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Preface

The writing of this book coincided with something of a revolution in historical fashion. When I first set out a decade ago, many historians were still moved by a vision of social history as ‘total history’—of a discipline that aspired to track down, explain, and encapsulate the objective, interlocking, patterned reality of the past. Ten years later perceptions of the past have become much more nuanced, idiosyncratic, private, and relativist. Texts, artefacts, and language have replaced institutions, movements, and social forces as the substance of what social history is supposed to be about. To borrow a potent phrase used by Sir John Clapham about the years 1866–73, there has been since the early 1980s a ‘gigantic hinge’ in historical perception. My own view is that the ‘objective’ history of society is neither so wholly explicable as was often believed in the not-very-distant past, nor so utterly ungraspable as many appear to believe in the immediate present. Nevertheless, like all historical writing this book echoes the passing fashions of the age. My hope is that the creaking of the gigantic hinge may not be too crudely obvious.

I should like to acknowledge the help and support of colleagues, students, family, and friends. Andrew Miles and Youssef Cassis kindly lent me their (then unpublished) work in progress. My research students Mark Bevir, Sandra den Otter, and James Webster fortuitously worked upon themes which stimulated and nourished my own thoughts on this period. Fellow historians whose ideas I have borrowed or stolen are too numerous to mention, but I owe a particular debt of gratitude over many years to Pat Thane and Colin Matthew, both of whom shared with me the teaching of undergraduate courses germane to this book. Long-ago conversations with Asa Briggs, Barbara Caine, Bob and Sandra Holton, Theda Skocpol, Jay Winter, and Alan MacBriar (doubtless long forgotten by them) influenced my thinking on certain key issues. My colleague Peter Dickson kindly weeded out some overgrowths of florid prose, and made many helpful comments. Audrey Hiscock and Susan Seville typed the earlier chapters and taught me to do the later ones myself, and generally gave assistance far beyond the call of secretarial duty. Rosy Addison gave invaluable practical and moral support at a crucial moment. Sir John Plumb, the general editor of the Penguin Social History, was unfailingly patient with my slow production. I am further indebted to Colin Matthew, John Prest and Keith Thomas for identifying and correcting a number of errors, both factual and typographical, that crept into the edition published in 1993 by Oxford University Press. My husband, Jim Harris, read the text from the standpoint of the general reader, and cheered me up immensely by seeming to enjoy it. My son, Hugh, survived my immersion in Victorian literature on child care and forgave me for much neglect; but only his mounting indignation at my prolonged failure to finish this book eventually brought it to an end.

The book is dedicated to my grandmother and mother, who were born respectively at the beginning and end of the period covered. Both were keen amateur historians of their own society, and both supplied some unique personal insights. They would have found many of my ideas puzzling; but I have tried to include nothing that they would have found too grossly at odds with their sense of the subjective reality of those now vanished times.
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Themes and Interpretations: An Overview of British Society 1870–1914

I. CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

Historians of the twentieth century have been sharply divided about whether the First World War was a gigantic crossroads, or merely a transient episode, in the domestic history of British society. No one doubts the importance of the war as a cluster of epic events—military, organizational, geopolitical, apocalyptic, and merely human; but whereas some see those events as profoundly changing the structure of social, political, and economic power in Britain, others argue that such shifts had already been occurring over many decades and that the war merely accelerated a less dramatic but more fundamental process of evolutionary change. The tension between these two perceptions of the war—as a time bomb of total change and as a more humble pressure-cooker of gradualist evolution—haunts the social history of the previous half-century. Were the social structure and social character of Britain in the late Victorian and Edwardian period a natural and logical prelude to the society that developed later in the twentieth century? Or was it a fundamentally different kind of society, one that was wrenched into an alternate mould by the dramatic and traumatic impact of 1914–19?

It is a truism to say that in all societies there are elements of both change and continuity, and Britain in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was no exception; but because of the epic and overwhelming character of the First World War it is peculiarly difficult to identify the character of the earlier society except through the distorting prism of hindsight. Many features of pre-war society—changes in the structure of family life, the emergence of the labour movement, the challenge of feminism, the investigation of poverty, the rise of aesthetic modernism, and the growth of moral and religious uncertainty—seem to anticipate concerns of the later twentieth century; and it is perhaps too easy to assume that they are part of a historical continuum. On the other hand, other aspects of Edwardian life—the fashionable predominance of a leisure aristocracy, the sheer intensity of the poverty of the poor, the omnipresence of infant death, the restricted scope of central government, and the ingenuous confidence in the future of the British Empire (and indeed of European civilization in general)—seem so utterly remote from a later age that it is tempting to see them as part of a wholly vanished society, swept away by a sudden, extraneous, and unpredictable cataclysm, as utterly and irrevocably as Pompeii and Herculaneum.

Such contrasts extend not only to social institutions and structures but to the spheres of thought and artistic consciousness. Thus Virginia Woolf recalled the pre-war years as an age of primal innocence, when lovers sang like singing-birds; while Thomas Hardy, long before the war, conjured up a vision of modern society as a puppet-drama of determinism and disenchantment. The social basis of these conflicting perceptions will be one of the major themes explored in this book, though there is no suggestion here that social change moved in a coherent, unilinear way, or that changing social consciousness was crudely reducible to material and institutional forces. Indeed, anyone who looks closely at the social history of late Victorian and Edwardian Britain cannot but be struck by the immensely varied, contradictory, and fissiparous quality of many of the movements, values, and institutions there encountered. Preconceived ‘Victorian’ and ‘Edwardian’ archetypes rapidly dissolve in the face of a riotous pluralism of human experience embracing government, religion, work, family, moral attitudes, popular culture, and sexual relationships. One reason why accounts of social life in this period vary so widely is the immense diversity of objective reality itself, which has misled historians into widely conflicting generalizations about such questions as whether the late Victorians were sexually repressed, whether the working classes swore and beat their children, whether social welfare policies were dominated by eugenics and social Darwinism, and whether religious belief was in terminal decline. The Edwardian decade in particular was full of articulate and embattled pressure groups, urging military conscription, physical jerks, ‘national efficiency’ and ‘duty and discipline’ upon what they perceived as the slothful and indifferent mass of their fellow citizens. Yet the existence of such groups does not prove, as many historians appear to assume, that Edwardian society was hyper-authoritarian, any more than it proves that it was libertarian and lax. All it shows is that social norms and expectations were widely varying, and that groups and individuals differed profoundly from each other. In what follows I have doubtless at many points lapsed into generalizations of this kind; indeed, the writing of the history of a national society seems inconceivable without them. But I have tried as far as possible to convey a counterbalancing impression of idiosyncrasy, nuance and diversity. If the overall effect is ramshackle and amorphous, then so be it. Great Britain between 1870 and 1914 was in many respects precisely that: a ramshackle and amorphous society, characterized by a myriad contradictory trends and opinions, and capable of evolving contingently in many different ways. It was not (despite the fashionable jargon of the Edwardian era) a coherent ‘organism’, still less a ‘corporation’, a ‘system’, or a ‘machine’.

Britain in this period was also, in a sense that presents peculiar difficulties for the would-be ‘social’ historian, a society without determinate boundaries. It is a problem endemic to all writing on social history that its subject-matter has no precisely defined context. It lacks the pre-ordained geographical and institutional core of political history and the unifying methodological focus of economic history. And one looks in vain among the great theoreticians of the social sciences for any precise and authoritative definition of what ‘society’ actually is. Most authors of social history books adopt a pragmatic solution to this problem, by treating ‘society’ as though it were simply coterminous with the sum of social relationships within a given nation-state; and that is largely the approach adopted here. Yet to allow ‘society’ to be defined by political geography is an unsatisfactory solution, even for a relatively centralized and self-contained nation-state (like, say, twentieth-century Sweden). It is far more problematic for late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Britain, where internal social arrangements were highly localized and fragmented; which embraced four different national cultures and not just one; which was affected by transnational forces common to all European societies; and which traded with and governed much of the world. To deal satisfactorily with all these layers, of organization and social interaction is beyond the scope of a single volume; but I have tried where possible to shift my analysis from the macroscopic to the microscopic, from the core to the periphery, and back again—to give some sense of a ‘society’ that stretched from the village street to the African veldt, from the parish to the globe.*

Within this context of great diversity and complexity—and of widely differing perceptions of historical change—what clues can be discovered that give shape and meaning and coherence to the social history of Britain between 1870 and 1914? Were there any overarching themes, trends, movements and principles that help us to make sense of changing social structure and social relationships? Contemporaries themselves tried to interpret the unfolding history of British society in a variety of ways, including the advance of ‘progress’, the historic mission of the Anglo-Saxon race, the rise of the ‘common man’, the competitive struggle between nations, the shift from laissez-faire to monopoly capitalism and the movement from ‘individualism’ to ‘collectivism’. Both in the 1870s and the 1900s there were some who saw Britain as decadent and doomed, others who saw her as the pioneer and pattern of the future of the human race. Such theories in themselves tell us much about the social thought and consciousness of the period, but they do not necessarily reveal to us the most salient features of contemporary social structure. What, if any, were the crucial, overarching themes in the history of social institutions, values, organization, and change?


II. THE IMPACT OF EMPIRE

The very fact of British economic and political power in the wider world was in itself a major determinant of the character of domestic society throughout the period, perhaps more markedly so in the 1900s than in the mid-Victorian era. Between 1870 and 1914 Britain extended and consolidated her sovereign power and informal influence in many parts of Africa and Asia. She fought continuous colonial wars and won most of them. Her Royal Navy policed the seven seas, keeping routes open for global free trade (including the trade of her commercial rivals). During the 1880s Britain lost her position as the undisputed leader of the world’s industrial powers, but down to 1914 she was still by far the largest trading and carrying nation. And after the eclipse of Paris in the Franco-Prussian war, London became and remained the major discount centre, clearinghouse, and capital market of the world.

This global activity as a great imperial and trading power reacted upon society at home in a myriad different ways. The absolute commitment of British governments to international free trade (a commitment challenged but not toppled in the 1900s) meant that, more markedly than anywhere else in Europe, British society was vulnerable to the perpetual changes and collapses wrought by the pressure of world markets. There were many countervailing pressures of locality and custom, but in the last resort patterns of employment, settlement, taste, consumption, and value were all subordinate to the pursuit of ‘comparative advantage’. The results of this could be seen most starkly in the 1880s when, alone among European countries, Britain chose not to protect home producers against American wheat, with a consequent collapse of archaic rural communities, an explosion of migration to great cities, a rapid rise in living standards for those in secure employment, and an invisible revolution in the structure of class power. But it could be seen also more diffusely in a certain latent instability throughout the industrial world, in an assumption that change was a norm of life in a way that had not been true in past ages. Similarly, the rapid advance of the financial sector meant that by the turn of the century British society was having to adapt to new forms of economic life and thought, long before it had fully absorbed the social consequences of industrial change and agricultural decline. The result was increasingly a society in which rootlessness was endemic and in which people felt themselves to be living in many different layers of historic time. As a resident in a Surrey village observed in 1912, city commuters and weekenders who formed the fashionable advance guard of the metropolitan England of George V were living cheek by jowl with cottagers who were scraping a living from residual common land, and whose way of life and mental horizons had changed very little since the reign of George III.

Other distinctive social consequences flowed from the fact of Empire. The Empire brought little profit to the British people at large (if anything, the global balance sheet was in the reverse direction); but it provided select individuals with innumerable outlets for employment, enterprise, adventure, status, and prestige. It absorbed indigent peers, ambitious members of the educated middle classes, political idealists, economic migrants, freebooters, social misfits, and the merely violent and aggressive; and it thus acted both as a brake on domestic social innovation and as a powerful safety-valve for domestic discontents. Moreover, the very existence of Empire lent a certain distinctive flavour to domestic social attitudes and political thought. Far more powerfully than any explicit racial ideology, the mere fact of imperial dominion lent credence to widely disseminated assumptions about the superiority of British institutions and the British race (assumptions that were widespread long before social Darwinism came on the scene to give them an air of scientific authenticity). Travel within the Empire gave an international and cosmopolitan veneer to many sectors of British society; but it was cosmopolitanism of a peculiar kind, in that both linguistically and culturally it was so strongly Anglocentric. (The ‘colonial experience man with his brown shiny boots’, enshrined in Australasian folk song, knew far less of the continent and culture of Europe than his predecessor on the grand tour a generation before.) At an intellectual and scientific level the Empire opened up knowledge about plants, animals, religions, climates, geology, geography, and the sheer diversity and complexity of the human race—whose impact on both British and wider European consciousness has scarcely begun to be mapped by modern historians. Images of the sea and of Britain’s oceanic dominion were deeply woven into national self-consciousness: into history, poetry, music, and the idioms of everyday life. And the Empire also reacted strongly upon certain key features of British domestic politics. Its role in high strategy lies outside the scope of this volume; but, at a more day-to-day level, imperial visions injected a powerful strain of hierarchy, militarism, ‘frontier mentality’, administrative rationality, and masculine civic virtue into British political culture, at a time when domestic political forces were running in quite the opposite direction, towards egalitarianism, ‘progressivism’, consumerism, popular democracy, feminism and women’s rights.


III. THE EMERGENCE OF CLASS

A second major theme of the period was the evolution of ‘class’ as an increasingly powerful and comprehensive category in social structure and organization. Britain had of course been laterally divided by functional class-division since the onset of industrialization, if not before; and many earlier periods, most notably the Chartist epoch of the 1840s, had experienced acute class segregation and tension. But many historians of differing ideological persuasions have identified the last quarter of the nineteenth century as the period in which the tentacles of class became all-embracing, in which all other social and cultural attributes became reducible to class categories, and in which the finely shaded hierarchical gradations of pre-industrial society increasingly resolved themselves into two major and mutually exclusive class-formations: a property-owning ‘ruling class’ that embraced aristocrats, capitalists, and professionals, and a largely property-less ‘working class’, whose culture and institutions gradually subsumed all other subordinate groups. The dominance of class categories has been graphically demonstrated by many different kinds of historical study: by Eric Hobsbawm’s account of a distinctive, national, homogeneous working-class culture rooted in the common experience of advanced mass production; by F. M. L. Thompson’s portrayal of a new upper class whose leisure pursuits and cultural pastimes were rural and ‘aristocratic’, but whose business interests were firmly in the City; and by Peter Clarke’s portrayal of the ‘electoral sociology’ of the period as one in which political loyalties rooted in religion and locality increasingly gave way to more material issues of redistribution and social welfare.

Such accounts accurately reflect many of the dominant themes of the period; and, by any standards, late Victorian and Edwardian Britain was a society ridden to its deepest roots by both objective and subjective indices of social class. Quite apart from the stratifying impact of property distribution and large-scale machine-production, between 1870 and 1914 the organization of work, schools, housing, welfare, culture, and recreation all conspired to compartmentalize British society on class lines; and such divisions were intensified by the erosion of older, supra-class social relationships and by the increasingly national scale and rational character of institutional growth. Class arrangements were viewed by many contemporaries as perfectly natural and non-pathological: there was nothing self-consciously discriminatory about provision for ‘the housing of the working classes’ or in exempting the children of higher-rate-payers from compulsory attendance at school. Even principled believers in equality before the law continually lapsed into systematic class bias (as in the bankruptcy reforms of the 1860s, which abolished imprisonment for business debtors but retained imprisonment for ‘contempt of court’ in respect of ‘small debtors’ too poor to pay their debts). The state itself was continually poised between a liberal ideal of neutrality and evenhandedness, and the day-to-day reality that state institutions at all levels, from Whitehall to the parish, were manned by administrative personnel from above the ranks of the manual working class.

Yet it may be questioned whether the growth of class stratification was quite so recent, unilinear, comprehensive, and materially based as many accounts imply. Britain in the earlier Victorian period contained many residues of an older form of social division that was not so much functional as tribal: different groups of people cohabited in the same territory as their ancestors had done for centuries, linked to each other by little more than the fact of a common tongue. Though largely obliterated by migration and industrial change, traces of this kind of division survived down to 1914, and partly account for the immense variety of cultural habits among people and communities of identical class standing. Religious affiliation at the start of the period was perhaps more class-related than Clarke and others have allowed: indeed, to be a member of a Nonconformist church in the 1860s and 1870s was in itself, for many people, a species of class-affiliation, albeit not of a purely material kind. In other words, denominational loyalty in mid-Victorian Britain was not so much an alternative to class loyalty as class in another guise. And, conversely, at the end of the period religion was still in certain settings an independent variable in politics, and one that was as likely to negate as to reinforce class identity (as could clearly be seen in pan-class Protestant reactions to Irish Home Rule). At all times, ethnic and gender divisions were tangentially related to class divisions, but certainly not wholly reducible to them (as was demonstrated by Irish opposition to Liberal tax and education reforms, and by the way in which many trade union leaders treated women in the labour force not as fellow-members of the same class but as subordinate representatives of a rival and inferior sex).

Furthermore, one may doubt the objective validity of a predominantly two-class model. The rise of the organized labour movement in the 1880s and 1890s polarized political analysis into a dualistic mould; and political rhetoric tended to shape as well as to reflect social facts. But throughout the period and in all sectors of society there were micro-divisions and conflicts within class groups, as well as macro-divisions and conflicts between the two giant formations of capital and labour. Snobbery, class rivalry, and social differentiation cropped up at least as often between groups that were close to each other in status as between those that were far apart. Whole worlds of meaning were conveyed by microscopic household practices, such as whether one washed in the morning or the evening, in the bathroom, in the bedroom, or at the kitchen sink; and upper, middle, and working classes were all vertically divided into a ‘serious portion’ and a ‘gay and rowdy portion’, between what Matthew Arnold called ‘the heirs of the Puritans’ and the devotees of ‘beer, gin and fun’. Moreover, although the extent of social mobility in Britain during this period is far from clear, such information as is available suggests that the most open and frequently traversed class frontier was that between the upper-working class and the lower-middle class (a frontier whose limits were greatly enlarged by the growth of teaching, clerical, and other tertiary occupations). By contrast, movement from the ranks of the very poor into the upper-working class was virtually nil, a fact which corroborates the impression of many people at the time, that the top and bottom layers of the lower classes lived virtually on different planets. (A Labour Party report of 1910 sharply differentiated between the genuine working class and ‘those who are allowed… to wander about parading their sores and propagating their kind’; whilst a spokesman for the TUC described the ‘unemployable’ as a ‘menace to the state’.) At the other end of the social scale, much contemporary evidence supports the view that a new, metropolitan upper class was emerging, forged out of the mutual investment interests and marriage ties of the aristocracy and the City; but many property-owners were left out of this new class-formation, including the vast bulk of the provincial, professional, and industrial bourgeoisie. As Harold Perkin has shown, an occupational category like ‘solicitor’ might span an enormous arena of social status, from landed gentry to lower-middle class. And, tempting as it is to view Edwardian politics through the lens of hindsight, it must not be forgotten that the major class, party, and constitutional battles of the pre-war era were those fought not between capital and labour but between protectionists and free traders, between Unionists and Home Rulers, between the landed aristocracy and the reformist middle class.

Moreover, for all its immense importance, class was never all-inclusive. In spite of the intensification of class division and class-consciousness in many spheres, there were throughout the period individuals, institutions and groups who confounded or transcended conventional class expectations. Though Oxford and Cambridge remained haunts of upper-class privilege, this was far less true of other universities: at Glasgow, for example, one-third of the students in 1911 were from working-class homes.* The universities extension movement, the new polytechnics set up by the London School Board and, after 1902, the county council grammar schools began a slow process, not of dismantling the class system, but of loosening its bonds for selected individuals. Rising real incomes, new openings for white-collar employment, and the mass production of consumer goods, particularly clothing, led to a slow but perceptible convergence in the outward appearance and manners of different social groups: in the 1900s working people, especially young women, looked much more like their middle-class equivalents than they had done a generation before, and foreign observers noted that, in marked contrast with sartorial habits on the Continent, the ‘Sunday-best’ clothes of many workers in Britain were identical with the everyday clothes of the middle class.* There was also some foreshadowing of a phenomenon noted much more strongly thirty years later by Mass Observation, that the British on holiday ‘moved up a class’: they exchanged their everyday habits for the clothes, food, spending patterns, resorts, and recreations of the class above them. From the 1870s onwards perceptions of what constituted a ‘gentleman’, a ‘lady’, and an ‘esquire’ were rapidly democratized (to such an extent that such terms were increasingly abandoned by their ancient possessors, the beneficiaries of independent incomes derived from land). Moreover, in the 1880s blithe assumptions among the majority about the inexorable normality of class began to be challenged by the bad conscience of a minority (that famous ‘class-consciousness of sin’ so poignantly described by Beatrice Webb’s autobiography).

Finally, by the 1900s all strands of political thought in Britain were being invaded by notions of ‘organic’ corporate identity and common citizenship, which implicitly or explicitly condemned the class model of society; and it had become an outstanding feature even of British socialist thought that it sought not to wage but to transcend the class war, by promotion of a classless moral commonwealth. Within the labour movement there was much resentment against the class biases of the law, but much affirmation also of an opposite (and very traditional) view: that the British state and British justice were somehow different in kind from the corrupt tyrannies of the Continent. This popular expectation of state neutrality can be perceived even in the midst of the Taff Vale crisis, which—more than any other episode of the period—fuelled working-class suspicions that law and government were merely part of a bosses’ state. Trade union comment on the Taff Vale decision does not support the view that Edwardian trade unionists saw the law as automatically stacked against them; on the contrary it suggests that the decision was seen as startlingly out of line with the evenhandedness that organized labour had come to expect from British judges. As the presidential address to the 1901 conference of the Trades Union Congress remarked: ‘Following so closely upon the decision of the Law Lords in cases arising under the Workmen’s Compensation Act—the provisions of which have been interpreted in a broad-minded and, generally speaking, satisfactory manner, so far as the interests of the workman are concerned—the recent decision is as astounding as it was unexpected.’


IV. INDIVIDUALISM AND COLLECTIVISM

Another much-discussed thematic core of the period is the transition from ‘individualism’ to ‘collectivism’, classically propounded by A. V. Dicey in his Lectures on Law and Opinion in 1906 and reaffirmed with much greater vehemence and detail in his second edition of 1914. Dicey highlighted the cultural revolution in the relationship between British government and society which he perceived as having taken place since 1870. Private, local, and community provision of services had been continually encroached upon by the expansion of central government; freedom of contract and the rule of law had been increasingly displaced by administrative authorities wielding discretionary powers; pressure groups and organized classes were increasingly looking to legislation to satisfy their sectarian interests; and a broad popular political philosophy, in which individuals made their own plans of life and looked to the state only for law and order, had progressively given way to a holistic organic philosophy, in which state and society were seen as logically prior to individual citizens, and as responsible for their welfare. Such a transformation Dicey saw as underlying the ‘new Liberal’ social legislation of the late 1900s and embodied par excellence in the Old Age Pensions Act of 1908, which replaced the norm of private rational planning for old age by the norm of collective provision as a citizen-entitlement.

Dicey’s account was quickly taken up and echoed by Fabian historians like the Webbs, who welcomed what Dicey deplored; and—as with the rhetoric of class polarization—it became a contributory part of the process it was trying to explain. Like the theme of class stratification, the dichotomy between individualism and collectivism continues to haunt social analysis of the period; and certainly there was much structural and institutional change that supports the collectivization thesis. Government employment increased fourfold between 1870 and 1914; central and local public expenditure increased tenfold (even though prices were falling till the late 1890s and then only gently rising); and there was a continuous stream of new specialist administrative departments (the Local Government Board in 1870, the Labour Department of the Board of Trade in 1893, the Board of Agriculture in 1894, and the Board of Education in 1899). There was, moreover, something in the claim that the constitutional principle of keeping the state aloof from pressure groups and asserting the autonomy of Parliament, so strongly affirmed by Sir Robert Peel’s generation, was being progressively eroded by the populist, charismatic politics of Gladstone, Chamberlain, and Lloyd George.

Recent historians, however, have been almost unanimous in finding Dicey’s analysis crude and unsatisfactory. At the most basic level it glossed over the fact that there had been a great deal of administrative interventionism in early and mid-Victorian Britain (public health, Poor Law, factory acts, and so on), and it grossly exaggerated the degree of advancing state-encirclement in the Edwardian era. It ignored the fact that, outside the narrow spheres of contract law and utilitarian philosophy, the older society was full of organic customary relationships (often themselves by no means free of corruption) embodied in local communities, churches, guilds, co-operatives, organized and unorganized philanthropy, and what the mid-Victorians called ‘industrial feudalism’. These relationships constituted the ‘social collectivism’ approvingly identified by the Charity Organisation Society theorist Helen Bosanquet (who, no less than Dicey himself, was fiercely hostile to the mechanical collectivism of the administrative state). Similarly, Dicey’s account ignored the rapid penetration of market relationships in the later nineteenth century into many spheres previously occupied by that older-style organicism: the displacement of friendly societies by industrial assurance companies, the eclipse of subscriptions by fees in hospitals, medicine, and private education, and the advance of commercialized leisure and spectator sports were a few cases in point. It was partly the dwindling capacity of that older collectivism to bear the brunt of these new market forces (exhibited in the decimation of endowed charities by agricultural depression, the limits imposed on ‘self-help’ by irregular employment, and the futility of face-to-face philanthropy in one-class urban ghettos) that brought about new styles of social intervention by an often reluctant centralized state. In other words, far from being the antipodes of each other, the growth of the state and the growth of the market were inextricably intertwined.

Moreover, just as there was more than one form of collectivism, so there was more than one form of individualism. As was pointed out by many contemporary social theorists, from T. H. Green and the Webbs through to Max Weber and Emil Durkheim, the advance of collectivism might in certain circumstances be the predicate of certain types of individualism rather than their antithesis. When, in 1911, old-age pensions were extended for the first time to paupers, the immediate response was a mass emigration of old men and women from the workhouse into the anonymity of the outside world—an affirmation of individualism within the bosom of collectivism wholly overlooked by Dicey. On a wider level, the release of the individual psyche by the removal of social impediments to ‘self-realization’ was a major rationale of political thought in the post-Gladstonian era. Throughout the period there were many aspects of modern urban and industrial life pressing individuals into an apparently more uniform and communal mould; but the very same pressures also generated the opposite process—the proliferation of an infinite variety of tastes, styles, functions, habits, and beliefs, and an accentuated emphasis on private life and personal relationships. The evolution of a highly privatized psychological individualism was perhaps most conspicuous in the upper reaches of society, among such cliques as the Souls, the Apostles, and the nascent Bloomsbury Group; but less extreme versions were widely apparent in more humdrum spheres—in attitudes to religion, leisure, marriage, and home and family life. The feminist movement laid great emphasis upon the ‘self-sovereignty’ of a woman’s ‘own person’, be she wife, worker, suffragist, or common prostitute. ‘The grey expanse of life today’, wrote H. G. Wells at the dawn of the new century, ‘is grey, not in its essence, but because of the minute, confused mingling and mutual cancelling of many-coloured lives.’


V. FROM ‘ANCIENT CONSTITUTION’ TO ‘GREAT SOCIETY’

Class, collectivism and Empire were closely bound up with a fourth major theme of the period: the evolution of a new kind of national polity, and the interaction of that polity with social and cultural life. The period 1870 to 1914 was preceded and followed by two major Reform Acts, both of which radically transformed the size and the nature of the popular franchise; and it may appear that, apart from the lesser reform act of 1884, the period was one of marking time in the constitutional arena, an era of relative tranquillity between two more dramatic and grandiose episodes in the long-term transition from aristocratic to democratic power. This impression is to a certain extent correct: the late Victorian and Edwardian era was not so much an age of substantive constitutional change (though there was some of that) but of the working out of earlier changes, and the anticipation of future ones, within the arena of society, culture, popular attitudes, and mass organization.

The 1867 Reform Act and the contest that surrounded it had been more than just an exercise in extending the number of votes: it had been a public statement about the nature of British society, about property, hierarchy, culture, gender, citizenship, and national identity. The clear aim of both Conservative and Liberal franchise reformers of the 1860s had been not to create a new kind of public polity, but to consider which members of British society could be grafted on to the old one. In spite of the earlier admission of Catholics and Jews to voting rights, the conception of the political nation in the 1860s was still closely bound up with historic Protestantism; and party identity still echoed a cluster of political and religious myths that dated back to the English Civil War. The language of the 1867 reform debates was heavily laden with references to the ancient constitution, the sterling independence of the Anglo-Saxon freeman, and the republic of civic virtue. The admission to the constitution of urban male householders who paid their own rates was very deliberately designed to maintain that ancient tradition of a limited polity of independent freemen, and to exclude those deemed incapable of political and economic independence (women, lunatics, agricultural labourers, and the ‘residuum’ of the casual poor). The idea of ‘class representation’ within the electorate—which was later to become anathema to orthodox constitutional theorists—was treated in 1867 as curiously uncontentious, as meaning little more than the bringing in of another ‘estate of the realm’. Almost immediately, however, the 1867 Reform Act proved to be a Trojan Horse for constitutional, political, and, ultimately, social transformation. Legal decisions of the late 1860s and 1870s increasingly interpreted the term ‘household’ to include tenancy of multi-occupied dwellings; and the revival of ‘compounding’ in 1873 (whereby tenants of non-resident landlords were deemed to be ratepayers) almost accidentally extended the franchise to include many inhabitants of slum tenements. The 1884 Reform Act brought in agricultural labourers and more than doubled the Irish vote, thereby creating for the first time a substantial Roman Catholic bloc within the national electorate.

The result of these constitutional growths was not mere institutional change (though there was much of that in the emergence of caucuses and mass parties and the growing professionalization of politics); more fundamentally, it was the evolution of a new kind of mass political culture, rooted in a wholly different social basis from the limited polity of the past. Within this new culture, mass organization and class, group and ethnic interests began to press upon and transform the traditional concerns of high politics. Protestantism gave way to pluralism and ultimately to the ‘secularization’* of political life; and the mere fact of citizenship increasingly challenged property, moral character, education, and economic independence as the basis of civil rights.

The transition from one culture to another was never complete within this period: manhood suffrage and the removal of the franchise disqualification for paupers came only in 1918, complete womanhood suffrage only in 1929. Throughout the period something like 40 per cent of the male householders notionally entitled to vote were absent from the electoral registers (through migration, receipt of poor relief, gerrymandering, or mere negligence). Women of all kinds were excluded from the parliamentary franchise; and the fact that ratepaying women could vote in local government elections and actually stand for office in School Board and Poor Law elections was less an acknowledgement of democracy under the new regime than of property rights (and of women’s traditional ‘caring’ roles) under the old one. An enlarged franchise did not necessarily mean that the ‘will of the people’ was more effectively mobilized than in the past: it may, on the contrary, have had the opposite effect, in the form of more apathy, more machine-politics, more manipulation of the phenomena (newly discovered in the 1900s) of ‘political irrationality’ and ‘crowd psychology’. Much acknowledgement of the new social forces was fairly token, such as the appointment in the 1870s of seventy working-class magistrates and the inclusion of titular working-men and titular middle-class women on public inquiries and Royal Commissions. There were always powerful forces buttressing and reinvigorating the older-style polity: inherited tradition, the greater experience and resources of the older political classes, the entrenchment of the rights of ancient communities by the 1884 redistribution of parliamentary seats, and the newer influence of the politics of Empire (which in the 1890s and 1900s drew heavily upon the older philosophies of civic virtue and ‘masculine radicalism’). The Edwardian national efficiency movement recast many of these older ideas in a modernist and progressive mould, epitomized by the hero of H. G. Wells’s political morality tale The New Machiavelli (1911).

Nevertheless, the strength of the new, more democratic polity and its widely ramifying influence should not be discounted. Throughout the period politicians and social observers spoke and behaved as though they believed that the British political system was much more broadly democratic than it actually was, a fact that acted as an invisible but powerful constraint upon public policy in many spheres. The popular language of politics changed very rapidly: the traditional appeal to the ‘ancient constitution’, still so potent in the 1860s, had almost vanished from the theatre of public debate by the 1880s, to be replaced by an ahistorical frame of reference that was much more populist, pragmatic, and present-minded in tone. When Dicey, at the end of the period, bemoaned the fact that the British had lost the sense of national identity that had been so strong in the mid-Victorian era, he was referring not to the decline of ‘nationalism’ (the Edwardians were if anything more ‘nationalist’ than the mid-Victorians), but to a loss of that earlier sense of Britain’s epic, principled, constitutional past.

Much of the public life of late Victorian and Edwardian Britain can be seen not just as a struggle between classes and parties, but as a struggle between these two visions of the political nation: between a limited, masculine, property-based polity rooted in a ‘protestant’ and ‘Anglo-Saxon’ vision of history (often tinged with classical republicanism); and a comprehensive, pluralist polity based on citizens as individuals, open to all comers (a polity that Graham Wallas at the very end of the period labelled ‘the Great Society’). Such a contest clearly had affinities with class and party conflicts, but it was not wholly reducible to them, because members of different classes and parties were found in either camp. Indeed, many groups and individuals in public life were torn simultaneously in both directions: Mr Gladstone, for example, moved enigmatically between one model and the other. The Liberal party throughout the period was both a major vehicle for the new mass politics and an enclave for many votaries of the older civic ideal (among them some who, like Dicey, Sir Henry Maine, Cecil Rhodes, and Alfred Milner, migrated to Liberal Unionism). Intellectuals on both sides fought their corner with theoretical weapons forged in the arsenals of Greece and Rome. Even the organized labour movement—often seen as the spearhead of the new mass politics—harboured many residues of an older and more exclusive style of politics, in which the skill, independence, and solidarity of the different trade societies were surrogates for the role of ‘property’ within the wider political community.

The tension between these two visions was a constant undercurrent of the Ulster question, though often overlaid and obscured by the cruder debate about Protestantism and Roman Catholicism. It was deeply enmeshed in the women’s question too, since—far more obviously than free market capitalism—it was the ancient tradition of civic virtue that classified male and female gender roles and allocated women to hearth and home. (In Bagehot’s words, the ‘patria potestas’ was a precondition of civilization, and a nation without patriarchy ‘would be conquered like a mob’.) It found echoes in the debate on Jewish immigration, both in Winston Churchill’s claim that the Jews were models of ancient traditions of citizenship and in Beatrice Webb’s portrayal of the Jewish immigrant as the incarnation of Ricardian rational-economic man—rootless, privatized, and ‘deficient in that highest and latest development of human sentiment—social morality’. Above all it was mirrored in the changing social character of British constitutional monarchy—in the shift from the austere, private, ‘first-servant-of-the-state’ model of monarchy forged by Prince Albert to the much more demotic, spectacular, and stage-managed monarchy that emerged during the last years of Queen Victoria and that was brought to splendid and vulgar fruition in the reign of her son.*


VI. THE NATIONALIZATION OF CULTURE

The shift from a limited to a mass polity did not take place in a vacuum; and more must be said about the underlying structural and cultural changes in this period that, quite apart from the sphere of high politics, were transforming Britain into a more centralized, homogeneous national society. It is tempting to assume that in all ‘modern’ societies the process of movement from the small to the large and from the local to the national is a simple and unilinear one. It must be stressed, however, that this had not been the uniform experience of Britain in the earlier part of the nineteenth century. It is true that the four nations of the British Isles had constituted a single, unitary sovereign state since the end of the eighteenth century; and both industrialization and classical political economy had set in train large-scale unifying and rationalizing forces. Nevertheless, throughout the early and mid-Victorian periods Britain had remained a society that in numerous ways was fiercely variegated and local. The different cultural, religious and (in the case of Scotland) legal traditions of the four nations; the widely varying occupational and manufacturing specialisms of the new industrial centres; the flourishing municipal culture and civic pride of many provincial cities; and the rise of new, locally based, middle-class élites who challenged the aristocracy for predominance: all combined to produce in the mid-nineteenth century a society that in certain respects was less metropolitan than it had been a hundred years before.

Moreover, preservation of local autonomy and custom was seen as a quintessential feature of British national character and culture—in marked contrast to the centralization, rationality, and legalistic uniformity imposed on Continental countries by the legacy of the two Napoleons. Local government was seen as the proper sphere for provision of all ‘public goods’ except defence and sound currency; and although local authorities had no legal existence other than that conferred on them by Parliament, the local communities that they represented were seen as something more than just convenient administrative subdivisions of a centralized state. This quasi-corporate character of the local community was most clearly seen in the Poor Law, under which individuals had fundamental claims upon the parish of their birth that they did not have upon the nation at large. Utilitarian efforts of the 1830s and 1840s to shift the locus of government away from small communities had proved largely a failure; and, far from dwindling in the face of economic change, the culture and philosophy of localism had enjoyed a tremendous resurgence in the 1840s and 1850s, as part of a nationwide reaction against bureaucratic rationalization. Furthermore, much of the cultural and intellectual life of early Victorian Britain flourished, not in the metropolis, but in the provinces and in Scotland. Numerous literary and philosophical societies, social science and statistical associations, mechanics’ institutes, dissenting academies, and individual churches and chapels acted as patrons of high and low culture, seedbeds for scientific observation and experiment, popular media for the dissemination of evolutionary theories and modernist theology, and laboratories of social reform.

This intense and variegated local and provincial culture was still a major strand in British social life between 1870 and 1914. New popular institutions of the period—professional football, county cricket, and the county organization of the post-Crimean Volunteer force—all acted as institutional channels for the continuing cultivation of cross-class local patriotism and civic pride. The establishment of school boards in the 1870s, county councils in 1888 and parish and district councils in 1894 greatly expanded the sphere of popular democracy and largely displaced the aristocracy and gentry from the apex of local communities (though many titled persons reappeared in the 1890s and 1900s as honorific patrons of civic culture). Local democracy was accompanied by the era of ‘gas and water’ socialism, which encircled urban areas with a network of public utilities. Numerous acts of private legislation enabled local authorities to raise public loans and to engage in ambitious projects: to build town halls, public libraries, hospitals, art galleries, and new civic universities. Such activities ranged from the rampantly philistine to the dazzlingly beautiful, from disinterested public service to gross examples of peculation and class-bias (the high-minded Edwardian ‘Guild of Help’ movement that flourished in many cities must be set against such unsavoury incidents as the Liverpool police scandals of the early 1890s and the widespread connivance in illegal betting uncovered by the Metropolitan Police Commission in 1908). Throughout the country local communities were vigorous microcosms of many of the wider trends and tensions of late Victorian and Edwardian society: civic virtue vied with civic corruption; community solidarity clashed with class, religious and ethnic tensions; and ambitious women and working-class men struggled to challenge the powerful freemasonry of local, masculine, middle-class business and professional élites.

Yet, all this dynamism and variety notwithstanding, provincial communities in the 1900s were less overwhelmingly dominant in British society and culture than they had been a generation before, and the late Victorian period saw a subterranean shift in the balance of social life away from the locality to the metropolis and the nation. The elements in this shift were complex and only partly visible to contemporaries (not perhaps surprisingly, since many of them only fully worked themselves out many decades later). A factor of fundamental importance was the ‘gigantic hinge’ dated by Sir John Clapham at around 1870, that decisively shifted the fulcrum of economic life away from the northern provinces to London, away from manufacturing industry to international finance. The collapse of the Paris money market in the Franco-Prussian war and the migration to Britain of many European financiers and bankers made the City of London, always a major financial centre, now the undisputed capital market of the world. Over the next twenty years many country bankers, who for over a century had been unpretentious but crucial engines of local economic growth, moved their firms to London and were swallowed up by much larger, de-localized, joint-stock banks. Between 1870 and 1914 the number of provincial stock exchanges dwindled from ten to two, while the London stock exchange and London’s merchant and investment banks increasingly dominated, not domestic industrial finance, but international securities and commodity markets and loans to governments throughout the world. The change in the structure and location of wealth was reinforced by the growth of a new rentier class: holders of passive wealth invested in the newly emerging joint-stock enterprises and limited liability companies that had been legalized in the 1850s and 1860s. And it was reinforced also by the agricultural depression of the 1880s, which forced the owners of old estates either to sell up to new wealth-holders or to join them in pursuit of portfolio investments and directorships in the City.

The economic implications of this pivotal shift to finance remain a matter of dispute, but there can be no doubt about its impact on national social structure. Wealth, prestige, fashion, and social status—always greater in London than elsewhere, even in the heyday of the Industrial Revolution—now moved decisively towards the metropolis. Successful provincial businessmen who formerly were content to be local notables now increasingly transferred both their social aspirations and their financial interests to London and the City. Joseph Chamberlain—often regarded as the political flagship of provincial industrial capitalism—is a key example of a Midlands manufacturer who moved his investments to London, his political concerns to the Empire, and his social circle to ‘Society’ and the aristocratic country house. London ‘Society’—that inner circle of those presented at Court, which in the 1850s consisted of a tiny coterie of a few hundred ancient landed families—had by the Edwardian period swollen into an élite of ten thousand, many of them operators in the new financial sectors. Rural landed society—traditionally a nexus of philanthropy, patronage, local government, and inter-class social relationships—had by the 1900s been largely pincered out by democracy and agricultural depression, and was being replaced by what J. N. Figgis called ‘delocalised irresponsible wealth’, largely detached from rural communities. The change in the balance of social power was mirrored in the creation of new peerages, which from the 1880s onwards included many businessmen who chose no longer to veil their moneyed origins in the purchase of large landed estates (though they continued to purchase small ones as outlets for pleasure and conspicuous consumption). Moreover, the transformation wrought by finance was not confined to business élites: it was seen also in the explosion of stockbrokers, accountants, bank officials, insurance agents, commercial clerks, and copyists who formed a substantial part of the nouvelles couches sociales of the late Victorian and Edwardian era. These groups were found in all commercial centres, but above all in the expanding commuter hinterland of suburban Middlesex and Surrey. Their orientation to local and national society—as private citizens in a great nation rather than bigwjgs in a small community—was fundamentally different from that of the provincial middle classes of a generation before.

This shift of the centre of gravity from the provinces to the metropolis was paralleled by many other forces making for an increasingly integrated and homogeneous ‘national’ society. In late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Britain (by contrast with Imperial Germany, or France under the Third Republic) there were very few proponents of ‘centralization’ as an administrative principle in its own right, and parish-pump loyalties remained an important part of national self-image and culture. But from the mid-century onwards railways, telegraph, and the postal service had been invisibly transforming individual perceptions of the boundaries of community and national life; while from the 1880s the ‘retailing revolution’ enormously expanded the horizons of consumers. The increasing scale of economic enterprise and the crystallization of the trade cycle meant that by the third quarter of the nineteenth century new social problems were emerging that were inherently beyond the scope of local administration and finance.

Unemployment in particular was a powerful, though inadvertent, catalyst for the assumption of new responsibilities by an often reluctant central government (significantly, relief of the unemployed was the one major area of social policy whose transfer from local to central authority was recommended by the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws in 1909). The same forces were at work in education: management of schools under the Education Acts of 1870 and 1902 remained firmly in local hands, but visits by inspectors and centralized guidance on school curricula rapidly generated a new national popular culture—a culture that evoked new market responses in the form of mass-circulation newspapers (which in turn began to reinforce the process of mass production of attitudes and cultural unification). Similarly, the growth of public boarding-schools increasingly replaced the old provincial grammar schools and dissenting academies by a new, cosmopolitan, upper-class culture, largely divorced from local roots (and divorced also from the skills and mental outlook of factory management and manufacturing). At the level of higher education one of the major cultural transformations of the period was the migration of intellectual life into the universities, and the absorption of science, history, and political economy into academic departments—in marked contrast to, and at the expense of, the great provincial (and often amateur) flowering of those disciplines a generation before. The new civic universities preserved strong cultural and personal ties with their host cities, but Oxford and Cambridge at the end of the nineteenth century were steadily becoming the academic suburbs of metropolis and Empire.

All these trends were accompanied, particularly towards the end of the nineteenth century, by a gradual renaissance of London as a centre of fashionable and artistic life. New theatres, galleries, and concert halls were opened, London University received its charter, Shakespeare was seriously performed in public for the first time in half a century, and ancient thoroughfares were rebuilt in the neo-classical idiom deemed suitable for the hub of the world’s greatest empire. New Continental influences began to invade the metropolis, in the form of opera from Germany, drama from Norway, post-impressionist painting from France, and ballet from Russia. At a time when at least some of the provincial cities were losing their old élites to cosmopolitanism and gentrification, London in the 1890s and 1900s was a much stronger magnet for the educated and ambitious middle classes than it had been a generation before.* Many Edwardian feminists relished the social autonomy, freedom from family ties and opportunities for intellectual employment that were available in London to a much greater extent than in more structured and sheltered provincial communities. And to many overseas visitors London increasingly appeared not as the chief city of England, nor even of the British Empire, but as ‘the capital of the human race’.

Finally, mirroring and reinforcing all these other shifts, was a long-drawn-out national revolution in the use of language. Archaic rural dialects had been in decline since the eighteenth century, and by 1870 were far more residual in England than in any other European country. New vernacular styles that evolved during the period—such as cockney rhyming-slang and the ‘old codgers’ speech of Lancashire and Yorkshire—were no less genuine an expression of popular culture; but unlike the older dialect forms they were at least in part self-consciously fostered by such media as music-halls, almanacs, clubs, recitation, and the popular press. Welsh and Gaelic survived better than the English regional dialects, but were everywhere vulnerable to Anglicizing cultural pressures (and to well-meaning public officials who tried to extend the English language as a form of compulsory social welfare). By the turn of the century 50 per cent of the Welsh still spoke their traditional language, but only 14 per cent of the Irish and 5 per cent of the Scots. Regional accents were also under threat, not so much from extinction, as from social labelling and stigmatization. The ‘received standard English’ of southeastern England (that is, the English spoken by the upper and middle-classes in London) everywhere established itself as the cultural norm in a descending hierarchy of phonic status: and an American observer in 1881 remarked that the ‘ah’ sound in words such as glass, pastor, and father had become the ‘surest test of high culture’. Even members of the aristocracy and gentry—whose traditional accents contained strong traces of the now despised regional vowel sounds—cleaned up and ‘modernized’ their pronunciation (substituting God for Gawd and coffee for corfee). Many teachers under the 1870 education system were passionate missionaries of linguistic conformity, and stern censors of missing aitches and proletarian ain’ts.*

Moreover, the very substance of English was
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