose undisguised account of trench life
         Le Feu, written during the war, was translated into English in 1917 and published in the popular Everyman’s Library in 1926 as Under Fire: The Story of a Squad (‘It is said to be one long cry of pain,’ wrote Williamson).21 There was also Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, published in 1928 in English (Williamson thought the battle scenes this time ‘read as fakes’). It was reviewed in the Cambridge Review by the Cambridge scholar G. Lowes Dickinson, who noted Remarque’s haunting complaint in the mouth of his story’s anti-hero,
         ‘Our knowledge of life is limited to death.’ This was, Lowes Dickinson thought, a book that told the truth about those who
         had gone through it.22 But the generation that grew into manhood after the war also came to see itself as separated by a gulf from the pre-war world,
         ‘a bewildered generation’ in the words of the philosopher Cyril Joad. In a review of John Beevers’s World Without Faith, published in 1935 when Beevers was in his early twenties, Joad summarized the argument in the book that ‘the contemporary
         generation has confidence neither in the universe nor in itself, there is no purpose it seems at the heart of things’, neither
         sanity nor freedom.23 In 1929 the Oxford scholar Gilbert Murray published The Ordeal of this Generation, based on a series of lectures given the previous year, which sought to acknowledge that those growing up in the Britain
         of the 1920s, overshadowed by the war and the breakdown of civilized life, were faced not with the pre-war ‘Cosmos’ but with
         ‘Chaos’.24

      The role of artists and intellectuals in embedding the idea of rupture  can certainly be exaggerated (not least because in artistic terms some of the rupture with conventional culture had already
         become manifest before 1914). Williamson was aware that he spoke to and for the soldiers of the war, but he also found that
         among veterans whom he knew a book like Under Fire was considered ‘overburdened and morbid’; they were, he complained, ‘like the man who told me he enjoyed every moment of
         the War’.25 A more striking example is the fate of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, written in 1920, whose memorable lines ‘What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow/ Out of this stony rubbish?’
         and the reply ‘You cannot say, or guess, for you know only/ A heap of broken images’, has often been taken to symbolize barren
         disillusionment with the post-war world and the terrible sense of loss. Yet no one at the time was willing to publish it until
         Leonard and Virginia Woolf (who set the type herself) brought out a private edition of 460 in 1923, which sold 360 that year
         and was out of print by the spring of 1925. ‘The Literary Establishment’, wrote Leonard Woolf many years later, ‘continued
         to think The Waste Land absurd’, although he recalled that it had had ‘an immediate success with the young’.26 Woolf, too, was not immune from popular criticism of the exclusive world the literary set inhabited. After reading the new
         edition of Woolf’s After the Deluge, written in 1931, in which he wrestled with the problem of explaining the deeper causes of the world war, a reader from Tynemouth
         sent him the following complaint: ‘What a conglomeration of muddled thinking you have inflicted on an unsuspecting public…
         How the “matrix” of Bloomsbury thinking has moulded your judgement and warped your outlook.’27

      There is a rich vein of historical writing that has already explored the many issues of memory and mourning after the Great
         War and the contours of the artistic and intellectual response that marked the culture of the 1920s, and it is not the purpose
         of this book to repeat it.28 The subject here is the specific case of the crisis of civilization described by Schweitzer to his Oxford audience, or more
         properly the wide belief that such a state of crisis existed. The fear that civilization was under threat was a promiscuous
         and enduring hallmark of the two decades that separated the first great war from the second, but its causes, dynamic development
         and significance have seldom been given the historical weight they deserve. The degree or intensity of popular  belief in crisis altered with changing historical circumstances – more marked, for example, in the early 1920s and during
         the economic slump and in the years immediately before the outbreak of war in 1939 – but the ideas and arguments that contributed
         to the construction of ‘crisis’ and gave it its wide explanatory power and social impact are to be found across the whole
         inter-war period and not just in the 1930s. Indeed, it is the contention of this book that there were few areas of intellectual
         endeavour, artistic, literary, scientific, philosophical, that were not affected in some form or other by the prevailing paradigms
         of impending decline and collapse. The sense of crisis was not specific to any one generation, though more pronounced perhaps
         among the young, nor was it confined to one political or social outlook, a point that is too easily overlooked. No doubt the
         idea of a civilization in dissolution was happily sustained by some artists and intellectuals as a trademark of the new age
         of disconcerting cultural production which they provoked and nourished, but it was not only the prerogative of the intellectual
         and artistic networks of inter-war Britain, or of the more exclusive Bloomsbury set. The idea of crisis, wrote the Oxford
         historian George Clark, whose epigraph prefaces this chapter, was also the property of the ‘ordinary man’ thanks to a popular
         press that promoted remorselessly, in his view, the ‘most universal and comprehensive menace’ of all, ‘a collapse, an extinction
         of our civilization’.29

      The preoccupation with civilization can be demonstrated a number of ways. That it was a private fear and not just a shared
         public discourse is evident from the many diary entries or letters that invoked it. The novelist E. M. Forster, writing to
         Leonard Woolf in March 1936 after a dangerous illness, thought how odd it was to be nursed ‘with so much kindness and sense’,
         only to return recuperated to ‘a civilisation which has neither kindness nor sense’. The following year, in a letter to Elizabeth
         Trevelyan, he remarked how little he felt his death would matter: ‘yet instead,’ he continued, ‘one gets this terrific general
         fear about the death of civilisation’.30 His close friend at King’s College, Cambridge, Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, observed in his private journal in 1922 that
         as civilization crumbled he felt ‘puzzled, broken, shut out… a strange, fatuous end of meaningless life’. In almost his last
         entry before the prostate operation that cost him his life  in 1932, he worried that ‘a breakdown in the existing order’ might mean for him and his dependants ‘actual starvation’.31 William Inge, Dean of St Paul’s and a public figure with a reputation for speaking his mind, confided to his diary in September
         1931: ‘I cannot help wishing that my life had ended before seeing these terrible misfortunes’; and, in 1937: ‘Civilisation
         was being overloaded, too complicated, too artificial’; and finally, in his summary for 1939: ‘I shall be really glad when
         my call comes to leave this mad world.’32 What is striking about all these entries – and there are many more – is the morbid connection made between the death or debilitation
         of civilization and the death or psychological decline of the observer. The crisis of civilization was also something experienced
         as the crisis of individual mortality.
      

      In the public sphere the sense of crisis can be conveyed most easily by tracing its path through the lecture series of voluntary
         societies and public bodies, or, like Schweitzer’s guest lectures in Oxford, through the subjects that prominent public figures
         chose to talk about. Again, there are many examples. The lecture programmes of the Hampstead Ethical Institute, which advertised
         regular weekly public lectures on contemporary issues and thinkers, show clearly the break between the pre-war and post-war
         worlds. Pre-war there were travel talks, talks on literature and philosophy (‘Nietzsche’s Superman’ in 1911, ‘Bergson’s View
         of Life’ in 1913) and occasional reflections on civilization – ‘Civilisation and Self-Control’ in 1911, and two years later
         ‘A Perfect World – Could We Endure It?’. But from 1919 the topics were remorselessly anxious: ‘The Moral Interregnum’; ‘The
         Dying Creeds’; ‘The Revolt of Youth’; ‘The Smoke of our Burning’; ‘Ideals in Conflict’ (all in 1919). In 1920 ‘The Policy
         of Violence and Terrorism’, ‘Class War and Social Peace’ and in 1921 and 1922 a conspicuous sense of crisis: ‘Can Civilisation
         be Saved?’; ‘The Tragedy of Human Existence’; ‘Light Against Death’; ‘Short Cuts to the Millennium’; and ‘The Decay of Moral
         Culture’.33 A second case is the Fabian Society, the socialist think-tank and research group set up in the 1880s, which ran annual series
         of lectures and summer schools throughout the inter-war years, many of which addressed the issue of civilization in crisis.
         In 1923 the society ran lectures at the Kingsway Hall in central London under the title ‘Is Civilisation Decaying?’, in 1928
         ‘Western Civilisation: Whither Is It Going?’ (changed from the initial title ‘The Alleged  Decline in Western Civilisation’) which had record attendances. In 1930 a series with the ambiguous title ‘The Endless Quest’,
         which included the philosopher Bertrand Russell on ‘Democracy and Civilisation’; in 1931 ‘Capitalism in Dissolution. What
         Next?’. In 1934 the lectures were moved to the Friends’ Meeting House in London’s Euston Road. The first series, under the
         title ‘Liberty or Tyranny?’, included suggested topics on ‘The Revolt Against Reason’ and ‘The Nightmare of the Future’ (though
         the last of these was not approved). In 1937 discussion in the Executive Committee produced three suggestions for lecture
         series from one of the founders of the society, Sidney Webb: ‘Whither Britain?’, ‘Is Britain Drifting Towards Catastrophe?’,
         and ‘What Can Britain Do to Be Saved?’. In the discussions the following year, when the international crisis certainly compelled
         a more pessimistic outlook, the suggested topics reflected the current mood – ‘This Revolting (or Restless) World’, ‘Collapse
         of Western Democracy’ and ‘The New Dark Age’.34
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Two pamphlets on the crisis of Western civilization written and privately published by Albert E. Page in 1935 and 1937. Fears
            for the future became embedded in the culture of the 1930s. Page blamed the crisis on the decline of religion.
         

      

       The commonest form of discourse was the printed word. Hundreds of books and articles, published lectures, magazine entries
         and pamphlets addressed the survival of civilization either directly or more obliquely through fragments of the perceived
         crisis. A simple list would scarcely suffice. Books and articles began as the war ended and ran on to the outbreak of the
         second war and beyond. H. G. Wells’s The Salvaging of Civilisation, published in 1921, has already been mentioned, but he continued to write jeremiads down to the Second World War, when his
         The Fate of Homo Sapiens saw Wells despair of a species sailing stupidly along the ‘stream of fate to degradation, suffering and death’.35 In 1922 the American journalist Lothrop Stoddard, obsessed with the crisis of the white races, published The Revolt against Civilization, which went through four impressions in London in a year. The sub-title, The Menace of the Under-Man – a parody on the Nietzschean concept of the ‘over-man’ (Übermensch) – revealed Stoddard’s principal thesis that civilization (‘a recent and a fragile thing’) was in mortal danger from the
         rise of a biologically inferior and barbarous underclass. The more sophisticated the civilization, Stoddard continued, ‘the
         graver the liability to irreparable disaster’.36 This was also the central argument of a short book by the Oxford philosopher Ferdinand Schiller published two years later
         under the title Tantalus or The Future of Man. It appeared in a new series of popular pocket books on contemporary issues produced by the publisher Kegan Paul under the
         general title ‘Today and Tomorrow’. Priced at 2/6d, the books were designed, according to the publishers, to revive a traditional
         form of literature, ‘the Pamphlet’, which they claimed had been in disuse for 200 years; they were aimed at a popular market
         for material on ‘the future trend of Civilization’.37 Schiller’s book was a pessimistic survey of human folly. History demonstrated, according to Schiller, that human beings had
         never learned to be happy. Like Tantalus, doomed according to classical legend never to satisfy his appetites for having presumed
         to dine with the gods, modern mankind was fated to pursue the fruits of modern civilization only to find instead of satisfaction
         a putrefying decadence. The Great War and the Russian Revolution showed, Schiller thought, that modern civilization was not
         even skin-deep: ‘it does not go deeper than the clothes’.38 Schiller blamed the current crisis on biological decline and  the ‘flood of feeble-mindedness’ created by modern social institutions, which pressed mankind back towards primitivism. ‘Civilization’,
         Schiller warned, ‘carries within it the seeds of its own decay.’39

      The idea that civilization was at the point of a possibly terminal crisis was certainly not universally accepted, but it became
         a reference point against which the aspirations and anxieties of the age could be measured, sometimes optimistically, more
         often pessimistically. In a broadcast in 1933 on ‘Man and Civilisation’ the Christian philosopher Christopher Dawson framed
         his talk around a theme which he took for granted was thoroughly familiar to the wider public: ‘whether our civilisation is
         going to recover its stability or whether it will collapse in ruins’.40 So embedded did the trope become that George Clark concluded that ‘optimism in any form must hide her head’. The Chalcot
         Discussion Society, founded in London in 1899 as a forum for women to discuss issues of the day, debated the proposition in
         1928 ‘Is it better to have as a constant companion an optimist or a pessimist?’ – a subject which made sense only in the context
         of an increasingly institutionalized pessimism.41 An article written in 1934 in the Oxford-based Hibbert Journal claimed that what made theories of decline so pessimistic was that they were almost certainly true.42 Another article a year later in the same journal under the title ‘Will Our Civilisation Survive?’ quoted a speech by the
         Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw given in 1933 to the American Academy of Political Science in which Shaw remarked that
         the ‘mental attitude’ of the post-war world was different from that of ‘our fathers and grandfathers’; once confident and
         uncomplicated, the mental landscape was now a bleak and dangerous realism. After the war, Shaw suggested, mankind had reached
         ‘the edge of the precipice’ over which all previous civilizations had fallen and been ‘dashed to pieces’.43 The end of optimism was the theme of another reflection on ‘The Twilight of Civilization’ published in 1940 by the zoologist
         P. Chalmers Mitchell. Up to the war of 1914 optimistic philosophy dominated expectations for the future. If an occasional
         philosopher ‘proclaimed pessimism’, he was, Mitchell suggested, ‘usually a foreigner or addicted to drink, or a victim of
         some kind of mental or physical derangement’.44 But the modern world, he concluded, writing just before the outbreak of the Second World War, was faced with  irrefutable evidence, both scientific and social, that the easy upward ascent of man was an illusion: ‘it seems as if our
         Western civilization is doomed’.45

      The widespread culture of decline or crisis evidently did not operate in a vacuum, since it was regularly replenished by evidence
         of social conflict, economic crisis, international disputes and occasional war. Yet much of the discourse seems to have developed
         independent of specific periods of post-war crisis and to have been a ready-made answer to an undifferentiated sense of malaise
         prompted by the reality of the war and its aftermath. It was sustained through public expressions of uncertainty, irrational
         anxiety and loss for which a language was sought capable of expressing these fears in the form of a persuasive and morbid
         myth. Its endurance and wide currency relied on public appropriation and repetitive endorsement. In time, the discourse developed
         its own momentum, each element feeding on the others. In his The Shape of Things to Come, published in 1933, H. G. Wells imagines a future looking back at his age. ‘As we turn over the periodicals and literature
         of the time,’ he wrote, ‘the notes of apprehension and distress increase and deepen’; a putative collection of historical
         documents compiled from contemporary press cuttings is titled ‘The Sense of Catastrophe in the Nineteen Thirties’. Yet in
         The Shape of Things to Come, Wells contributed a powerful stimulus to those very anxieties that he sought to parody (‘a very sad mess’ was the judgement
         of one reviewer on the contemporary world of the 1930s depicted in the book).46 Reviewing three books on the same theme in 1933, Geoffrey West remarked that ‘The Collapse of Civilization’, which had been
         until recently ‘a mere turnip-head bogey-phrase’, had now become the respectable province of intellectuals who endlessly debated
         not ‘whether’ but ‘when’.47 The editor of the Hibbert Journal, the Oxford clergyman Lawrence Jacks, writing in 1931, found the fashion for catastrophism rooted in the 1920s; since the
         war, he wrote, ‘the cry of “civilisation in danger” has become a text for an immense output of gloomy writing’. Jeremiah,
         he continued, ‘has become a best seller’. Jacks himself did not consider that the danger was any greater than it had been
         in the past or would be in the future, but was just one of the many struggles between what he called ‘the Best and Worst’
         which had patterned world history. ‘Inwardly’, he continued, ‘I feel convinced that the Best will win through’, though he felt ‘unable to give proof of it’.48 Even organizations such as the South Place Ethical Society in London, a Unitarian and rationalist group that held regular
         weekly public discourses on uplifting humanist themes to counter the modern mood of ‘lassitude’, capitulated in the 1930s
         to the prevailing orthodoxy by staging talks on ‘The Future of Civilisation’ (twice), ‘Religion and the Decay of Civilisation’
         and Cyril Joad on ‘What has happened to Progress in the 1930s?’. A discourse in 1936 on ‘Pessimism, Optimism or Meliorism’
         suggested that the sensible position in the 1930s was to hope for the best but be prepared for the worst.49
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An invitation to the opening in 1929 of the Conway Hall in Red Lion Square, London, home to the South Place Ethical Society.
            The hall became a central venue in the 1930s for lectures and discussions on the problems of the contemporary world.
         

      

      The tireless search for crisis had limits even for publishers in search of a best-seller. When in 1934 Leonard Woolf tried
         to get his American publisher Donald Brace to accept his latest book Quack Quack (a study of the social inadequacy of contemporary capitalist society), the American city-planner and amateur philosopher
         Lewis Mumford recommended finding a different title that would properly reflect the  manuscript’s gloomy contents. Brace rejected this suggestion on grounds that there had been ‘too many books with titles of
         this general sort’. In his view the public no longer wanted to be ‘worried, warned or exhorted with any more’ and Quack-Quack, with a hyphen inserted, remained the title.50 This diffidence proved short lived. In October 1938 the British publisher Victor Gollancz told Woolf that it was no time
         any longer for optimistic books and asked him to submit a manuscript on the lines of ‘The Defence of Western Civilization’.
         Woolf agreed and sent in a draft manuscript the following May. He called it Barbarians at the Gate and it was finally published in November 1939.51 Woolf also sent the manuscript to Brace who gladly accepted it, but this time he insisted that Woolf alter the title to reflect
         more closely the doom-laden thesis of the book, that civilization could be destroyed not only by the external forces of war
         but by a rising tide of barbarism in the heart of civilized society itself. Woolf suggested Barbarians Within and Without and Brace accepted. The book appeared in the United States under this title in 1940.52

      The popular assumption of a ‘crisis of civilization’ was reflexive as much as reflective; the phenomenon ‘civilization’ was
         all too often taken for granted rather than defined. It begged two important questions that much of the literature on crisis
         tried to grapple with: What was meant by civilization? And why in the post-war years was it threatened with eclipse? On neither
         of these issues was there any consistent agreement. The definition of civilization was seldom explored when the word was used
         in popular discussion, partly because there were agreed conventions in the early part of the century that civilization must
         represent a qualitatively superior level of political, economic, cultural and technical achievement subsumed under the term
         ‘progress’, which was widely taken for granted even if its fruits were unevenly distributed. In Britain the commitment to
         parliamentary rule and an impartial judicial system were generally regarded as hallmarks of a particularly British version
         of the broader Western experience. But in reality the definition of civilization, and the description of those who could qualify
         as civilized, was shaped by the social position and moral assumptions of those who chose to write about it. Since the majority
         of those who did so were drawn from the well-to-do intelligentsia and the political elite, it was their world view that predominated.
          In general this meant a version of civilization that was based on the model of recent Western development; it meant a view
         of civilization that reflected the prejudices and expectations of the educated classes; it meant a definition that relied
         on high culture and polite social behaviour as criteria for inclusion among the civilized; and it was one intimately bound
         up with the conception of empire as it had evolved during the course of the previous century.
      

      All of these elements were present in one of the few serious attempts to define what was meant by civilization in the post-war
         period. The art critic Clive Bell, brother-in-law of Virginia Woolf, published a book titled Civilization: An Essay in 1928, which he dedicated to her. In his preface Bell confessed that the book had germinated in the rosy pre-war era as
         an account of the ‘manifestations of civility’ in art, thought and social life. The war altered his perspective and in 1918
         he dusted down the manuscript and began to draft an essay ‘modified by the war’ which might explain what ideal of civilization
         could possibly have justified its ‘front place amongst British war aims’ and the ‘millions of human lives’ lost in its defence.53 Bell found it easier to define what civilization was not – ‘something to which savages have not attained’ and therefore devoid
         of ‘primitive virtues’ – but his final definition of the necessary elements of civilization described a reality that his Bloomsbury
         colleagues would have found entirely familiar:
      


      A taste for truth and beauty, tolerance, intellectual honesty, fastidiousness, a sense of humour, good manners, curiosity,
         a dislike of vulgarity, brutality and over-emphasis, freedom from superstition and prudery, a fearless acceptance of the good
         things of life, a desire for complete self-expression and for a liberal education, a contempt for utilitarianism and philistinism,
         in two words – sweetness and light.54


      Civilization, Bell thought, was in the mind of man or woman, which was why ‘savage communities’ could not create it. But he
         added the rider that ‘a man or woman entirely insensitive to all the arts can hardly be deemed civilized’.55 A similar conclusion was reached by the historian A. L. Rowse as a young don at Oxford ‘talking over tea in the evening sun’
         with Geoffrey Hudson about ‘the meaning of Civilization’. After agreeing that there was no precise way of defining it, except
         that it was not ‘savage society’, Rowse put down in his diary  that ‘The essence of civilisation seems to consist in a self-conscious cultural tradition, created by the dominant class…’.56

      The British intelligentsia also relied heavily on classical models of civilization, a perception encouraged by their widespread
         familiarity with Graeco-Roman politics, philosophy, high culture, law-making and imperialism. Ferdinand Schiller in his Future of Man mocked an Oxford system that produced classical graduates ‘imbued with the conviction that in matters of morals and politics
         nothing of importance has been discovered or said since Plato or Aristotle’.57 Arnold Toynbee observed in his memoirs that the classical education in Britain, which his whole generation of students experienced,
         had focused only on the period of high culture in the Greek and Roman worlds, ignoring the subsequent period of decline in
         order, so he thought, to promote the illusion that the British Empire was part of an unbroken succession of civilized life
         from the great empires of the past to the great Empire of the present. This perception was reinforced by the reading of Edward
         Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, in which Gibbon, reflecting on the possible fate of his own civilization in the eighteenth century, concluded that it could
         not possibly suffer the disaster of the late Roman period.58 The implicit, often explicit, identification of British civilization with those of the ancient world was rooted in the nineteenth-century
         elevation of the idea of the Pax Britannica and the separation made between ‘civilized’ modernity and the apparently archaic societies that peopled the colonial territories
         under British domination. The concept of the savage ‘other’, evident in the words of Bell or Rowse, mirrored the confrontation
         between Rome, Greece and the barbarian. This marriage of modern and ancient empire was the theme of a lengthy lecture given
         by the Earl of Cromer, the former ruler of British Egypt, to the Classical Association in London, of which he was president
         during the 1909–10 session. Under the title ‘Ancient and Modern Imperialism’ he argued that a ‘somewhat close analogy’ could
         be established between the ‘motive power that impelled both ancient and modern Imperialists onwards’. That motive power was
         to be found in the spread of ‘progress and civilization’, whose benefits, he thought, were enjoyed rather than practised by
         the fortunate peoples of the Empire.59

       One of the leading spokesmen for this view was the Oxford classicist Gilbert Murray. In the first half of the twentieth century
         he was perhaps Britain’s most distinguished and best-known scholar, though his reputation has faded since. For his ninetieth
         birthday in 1956 the Observer published a sympathetic profile of a gentle intellectual giant, a teetotaller, vegetarian and non-smoker who, despite his
         Irish-Australian background, was the complete Englishman. The son of Sir Terence Murray, president of the Legislative Council
         of New South Wales, he attended public school in London before going on to St John’s College, Oxford. At the young age of
         23 he was appointed professor of Greek at Glasgow University, and in 1908 he became Regius professor of Greek at Oxford. He
         was a keen tennis player, and began riding a motorcycle in his fifties. His grandson, Philip Toynbee, later claimed that Murray
         had an abiding dislike of Shakespeare and of music. His public reputation was based on his translations of the playwrights
         of ancient Greece, to whose work he dedicated his whole scholarly life; by the time of his death in 1957 his translations
         had sold 396,000 copies. His values were liberal and his preferences were those of his class and age, though he was not a
         snob.60 His wide interests and voluminous correspondence will be found in every chapter of this book.
      

      Murray defined civilization in terms of stability, justice, a strong normative morality and respect for the highest intellectual,
         artistic and spiritual values. ‘In antiquity’, he wrote in an article reflecting on the crisis of the modern Christian age,
         ‘the world got them from Rome, in modern times from Western Europe.’61 In an address to a Conference
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