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ABSTRACT

Sidney Webb is often represented as a descendent of the utilitarians. Social democracy
and the welfare state thus stand as the continuing development of Enlightenment
rationalism. Alternatively, Webb appears as the representative of a new managerial
and administrative class. Social democracy and the welfare state here stand as the
elitist and bureaucratic expressions of the power of this class. In contrast to these
conventional views, this paper locates Webb in the context of a radicalism, peculiar to
the 1870s, composed of ethical positivism and evolutionary sociology. He became a
socialist because of his positivist ethic. He defined his socialism in relation to an
evolutionary philosophy. And he later adopted collectivism as a result of turning to
positivist sociology. Webb’s collectivism, however, provided little assistance in
dealing with the dilemmas of the inter-war years. His ethical positivism and
evolutionary sociology led him to turn to solutions apparently offered by the Soviet
Union. This reinterpretation of Webb suggests a new view of social democracy and
the welfare state. We should see them as the changing products of particular ideational

and political contexts such as those of the 1870s and 1930s.



Sidney Webb: Utilitarianism, Positivism, and Social Democracy

Sidney Webb (1859-1947) played a key role in the transition from the
radicalisms of the nineteenth century to the social democracy of the twentieth. He is a
significant figure in the historiography of progressive thought, itself an arena within
which historians explore the rise of social democracy and the welfare state.

In so far as social and political practices require their participants to possess a
certain understanding of the world, we can explore the historical roots of the practices
by asking how the relevant understanding arose. To do so, of course, we have to treat
texts as guides to shifts in thought and language rather than as strategic interventions
aimed at producing immediate effects; we have, in other words, to abstract from the
short-term considerations embodied in texts so as to explore the ways they instantiate
long-term changes in the ideas and concepts at play within a society." Historians as
diverse as Michel Foucault, Reinhart Koselleck, and Quentin Skinner have done just
this in order to study the epistemes, concepts, and ideologies that made possible social
or political formations such as the human sciences, modern society, and the sovereign
state.”

When historians explore the rise of social democracy in relation to progressive
thought, they often stress its continuity with earlier varieties of radicalism. For those
who highlight such continuity, Webb acts as a prime example. Webb was the leading
theorist in the Fabian Society, itself widely recognised as the main intellectual force in
the development of British socialism.” Later he became a Cabinet Minister in both of
the first two Labour Governments. In addition, he and his wife Beatrice (neé Potter)
played leading roles in the development of modern social policy: they served on

numerous important bodies, most notably the Royal Commission of Inquiry into the
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Poor Laws.* Webb often gets portrayed as a descendent of the classical liberalism of

the early nineteenth century. He appears, in Brian Crowley’s words, as a “utilitarian
socialist planner” who followed J. S. Mill to socialism.” The Fabian Society similarly
gets portrayed as an organisation that rejected revolutionary socialism for a gradualism
linked to the liberal tradition. In doing so, moreover, it allegedly either developed a
practical socialism suitable for British soil or undermined the innate qualities of
innovation found among working-class socialists.

An emphasis on the continuities between the utilitarians and the Fabians suits
both progressive liberals and their critics. Progressive liberals have claimed as their
own the gains associated with social democracy, and even tried to insist on the
continuing relevance of a progressive alliance.® Their historiography suggests that
social democracy and the welfare state arose out of a liberal, utilitarian tradition of
enlightened reform. Critics of progressive liberalism, in contrast, have traced the
limitations of the welfare state to an excessive Enlightenment rationalism or to the
failure of socialists to break properly with bourgeois ideology.” Their historiography
suggests that social democracy and the welfare state remain trapped within the
rationalist, reformist framework of liberal utilitarians.

Strangely intellectual historians who study Webb’s political thought almost
never explore his early and largely unpublished malnuscripts.8 Doing so suggests he
belongs in an intellectual milieu peculiar to the late Victorian era. Webb was an
ethical positivist in a sense that was common then but had almost no precursors in the
early Victorian era and retained few adherents by the 1930s. Although historians have
long assigned ethical positivism a place in Victorian thought, they generally locate it
exclusively among those who stood on the side of Culture against Society — romantics

and idealists rather than utilitarians and rationalists.’ Recently, however, historians



such as Stefan Collini, José Harris, and Donald Winch have begun to challenge the
dichotomy between Culture and Society in a way that might encourage us to explore
the place of ethical positivism in the thought of those once demonised as soulless
rationalists.'” By reading Webb in this way, we will improve our understanding of his
ideas and thus the emergence of social democracy. More specifically, we will find that
Webb became a socialist for moral reasons reflecting the humanitarian drift of the
1870s; he defined his socialism in terms of an evolutionary philosophy popular among
his contemporaries; his socialism took a collectivist turn because of the impact upon
him of positivist economics with its historical and institutional alternatives to the
concrete-deductive method of J. S. Mill; and he developed his collectivism in relation
to contemporary strands of thought such as Social Darwinism and idealism. In short,
Webb broke decisively with the utilitarians.

Although intellectual historians rarely pick-up on the discontinuity between
Webb and the utilitarians, we can find a gesture towards it within social history. Here
historians have accounted for the rise of social democracy and the welfare state by
reference to a new class-structure. Within the received historiography, the progressive
architects of modern social policy represented a new class whose ideas either blunted
the creativity of the working class or dovetailed with the natural tendency of trades
unions to adopt labourism rather than true socialism. Webb thus gets portrayed as
representative of a technocratic and managerial elite whose class position led them to
advocate a bureaucratic and statist form of social democracy or managed capitalism.11
Recently, however, historians such as Gareth Stedman Jones and Patrick Joyce have
initiated a linguistic turn that reacts sharply against this received historiography with
its assumptions about modernization and class-formation.'* All too often, the received

historiography took for granted the ideas of those it purported to tell us about: if we



assume the welfare state is bureaucratic and social democracy is statist, and if we
assume technocrats thrive in bureaucratic and statist systems, it is all too easy to
assume the new class actively espoused and built such a system. Once we follow
recent historiographical trends and pay greater attention to the beliefs and language of
those we study, however, we will find that the bureaucratic rhetoric of Webb’s moral
exhortations did not translate into excessively centralised or extensive forms of
collectivism. Webb’s ethical positivism lead him to a strong collectivist morality in
which individuals had to fulfil themselves through the greater whole; but his positivist

social theory did not lead him to an equally strong collectivist vision of the state.

Positivism and Science

Sidney Webb was born in London in 1859 to a lower middle-class family."?
His father appears to have worked as a bookkeeper and business advisor, although he
lacked any qualifications. A radical liberal in politics, he sat on both the Board of
Guardians and the local vestry, and it has been said that he helped J. S. Mill in the
latter’s Westminster constituency. Webb’s mother was a hairdresser with evangelical
leanings. She took her children to church every Sunday, scouring London for a low-
church preacher suitably free of the taint of ritualism. Webb left school aged about
fifteen, and then began work as a junior clerk in a brokerage firm. Before long, he
entered the ranks of the civil service, where he progressed rapidly, excelling in
examination after examination. By 1884 he had progressed as far as one could by
merit to become a first division clerk in the Colonial Office. During the mid-1880s, he
also qualified as a barrister, though he only accepted one brief.

Throughout Webb’s life, his ideas developed as much though personal

discussions, correspondence, and organised societies as through reading. During his
6



twenties, in particular, he participated in numerous discussion groups, debating
societies, and mock parliaments throughout London; the most important of these, for
him, being the Zetetical Society, which was formed in 1878 to “search for truth in all

14 The titles of the lectures Webb

matters affecting the interest of the human race.
delivered to the Society indicate the religious, ethical, and philosophical nature of his
early intellectual concerns, while their content shows Webb rejecting his mother’s
evangelicalism for an ethical positivism.15 The earliest extant lecture, “The Existence
of Evil”, describes Christianity as inconsistent with a belief in a material world ruled
by the unchanging laws uncovered by natural science. God could not be omnipotent
because he could not alter the laws of nature. Webb explained, "I do not believe God
could commit a violation of the laws of nature, although I believe he is the author of

these laws."'¢

This compromise clearly remained unsatisfactory since, for Webb, God
was omnipotent by definition. Science contradicted religion: it made the existence of
God implausible. Yet Webb remained reluctant to abandon the religious ideal. He
defended a belief in God on the grounds that "any religion is better than no religion" as
people need faith in order to prompt them to do their duty and aim for lofty goals.
Christianity still had value. It did so, however, not because he thought it true but
because he feared that morality would wither in a secular world.

Webb’s doubts about God and concerns about morality reflect a broad strand in
late Victorian thought. Many Victorian Christians, especially evangelicals, upheld the
verbal inspiration of scripture - the Bible was the bedrock of their faith, and it was
literally true. However, geological discoveries, the historical criticism, evolutionary
theory, and moral qualms about doctrines such as vicarious atonement, made their

religious faith seem increasingly implausible.'” They feared, however, that to reject

God would be to remove all bases for morality. Evangelicals often thought that only
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fear of hell made moral an essentially corrupt humanity, so to remove such fear would

be to unleash an innate wickedness. Typically these moral concerns alone proved
unable to sustain an evangelical faith closely tied to Biblical literalism. Instead the
path of doubt led people to a range of beliefs from liberal Christianity and agnosticism,
through pantheism and positivism, to a more militant secularism. Victorians turned
increasingly to bodies of belief according to which the basis of morality resided within
humanity itself. Leslie Stephen, for example, rejected Christianity because
evolutionary theory contradicted the type of spasmodic action described in the Bible.
Having done so, he turned to the problem of morality, arguing that if there is no God,
humanity must have invented hell-fire, so far from our being corrupt and made moral
only by belief in hell, “we inevitably accept the conclusion that the virtuous instincts
are the foundation, not the outgrowth, of the belief, and may therefore be expected to
survive its destruction or transformation.”'®

Numerous Victorian evangelicals shifted their attention from God to
humalnity.19 The second extant lecture by Webb, “On Serving God”, shows him
explicitly discarding Christianity for a positivist humanitarianism that eulogised the
service of humanity. Webb argued that praise of God was valuable only if it promoted
human welfare, and yet a religion designed solely to enhance human life in this world
was not really a religion at all. Because he accepted that Christians often took “the
service of God on earth” to consist “in serving man,” and because he allowed that our
reasons for promoting human welfare were unimportant so long as we did so, he would
not quarrel with people who claimed they tended to humanity in order to minister to
God.”® Nonetheless, he thought a humanitarian religion was "only an allegorical way

of stating utilitarian principles".



Although Webb seems here to accept a utilitarian position, we need to be
careful in our analysis. Utilitarianism can be a slippery doctrine. On one level, the
identification of the morally good with that which promotes general happiness appears
almost as a necessary but vacuous truth since we can subsume most other moral
doctrines under the umbrella concept of happiness. On another level, as soon as
anyone gives any positive content to the umbrella concept of happiness, utilitarianism
becomes highly contentious. Webb, like many of his contemporaries, played on the
ambiguous nature of utilitarianism, sometimes appealing to it as a principle, but
always with a notion of happiness that made him scarcely a utilitarian at all. For
Webb, individuals have a duty to act for the social good rather than their own
happiness; it is just that a "happy life" happens to come from “absorption of self in

some pursuit, leaving the pleasures to be picked up along the Waly."21

Personal duty
and social service effectively swamp the idea of happiness. The result resembles
ethical positivism far more closely than it does mainstream utilitarianism.

A historic allegiance to radicalism could encourage an avowal of utilitarianism.
However, by the 1870s, the utilitarianism evoked typically differed decisively from
that of Bentham. J. S. Mill can be seen as foreshadowing the break with Bentham. He
set out as a Benthamite prodigy but tasted the forbidden fruits of Samuel Coleridge and
August Comte, so that while he remained attached to the broad thrust of classical
liberalism, he acknowledged some of the limitations of a rationalistic, even deductive,
approach to human affairs. *2 Bentham, he suggested, had proceeded too quickly from
the general laws of human nature to actual behaviour in a way that failed to allow for
the full impact of history, institutions, and entrenched practices. Despite such

criticisms, however, J. S. Mill remained committed to the broad thrust of utilitarianism

and classical liberalism. As he saw it, although he altered the tone and feeling of his
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predecessors, his reflections ultimately “only laid the foundation of these [his early

opinions] more deeply and strongly.”23

By the 1870s, many radicals had departed considerably from even the modified
utilitarianism of J. S. Mill.** Whereas the London Dialectical Society was formed in
the late 1860s to provide a forum for the discussion of his work, its younger offshoot,
the Zetetical Society, adopted a tone that one member rightly described as
“Malthusian, evolutionary, Ingersollian, Darwinian, Herbert Spencerian.”25 This list of
influences captures the new, radical culture that arose in the 1870s following the
impact of evolutionary theory. IfJ. S. Mill remained largely within the philosophy of
classical liberalism whilst modifying its anti-interventionist social theory, Spencer
transformed its philosophy only to uphold the ideal of the minimal state.”® Members
of the Zetetical Society and other such groups often fused the evolutionary philosophy
of Spencer with ethical positivism and liberal radicalism. Spencer’s evolutionary
approach gave their thought the aura of contemporary science; ethical positivism
enabled them to reconcile such science with moral action, specifically the ideals of
duty and service; and liberal radicalism gave political content to such ideals.

Several of Webb’s contemporaries poured ethical positivism into the utilitarian
bottle. The most famous of these was perhaps Annie Besant, who would later join
Webb in the Fabian Society.27 Many others adopted an ethical positivism without
bothering much about its relationship to utilitarianism, again including several Fabians
such as Edward Pease, Graham Wallas, and Sydney Olivier, the latter of whom worked
with Webb in the Colonial Office during the early 1880s.%® Pease later reflected on the
extent to which the new learning had distanced his generation from the previous one:

It is nowadays not easy to recollect how wide was the intellectual gulf which

separated the young generation of that period from their parents. The Origin of
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Species, published in 1859, inaugurated an intellectual revolution such as the

world had not known since Luther nailed his thesis to the door of All Saints
Church at Wittenberg . . . The young men of the time grew up with the new
ideas and accepted them as a matter of course . . . Our parents, who read neither
Spencer nor Huxley, lived in an intellectual world which bore no relation to our
own; and cut adrift as we were from the intellectual moorings of our
upbringings, recognising, as we did that the older men were useless as guides
in religion, in science, in philosophy, because they knew no evolution, we also
felt instinctively that we . . . had to discover somewhere for ourselves what
were the true principles of the then recently invented science of sociology.29
Webb and his friends absorbed this new learning with its evolutionary philosophy,
ethical positivism, and sociology.
Several varieties of positivism acquired at least some Victorian adherents.
Very few Victorians adhered to Comte’s liturgical religion; a few more adopted a
republican positivism that sought to integrate the working-class into a political vision
of liberty, equality, and fraternity; but many more followed George Eliot in responding
to the crisis of faith with a positivist ethic of social duty buttressed by an evolutionary
philosophy.™® Webb adopted this latter ethical positivism, as did Besant, Pease,
Olivier, and Wallas.”® That Webb did so becomes clear when we turn to his ensuing
lectures to the Zetetical Society on “The New Learning of the Nineteenth Century: Its
Influence on Philosophy”, “The Ethics of Existence”, “Heredity as a Factor in
Psychology and Ethics”, and “Lecture on the Works of George Eliot”. Webb now
identified his moral beliefs with those expressed by George Eliot's positivist hymn "Oh

may I Join the Choir Invisible".”> He devoted a whole lecture to praise of her novels
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for their portrayal of the ideal of social service.” Like many ethical positivists, he

continued to express his opinions in Biblical language:

The world to a great extent commits its evil by want of thought and is

blameable only for its ignorance. But some are unhappy enough to see, and

they must beware lest they sin against light. What shall they do to be saved?**
Again like many ethical positivists, he answered this question in terms that echo an
evangelical concern with personal duty and social service. He argued that individuals
were the products of the community that educated them and gave them meaning. The
individual rightly conceived is "a manufactured article, a store of value, an investment
of the world’s capital," and so should act as a "trustee" holding his "skill and energy"
on behalf of "the world."*

Webb renounced Christianity because it clashed with science, particularly
evolution. He argued that biology had revolutionised contemporary knowledge as
much as had the new learning of the renaissance.’® Curier had started with zoology
and botany, Goethe had begun biology, and these sciences had culminated in the
Darwinian theory of evolution, which Spencer had since shown to apply to the study of
society. Evolution underpinned modern science. It proved that the world existed prior
to the human mind so mind could not have created the world. Besides, since every
effect has a cause, when we experience an effect of which we do not know the cause,
we must admit it nonetheless has a cause; and, since we do not know this cause, it "is
not itself in relation to our mind," so we must admit the existence of an "external
world.""” Such arguments opposed philosophical idealism but not transcendental
idealism. Webb understood Kant to have argued that our belief that two and two
equals four was so strong that it could not possibly have come from our experience of

the external world. But, he countered, evolution resolved Kant's problem: it suggested
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that we knew that two and two was four because of the accumulated experience of the

whole human race, not our individual experience.38

By establishing the priority of an external, material world, evolution
established the importance of empirical study. British radicals, of course, often prided
themselves on their empiricism. Yet historically they based their empiricism on the
individualistic, associationist psychology of John Locke or David Hartley.3 ’
Evolutionary philosophy now prompted many to shift their attention to social
psychology or sociology.40 Webb even argued that the philosophic radicals had had
little impact on the world precisely because they tried to implement ideal
abstractions.*' Reform should be based on the scientific knowledge provided by the
new learning, for it would fail if it were not. Thus Webb promoted an evolutionary
sociology according to which history reveals natural laws that govern the life history of
social organisms. Human societies, like species, became increasingly integrated
through co-operation whilst constantly shedding those limbs that have ceased to fulfil
any function.

Evolution had supplanted individualistic psychology, whether that of Locke or
the utilitarians, as the basis of scientific inquiry. For Webb, this made J. S. Mill the
last great "pre-scientific" thinker.* Only J. S. Mill's logic and political economy
remained undisturbed, at least for the moment, by the new learning. Webb was aware
that other strands of political economy seemed to fit better with his evolutionary
philosophy. Yet in 1885 he dismissed these alternatives: the "empirical”" method of
daily observation advocated by Cliffe Leslie "has as yet produced no body of
knowledge worthy of the name of a science"; the "historical" method of Thorold
Rogers does not cover economics but rather represents "a portion of the great domain

of history"; and the "sociological" method of Comte, although promising, has not
13
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produced results to “match those of political economy." Thus, Webb concluded "the

only useful method of political economy remains the . . . concrete-deductive method of
Ricardo, Mill and Cairnes" and "with slight modifications of Prof. Marshall and Prof.

Walker."®

The Moralisation of the Capitalist

Webb’s milieu was the new learning - ethical positivism and evolutionary
sociology - that arose out of the clash between evangelicalism and evolutionary theory.
George Bernard Shaw was also a member of the Zetetical Society. Webb and Shaw
met in October 1880, and by 1882 they were serving together on the Society’s
Committee. Shaw then introduced Webb to the nascent Fabian Society: Webb read the
Society a paper on "The Way Out" on the 20th March 1885 and joined it on 1 May
1885.* Nonetheless, Webb did not sympathise with the land nationalisation and
Marxism that dominated the Fabian Society at that time.*> When Shaw asked him to
join the Land Reform Union, he explained that he was a land reformer not a land
nationaliser but that he would join as land nationalisation was "not an article of
faith."*¢ Likewise, in 1884 he said, "I am, I am sorry to say, no believer in state
socialism.""’ Only after he had joined the Fabians did he declare himself to be a
socialist. He identified anarchism, collectivism, and positivism as three different types
of socialism, expressing obvious sympathy for the last.*®

To understand Webb’s socialism, we have to follow his explorations in abstract
economic theory during the mid-1880s. We have no evidence of Webb having written
on economics until after the lecture on George Eliot dated 1882 but thereafter he wrote
about little else through until 1890. He gave several series of lectures at the Working

Men’s College, speaking in 1883-84 on “Political Economy”, in 1884-85 on “The
14
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Economic History of Society in England”, and in 1885-86 on “The Distribution of

Wealth” and “Low Wages”. The following year he began to lecture at City of London
College, in 1886-87 on “The Production of Wealth”, in 1887-88 on “The Outlines of
Political Economy”, and in 1888-89 on “Capital” and “The Fundamental Principles of
Economics, [llustrated by American Examples”. As we have seen, Webb believed, at
this time, that the concrete-deductive method of J. S. Mill remained largely valid
within political economy, although his evolutionary philosophy inspired an interest in
empirical sociology that left him dissatisfied with it. Like Alfred Marshall, he
acknowledged the need to adjust pure theory to account for particular circumstances,
while nonetheless sticking primarily to abstract theory. Indeed, Marshall, even more
than J. S. Mill, acted as his guide to political economy: he wrote to Marshall saying, "I
believe that we agree absolutely in Economics"; and to Beatrice he explained, "I do
feel a sort of reverence for Marshall as 'our leader' in Economics and I always uphold
him as such."*

Webb’s turn to socialism relied on his developments of Marshall’s economics.
Like Marshall, Webb defined value in terms of the operation of supply and demand at
the margin of production.50 He believed each factor of production received a payment
in proportion to its marginal cost of production. Because this payment was the price
paid to each increment of a factor whether or not that increment was at the margin,
those increments that were not at the margin received a surplus. A surplus created by
marginal advantages went to the owners of the advantageous land, labour, or capital.
Here because all land is paid at the rate necessary to bring the last increment of land
under cultivation, more fertile or better-situated land generates rent for the landowner.

Similarly, although the capitalist would invest some of his capital at a lower rate of
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return, he is remunerated for all of his capital at the higher rate of return necessary to

induce him to invest the last increment of his capital.

Up to this point Webb followed Marshall and many other economists. These
other economists thought that rent differed significantly from interest. Interest, they
said, was necessary to maintain the required supply of capital since the capitalist would
not invest the last part of his capital unless he was offered a suitable rate of return for it
— the same could not be said of rent because the supply of land is fixed. Webb’s
originality consisted of his inclusion of capital and brainpower, alongside rent, as
instances of monopoly. He condemned interest as a form of rent by arguing that the
supply of capital, like the supply of land, is fixed, so interest is not necessary to
maintain an adequate supply of capital. The distinction between interest and rent
failed for Webb because "it is by no means admitted that the accumulation of capital
depends solely or even mainly upon the rate of interest."”’ On the contrary, he
emphasised that "economists have always laid stress upon the other motives for thrift,
which led, for instance, the French peasant up to 1871 and the Maltese cottager up to
1886 to hoard metallic currency without the inducement of interest at all.">*> Webb
then continued the attack by arguing not only that interest does not regulate the supply
of capital but also that it is paid primarily because time-lags in the market temporarily
fix the supply of capital. Interest, like rent, results from a fixed supply of a factor of

"33 Likewise

production, from monopoly. It is a product of "opportunity and chance.

skilled workers receive a "rent of ability" because there is a fixed supply of their skill.
Although Webb’s abstract economic theory led him to socialism, to understand

why it did so we have to return to his ethical positivism and evolutionary sociology.

Rent, interest, and the rent of ability derive from a fixed supply: they go to individuals

whose advantageous position means that they benefit from a temporary or permanent
16



17
monopoly. Yet these advantageous positions are a result of society, not the individual.

For Webb, the workings of the social organism create temporary monopolies of capital
and skilled labour. Thus, because these rents are created by society, no individual
should have an automatic right to any part of them. They should be used to benefit the
society that generates them, not the individual who happens to occupy the relevant
position. Even "the skilled labourer is exactly in the position of the landlord or the
capitalist; he is a trustee who possesses social force: his brain does not belong to
himself but to society at large, and he is bound to use it to the full extent - to use it for
all, not for himself.">* In this way, Webb’s economic theory fitted in neatly alongside
his ethical positivism with its calls for personal duty and social service. Those people
who find themselves occupying an advantageous situation have a duty to use the
benefits they thus obtain to promote the social good. Only social service can justify
the wealth associated with rent, interest, and the rent of ability. As Webb explained to
his middle-class audience, we should live frugally and use our wealth to benefit society
as a whole since "we are the cause of the misery of the poor by consumption of more
than our share of the produce."55

The surpluses associated with rents arise as a necessary product of any
economy. They cannot be returned to the producers since they are a social product, not
a result of, say, treating labour as a commodity. Hence, Webb insisted on the
importance of their being used for social purposes - "interest, or rent, consumed

without adequate service rendered is simply robbery.”56

The moralisation of capitalists
would eliminate such robbery just as effectively as would collectivism. If capitalists
rendered service in proportion to the interest they received, the interest would become

a social resource. What matters is that the monopolists do not use their wealth for

personal consumption, for the balance between what they receive and what they
17
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consume "is almost of necessity devoted to purposes of public utility, even if it be only

reinvested in production."57

Webb favoured the moralisation of the capitalist over collectivism for several
reasons. For a start, he echoed Comte’s faith in a business elite. Collectivism would
place wealth in the hands of the state, where the state represents the average citizen
and so could use such wealth only for purposes approved by the majority.
Moralisation, in contrast, would enable "thinkers who are at the head of the column of
progress" to have a greater saly.58 Webb also suggested that moralisation would be
easier. Whereas collectivism presupposes great advances in the education and
morality of the masses, moralisation requires only a slight extension of current
behaviour since monopolists already reinvest more than they consume. Finally, Webb
followed J. S. Mill in arguing that individualist motivations help to ensure efficient
production, so the system of production should be left in private hands even as reforms
are made to the system of distribution. Although private property should continue as it

is the best “system of wealth production”, and although this “involves great inequality

of wealth,” “it does not involve great inequality in the consumption of wealth.””

When Webb joined the Fabian Society he was not a socialist. Even when he
first declared himself to be a socialist, he fused Marshall with Comte so as to propose
that the means of production remain private property but with monopolists using their
wealth for the social good. His early socialism drew on neo-classical economics
together with an ethical positivism:

Socialism is founded upon no new system of political economy, nor upon any

new statistics. It is mainly the emphatic assertion of two leading principles.

We recognise, first, as the central truth of modern society, the interdependence

of all. No man works alone; by division of labour and mutual exchange all are
18
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sharing in each other's toil . . . We claim, in the second place, to be but

applying the doctrines of the economists in insisting on the ethical right of the
joint workers, and the workers alone, to the whole produce of their labour,
without any deduction for the monopolists.60
So defined, socialism requires nothing more than moralisation. Webb wanted to
"leave administration mainly as it is at present, in private hands but under some
government regulations; equal personal consumption, and by workers only, being

realised chiefly by an advance in personal morality."®

Equating socialism with
collectivism was, Webb suggested, as narrow-minded as equating Christianity with
Methodism. In the ensuing years, he would develop his positivist socialism in part
through critical studies of the main alternatives - anarchism, Marxism, co-operation,

and land reform.®

An Institutional Turn

Willard Wolfe has noted Webb’s debt to positivism. Yet Wolfe does not
properly locate its role in Webb’s intellectual development. We already have
established grounds for questioning his assessment of the relationship between Webb's
positivism and his debt to J. S. Mill. Here Wolfe opposes Shaw's claim that Webb
followed the economics of J. S. Mill.** Yet we have found that while Webb followed
an ethical positivist road to socialism, he still adhered to much of Mill’s logic and
political economy. Webb's positivist socialism rested on a neo-classical theory of rent
as well as on a positivist ethic and a positivist strategy of moralising the capitalist.
Wolfe acknowledges Webb’s debt to Marshall but then idiosyncratically, and certainly

contrary to Webb’s own view, implies that Marshall’s neo-classical economics had
1.64
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more in common with the historical and institutional economists than with J. S. Mil
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The 1870s and 1880s witnessed a hiatus in political economy.”” The main

doctrines composing the classical theory of distribution simply fell away following J.
S. Mill’s repudiation of the concept of a vvages—fund.66 Three main alternatives arose
during the ensuing years, all of which rejected or heavily modified the central tenets of
the classical school. W. S. Jevons and his followers defined value in terms of marginal
utility, and thus argued that the amount paid to each factor of production - capital,
land, and labour - depended on its marginal utility.67 The positivists, such as Leslie,
called for a more historically sensitive, less abstract, approach to economics.®® Finally
the neo-classical theorists, led by Marshall, although remaining closest to J. S. Mill,
placed a novel emphasis on the margin as the site of the interaction of supply and
demand. Throughout the 1880s Webb adopted a neo-classical theory indebted to
Marshall and thus J. S. Mill. When we turn to the later development of his thought,
however, we will find that positivism played a role, unrecognised by Wolfe, in his
political economy as well as his ethics. Although Wolfe identifies such a role through
his idiosyncratic account of Marshall as a positivist, he pays little attention to the
impact on Webb of positivist economists such as Leslie. Rather, he explicitly
contrasts his account with G. D. H. Cole's claim that Webb concentrated on finding
institutional ways of giving effect to ideas.”” In contrast, we will find that after 1888
Webb turned increasingly to the historical and institutional approaches of the positivist
economists. Webb's collectivism ultimately arose out of his interest in promoting
positivist ideals through social organisations.

In 1886 Webb believed, like Marshall, that the "universally approved"
concrete-deductive method provided the starting point for economics but that it relied
on an over-simplified model of human nature so one later had to make a "correction

for actuality."’® Webb's concern to make a "correction for actuality” had an important
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consequence. He began to study historical sociology as a way of doing so; he became

interested in patterns of social organisation and how they modified the operation of the
laws of political economy. We have virtually no evidence of his pursuing such an
interest prior to about 1888.7" His earlier writings begin with the philosophical
implications of evolution and end by considering how to reform society in line with
economic science and a positivist ethic. Around 1888, however, he switched his
attention to positivist economics and social organisation. He even defined socialism as
a "principle of social organisation" in a paper titled “Rome: A Sermon in Sociology”
and subtitled “a lecture upon the development of the social ideal in European history” -
a paper, moreover, that contains large passages that he repeated word for word in his
contribution to the famous Fabian Essa)[s.72

Webb’s interest in positivist economics and social organisation provide the
context within which he moved from the moralisation of the capitalist to collectivism.
By 1888, Webb gave content to his socialism by drawing on evolutionary sociology
rather than concrete-deductive economics. Socialism is not an economic system but "a
statement of the principles of social organisation" derived from "positive knowledge of

sociological development. n73

J. K. Ingram, a historical economist and positivist, thus
could become the archetypal socialist, for socialism is the efficient organisation of
society and empirical sociology teaches us how to organise society efficiently.74 Webb,
like Comte, stressed the gains in efficiency - the reduction of costs and the elimination
of wasteful competition - associated with economic centralisation, the concentration of
capital, and mass production. Besides, his application of evolutionary theory to history
implied that societies, like organisms, became more and more efficient by growing in

complexity and adopting integrated, co-operative forms of organisation. Evolution,

and here he quoted T. H. Huxley, consists of the “substitution of consciously regulated
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. . . . . . .. 75
co-ordination among the units of each organism, for blind anarchic competition.”

Thus, Webb now identified socialism, defined as the efficient organisation of society,
with co-operative and co-ordinated organisation, with state activity. Capitalism is an
unscientific form of social organisation since it is inefficient as a way of maximising
production let alone welfare. The declining marginal utility of incomes, for example,
means that the rich attain little welfare or happiness for large parts of their income in
comparison with that which the poor would from such an amount. Because the poor
are unable to create “effective demand,” moreover, a capitalist economy produces
commodities to meet the whims of the rich rather than the basic needs of the poor.
Finally, because capitalism thus fails to meet the basic needs of the poor, it undermines
their efficiency and so impairs the process of production.76

The moralisation of the capitalist would no longer suffice since moralisation
would not necessarily either increase social integration or limit competition. Only
collectivism would do so: it would bring the requisite increase in social efficiency and
social solidarity through an extension of state institutions. Hence socialism now
involved "the gradual public organisation of labour for all public purposes, and the
elimination of the private capitalist and middle-man."”’

For Webb, collectivism had two main requirements. The first was that the state
should tax the rents of land, capital, and ability, and then use them for public purposes.
This requirement reworked his earlier economic theory but with the state taking over
the role earlier ascribed to the moralised capitalist. Under socialism, the state would
enforce the social duties that went with wealth: taxation would preclude the possibility
of the wealthy using their rents for selfish ends. The revenue raised by taxation would
fund the public provision of things such as education, libraries, museums, and parks.

The second requirement for collectivism was that the state should regulate industry so
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as to establish an integrated, co-operative, and thus efficient form of organisation.

This requirement followed from his new interest in positivist economics, and the way
in which his evolutionary sociology tied efficiency to co-operation and co-ordination.
The state would play a more active role as social organisation adopted increasingly
complex patterns.

Webb’s ethical positivism and evolutionary sociology facilitated his combining
his collectivism with other contemporary strands of thought. One such strand was
social Darwinism.”® Webb believed that the principle of natural selection taught that
more efficient societies thrived. The Prussians, for instance, beat the French in the war
of 1871 because they were better organised. Sometimes Webb adopted a national
focus, arguing that only socialism could ensure the survival and prosperity of Britain in
the struggle for survival. At other times, he took a more general view, arguing that
because evolutionary sociology taught us that socialism was an efficient form of social
organisation, the more socialist a society was, the more it would thrive over time. In
this way, socialism appeared as an empirical version of a Hegelian world-historic idea.
Here Webb also combined his collectivism with themes in British Idealism. He argued
that socialism was emerging everywhere without people even realising: he depicted
"both great parties drifting vaguely before a nameless undercurrent which they fail
utterly to recognise or understand."” Society already was saturated with examples of
practical socialism, examples ranging from the Post Office and state education to the
Factory Acts and a ferry across the Thames.* Although people might not recognise
such interventions as socialism, that is what they were, for Webb’s collectivism
defined socialism to include any extension of state intervention. Similarly, socialism
was also a growing force in modern ideas. "Through Comte and John Stuart Mill,

Darwin and Herbert Spencer, the conception of the social organism has at last
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penetrated to the minds, though not yet to the books, even of our professors of Political

Economy."81
The positivist background to Webb’s collectivism helps to explain two of its
best known features - gradualism and permeation. Webb defined socialism in terms of
co-ordination, co-operation, and efficiency, all of which were bound together in the
natural process of social evolution. Each incremental advance in state activity or
intervention takes us further along this necessary process. For Webb, socialism had
begun to develop as soon as people first co-operated within society, it continues to
expand, and it will reach higher stages as people became increasingly conscious of the
laws governing social evolution. “There will never come a moment when we can say
‘now Socialism is established” because it is not a distinct form of social organisation
but only the fuller recognition of principles informing all social organisation.82
Webb’s contemporaries thus could further the socialist cause by gradually extending
municipal enterprise, that is, by gas and water collectivism. They could create
socialism even through Vestry Elections:
Select good candidates whom you can depend upon to provide a proper
sanitary staff, large enough to cope with the new work which the Public Health
Acts require. Insist on the payment of Trade Union wages to all men in Vestry
employ. See that the Vestry has the dust collected by its own men, and no
longer employs contractors who make the bigger profit the more they neglect
their duty. Discourage false economy by preventing the Vestry from
employing unfair printers, or purchasing goods from sweaters, who, by low
wages and long hours are filling the work-houses and increasing the poor rates.

Demand proper baths and wash-houses.™
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Webb saw no need for a radical break, no need for a sudden shift in the underlying

constitution of social life.

The strategy of permeation also appears in a new light once we appreciate the
positivist background to Webb’s socialism.* For a start, the idea of permeating other
political parties clearly resembles that of moralising the capitalist. The Fabians could
act as positivist experts, providing information and policies to diverse politicians. In
addition, Webb’s evolutionary sociology suggested that socialist policies represented
the outcome of scientific knowledge of the requirements of an industrial economy. All
types of politicians might be expected, therefore, to recognise the inherent rationality
of such policies; and if they did not, the inexorable process of evolution might be
expected to overtake them anyway. Socialism was the outcome of a positivist science
- a part of the necessary process of social evolution - that in some respects could
remain apart from, or unrecognised in, political struggles for power and office. Hence,
Webb at times suggested that “the avowed Socialist party in England will probably
remain a comparatively small disintegrating and educational force, never itself
exercising political power, but supplying ideas and principles of social reconstruction
to each of the great political parties in turn as the changing results of English politics
bring them alternatively into office.”™

So, Webb’s collectivism arose out of his interest in positivist economics. At
first, he combined this interest with a continuing commitment to abstract economic
theorising.®® Later his courtship and marriage to Beatrice ensured that this became less
and less so. Beatrice shared many of the same influences as Sidney: she was tutored
by Spencer and continued to believe in evolutionary sociology long after rejecting the
latter’s political views; she reviewed her early life in her diaries from the perspective

of one of George Eliot’s heroines; and her work for Charles Booth convinced her of
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the importance of empirical studies of social practices and institutions as alternatives

to an abstract political econorny.87 By the time she met Sidney, she had written a study
of the co-operative movement from the perspective of an evolutionary sociology.88
Soon afterwards, she persuaded Sidney to give up his plan to write a study of
economic theory: she almost made it a condition of marriage that he should devote his
scholarly activities to works of a more positivist and sociological character.*” By then,
as we have seen, Sidney too had become increasingly interested in such an approach.90
He had begun to concentrate on the detailed application of collective principles to the
institutions and problems of modern society. Together the Webbs thus embarked upon
their massive studies of trade unions and local government.91 Through detailed studies
of actual institutions, they sought to establish an evolutionary sociology to guide social

reform.

Bureaucracy and Elitism

While intellectual historians typically emphasise the continuities between
Webb and the utilitarians, social historians often portrayed Webb and the other Fabians
as the representatives of a new class of technocrats. In doing so, they pointed to a
discontinuity that might seem to fit well with our emphasis on the distinctive nature of
the radical milieu of the 1870s and 1880s. Unfortunately, however, these social
historians typically took for granted that Webb and his like held the beliefs they
associate with the class-interests of a technocratic, even bureaucratic, elite. Fabian
socialism, Carl Levy argues, “combine[d] an appeal for ‘social service’ with schemes
that substituted for traditional elites and capitalist entrepreneurs a stratum of managers
and experts”’; and it thereby “aimed firstly, to create effective collectivist forms of

capital accumulation in mature industrial capitalist states, and secondly to bring into
26



27
being ‘healthy’ productivist bourgeoisies and their disciplined ‘proletarian

negators’ 92

Just as social historians have now begun to pay greater attention to
language and beliefs, so our account of Webb’s collectivism highlights his debt to
ethical positivism in a way that inspires a different account of his stance on
bureaucracy, elites, and democracy. Although Webb’s ethical positivism informed a
strong rhetorical and moral emphasis on the role of the state and independent experts,
his actual proposals do not translate this rhetoric into excessively bureaucratic and
elitist institutions.

Sometimes Webb appears to suggest that collectivism involves extensive social
control - a bureaucratic state invading all aspects of our lives. He adopts a very strong
moral collectivism, saying that society has so much priority, “it is of comparatively
little importance in the long run that individuals should develop to the utmost if the life
of the community in which they live is not thereby served.”* The individual seems to
be subordinated to a soulless machine:

The perfect and fitting development of each individual is not necessarily the

utmost and highest cultivation of his own personality, but the filling, in the best

possible way, of his humble function in the great social machine. We must
abandon the self-conceit of imagining that we are independent units, and bend
our jealous minds, absorbed in their own cultivation, to this subjection to the
higher end, the Common Weal.”*
Because individual fulfilment derives from performing a social function, society ends
up determining what the individual should do, rather than individual choices defining
the nature of society.
Although Webb sometimes wrote as if he favoured extensive state intervention

in the economy and even aspects of social and private life, his proposals remained
27



28
modest. As a socialist, Webb did not believe in what he saw as the untrammelled

individualism of the free market. His theory of rent, moreover, precluded his
expecting the state to wither away: he foresaw political conflict more or less
disappearing so that the state’s role became almost solely the administration of things
as opposed to the government of persons, but its role in administering the unearned
increment would if anything increase. Yet while Webb suggested the role of the state
would grow, he did not envisage the extensive bureaucracy and state control one might
expect given the strength of his moral collectivism. During World War One, Webb
served on the War Emergency Workers’ National Committee with H. M. Hyndman, a
leading British Marxist. When Hyndman called for public control of major industries,
Webb put forward an alternative proposal that acknowledged public ownership as a
before effectively replacing it with the call for higher rates of taxation to fund social
welfare.” Indeed, whenever Webb discussed his socialist ideal, he called for
collectivisation of only a few industries.”® The crucial things were, first, taxation of
unearned increment to finance the provision of things such as museums and parks, and,
second, an extension of municipal enterprise. Local government constituted the main
arena for socialist activity. Even when municipalities provided services or controlled
industries, they usually were envisaged as doing so in competition with private
enterprises, although the greater efficiency of socialist organisation virtually
guaranteed they would compete effectively.

The Webbs ascribed surprisingly few coercive powers to the state given the
strength of Sidney’s moral collectivism. In the Minority Report on the Poor Law, they
suggested that “industrial malingerers” who refused to look for work and turned down
employment provided by National Labour Exchanges might be sent to Detention

Colonies.”” This proposal should be understood, however, less as an attempt to extend
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the powers of the state than as a response to contemporary concerns, particularly in the

Charity Organisation Society, about the damaging effect on individual responsibility
and enterprise of the state providing welfare outside of institutions of incarceration.
Well might the Webbs protest that “the Socialist State, far from being a centralized
and coercive bureaucracy, presents itself to us as a highly diversified and extremely
numerous set of social groupings in which, as we ourselves see it, governmental
coercion, as distinguished from National and Municipal Housekeeping, is destined to
play an ever dwindling part.”*®
How can we reconcile the strength of Webb’s moral collectivism with his
relatively modest proposals? We can do so by recognising the continuing role of
ethical positivism in his thought. Even before Webb adopted collectivism, he
subordinated the individual to society in moral terms that derived from ethical
positivism with its powerful sense of social duty. He argued in the mid-1880s that:
The sphere covered by definite ethical rules of conduct constantly increases in
extent . . . We now believe that in any given circumstances, one course, if only
we knew which, would produce more social happiness than any other
course . . . There are no purely self-regarding acts. Every act, even the
seemingly most "morally indifferent" affects the universe for good or for evil,
everlastingly, irreparably. There is no forgiveness of sins . . . [Thus] if society
knew all, society would naturally and properly, supervise all.”
After he adopted collectivism in about 1887, he defined it in moral terms as just such a

“subordination of personal interest to the general good.”100

His strong moral
collectivism simply restated his ethical positivism with its emphasis on social duty:

We are not isolated units free to choose our work: but parts of a whole, the

well-being of which may be inimical to our fullest development or greatest
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effectiveness . . . I think George Eliot meant to say this in Maggie Tulliver. We

have no right to live our own lives. What shall it profit a man to save his own

soul, if thereby even one jot less good is done in the world?'"!
According to Webb, when society had scarcely evolved, functional differentiation and
specialisation were limited, so the individual’s actions did not always have direct
effects on others. Today, in contrast, society had evolved into a complex organism
based on a division of labour such that there were no self-regarding actions. A
profound interdependence dramatically extended the arena within which people should
pay head to their social duty. Because all actions have social consequences,
individuals can never merely do as they please. Rather, they always should subjugate
personal desires to the requirements of the organic whole. In this way, Webb’s
emphasis on social duty combined with his analysis of the complexity of modern
society to inspire a strong moral collectivism. He subordinated the individual to
society not because he identified socialism with a centralised, bureaucratic, and
coercive state, but because of his ethic of social duty.

Sometimes Webb appears to suggest that collectivism entails a move away
from democracy towards rule by an administrative and managerial elite. He adopts a
strong faith in experts as sources of neutral, compelling advice. Much of the activity
of government can be left to the “disinterested professional expert who invents,
discovers, inspects, audits, costs, tests or measures” so as to discover the facts about
social life and its requirements.lo2 The knowledge gleaned by these scientists would
allow them to administer effectively and also to provide indispensable guidance on
policy matters. Moreover, the authority of this elite sometimes makes Webb seem
rather dismissive of democracy. Elections can appear to be token gestures designed to

secure a vague sense of popular consent for the policies the experts design.
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Although Webb thus sometimes wrote as if he favoured elitism over

democratic government, his proposals again remained modest. He always laid great
stress on the democratic nature of his socialist ideal, often defining socialism as “the

55103

inevitable outcome of Democracy. He also highlighted the creative and democratic

capacity of the workers, whose trade unions “offer the century-long experience of a

. . o104
thousand self-governing working class communities.”

Democracy was a pre-
requisite of good government. Experts and other civil servants could provide advice
and even implement policies, but the making of decisions had to remain the
provenance of elected representatives. When Webb eulogised scientific expertise, he
generally did so in order to contrast the rational co-ordination he believed would
characterise socialism with the industrial anarchy of capitalism: he did not mean
thereby to limit the claims of parliamentary democracy. Experts would help to
overcome the chaos of an industrial system in which the major decisions arise out of a
series of arbitrary judgements by numerous unconnected industrial autocrats. However
while Webb thus evoked the disinterested professional expert, he immediately
continued by saying that this expert “will have no power of command, and no right to
insist on his suggestions being adopted” - “his function is exhausted when his report is
made.”'® Authority and the power to command would be vested exclusively in
elected bodies. “The ultimate decision on policy rests in no other hands than those of
the citizens themselves,” as the Webbs often explained.106

Not only did Webb staunchly defend the authority of representative institutions
over the executive and civil service, he also wanted to extend the scope of
representative institutions within society. When R. B. Haldane defined democracy as

the rule of an assembly of representatives who once elected are free to decide the

general will, Webb objected to the dangers of such a concentration of power and
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sovereignty, highlighting the importance of institutional pluralism in deciding the

general will - “already we have several elections concurrently, Parish, District,

Borough and County Councils; Trade Unions or Professional Associations and Co-

59107

operative Societies; as well as Parliament. In the Constitution for the Socialist

Commonwealth (1920), the Webbs advocated extending democracy from the state to

economic and social institutions, appealing, for example, to democracies of consumers

and of producers as well as to need for workers to participate in all areas of industrial

108 Earlier in Industrial Democracy (1897), they had evoked new

management.
professional representatives who might maintain a more “intimate and reciprocal”
relationship with their representatives, thereby hopefully bringing “the ordinary man
into active political citizenship” and increasing “the real authority of the people over
the representative assembly, and of the representative assembly over the permanent
civil service.”'”” The Webbs wanted to open the public sphere to working men and
women. They persistently put forward proposals to extend representative and
democratic institutions far beyond the place they occupied in Britain either then or
now.

We can reconcile the strength of Webb’s faith in experts with his belief in
democracy by recognising the continuing role of evolutionary sociology in his thought.
His belief in a positivist science led him to distinguish sharply between facts and
values, where rational individuals would agree on the facts once they were made clear.
Science thus could provide a basis for agreed political action. More importantly,
evolutionary theory had opened our consciousness to the facts, that is, to the way
societies evolve to become ever more differentiated into functional units held together
through co-operation and co-ordination. Knowledge of evolution meant, on the one

hand, that politicians have fewer choices to make since the broad path of social
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development will follow this given route, and, on the other hand, that experts have

more to do since they can develop proposals designed to ease our way along this route.
As Webb explained in the Fabian Essays, “the importance of complete consciousness
of the social tendencies of the age lies in the fact that its existence and
comprehensiveness often determine the expediency of our particular action.”''” Webb
argued, finally, that the process of functional differentiation would establish a sharper
distinction between elected representatives and their expert advisers. A socialist
society would differentiate between our roles as producers, consumers, and citizens.
The pattern of government within each role would require both popular control and
administrative efficiency. In all these ways, Webb’s evolutionary sociology inspired
him to put his faith in experts. He gave an enlarged role to a scientific elite not
because he cared little for democracy but because of his belief in the inevitability of
functional differentiation.

Social historians sometimes equate the welfare state and social democracy as
they developed after 1945 with the bureaucratic and elitist nature of a new class of
technocrats. They assume that Webb, as a representative of this class, must have held
a bureaucratic and elitist vision. A study of Webb’s milieu suggests otherwise. His
statist collectivism provided a powerful rhetorical and moral stick with which to beat
the legacy of laissez-faire and individualism. The good of society would not arise
magically out of individuals pursuing their private advantage. Yet Webb easily
combined this position with a commitment to democracy. No doubt because Webb’s
account of democracy was largely a liberal one, it will seem inadequate to those
committed to primitive democracy or syndicallisrn.111 Nonetheless, we should
recognise the democratic, even pluralist, nature of his socialism. Received opinion

goes astray in holding that his collectivism, in Stanley Pierson’s words, “tended to
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112 ..
7”77 Webb’s collectivism arose

reduce socialism to a science of public administration.
within his continuing commitment to ethical positivism and evolutionary sociology. It
thus rested on a conscious recognition of both our social duty and the laws of social

development.

Unemployment and Planning

Historians who condemn Webb’s bureaucratic elitism usually read his works
anachronistically in relation to developments after 1945 rather than the milieu of the
late nineteenth century. In contrast, we might suggest just as evolutionary positivism
wrought a break with utilitarianism so it gave way soon after to an atomistic and
analytical modernism.'"® This modernism had precursors prior to 1914, but it
flourished following the rise of theoretical, social, and moral dilemmas that proved
comparatively intransigent to the resources of evolutionary positivism.114 World War
One, for example, challenged the link between technological development and moral
improvement that had sustained positivist ideas of progress. It lent a fillip instead to
forms of scepticism - themselves often responses to the Victorian crisis of faith - that
sought to build up from atomistic units rather than draw sweeping pictures of human
development. In the inter-war years, Webb’s theories proved unable to generate viable
solutions to social problems such as cyclical depressions and unemployment. The
field lay open for new proposals for social reform and economic management, notably
those of the liberal socialists and Keynesians. Social democracy and the welfare state
as they developed after 1945 drew not only on ethical positivism and evolutionary
sociology, but also on theories and proposals developed long after Webb had settled on

his main convictions.
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After World War One, Webb’s evolutionary sociology informed an immobility

rooted in a faith in the inevitability of collectivism. It was as if hidden social forces
would establish socialism whatever we did. Webb suggested that “for socialism to
secure universal assent”, it was enough that there should be no “clear determination”
to hamper it.'"" He often expressed such faith in the collectivist future, and he spent
considerable energy devising collectivist policies he thought might attain immediate
political backing, but between these two activities lay unresolved issues about how to
cope with economic and social difficulties prior to the adoption of collectivist
solutions. Typically social and economic problems would be solved by the spread of
collectivism: the rationalisation of the economy, for example, would eliminate
shortages, temporary blockages, and all the other problems he associated with anarchic
competition. Yet a faith that co-operation and co-ordination could solve problems
does nothing to alleviate them prior to collectivism. Ethical positivism led Webb to
prefer collectivism to the market; evolutionary theory taught him that collectivism
necessarily would come into being; together they made it difficult for him to look
beyond collectivism even for short-term solutions to social problems.

Webb’s long-term programme for collectivising the economy was of little help
in dealing with the mass unemployment of the 1920s. Worse, his proposed policies
were largely supply-side measures, intended to eliminate wasteful duplication and
other undesirable features of competition, which in the short term probably would
worsen the problem of unemployment. Yet Webb’s views made it difficult for him to
look to alternative economic strategies. His vision of the state rationalising an
anarchic economy led him, for instance, to dismiss any long-term role for relief
work.''® Relief work for the unemployed organised by the state could contribute little

to collectivism because it did not co-ordinate enterprises but only set up isolated, albeit
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co-operative, ones. Besides, his acceptance of Marshall’s accounts of the relationships

between supply and demand, and the various factors of production, led him to suspect
that relief work might cause further unemployment. State-sponsored workshops or
farms would compete with private enterprise in ways that might lead to the bankruptcy
of the latter. If the state raised finance on the capital markets, it might raise interest
rates and so make it more difficult for private industry to obtain loans; but if it did so
by raising taxes, it might lead to a fall in demand. Typically relief work would draw
resources away from the private sector just when expansion of that sector was needed
to create new jobs. So, although Webb did not oppose relief work, he severely
restricted its extent.

Behind Webb’s lukewarm attitude to relief work lay his social philosophy. His
evolutionary sociology implied the economy was becoming increasingly co-ordinated
as state activity replaced the market. His ethical positivism implied this process
should be welcomed because it reflected our social nature and obligations. Webb thus
saw the market as unacceptable in a way that precluded his looking to it as a
mechanism for coping with slumps and unemployment. He and Beatrice pointed to
“inherent defects in the motive of profit-making” that inevitably led to “malignant
growths and perverted metabolisms.”"!”

The profit-maker is, by the nature of the case led to damage and destroy, not
only the most valuable instruments of production, but also some of those that
are irreplaceable; he tends to adulterate (or to produce inferior substitutes for)
necessary commodities; he often employs his own and other people’s labor in
producing commodities and services of no social value - sometimes, indeed,
ruinously pernicious; and he is found eager to use his own and other people’s

capital and credit in ways productive of profit to himself, but of nothing else.'"®
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Hence, Webb’s debt to the new learning does much to explain his hostility to

expansionary strategies based on increasing purchasing power so as to expand demand
and thus employment.

J. M. Keynes, and others who favoured such strategies, did so in part because
they belonged to the generation that broke with this new learning. In the early
twentieth-century, we find across Europe intellectual eruptions associated with the rise
of modernism. The earlier focus on wholes and their evolution gave way to atomistic
and analytical approaches to discrete and discontinuous elements and their assemblage.
At the edges of modernism, moreover, we find ideas of self-reference, incompleteness,
and radical subjectivity. These ideas shattered the smooth surface of Webb’s new
learning. G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell inspired an atomistic and analytical style
opposed to the speculative and moralistic tone of evolutionary philosophy. At least
after 1920, the social sciences drew increasingly on a logical or linguistic positivism
very different from Webb’s ethical and evolutionary thought.119

Keynes, raised in the Cambridge of Moore and Russell, stood apart from the
moralistic and organic social science typified by the Webbs. As an undergraduate,
Keynes, along with other future members of the Bloomsbury group, adopted much of
Moore’s ethics. Keynes recalled how he accepted Moore’s view about the good in
relation to oneself in a way that “made morals unnecessary” at least with respect to
social duty.'® Although neither Moore nor Keynes neglected morality in quite the
way the latter thus suggested, when compared to ethical positivists, they undoubtedly
focused on good states of mind and personal relations at the expense of a common
good. Local intuitions and friendship gained ascendancy over social practices.

Cambridge mathematics provides a context for both Russell’s philosophy and

Marshall’s economic theory. Whereas Webb increasingly turned to an evolutionary
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and institutional economics, Cambridge economists, including the youthful Keynes,

applied and developed the analytical aspects of Marshall’s work.'?! Despite holding a
theory of moral evolution, Marshall fought hard to divorce economics from the Moral
Sciences Tripos at Cambridge. Keynes, as a disciple of Moore, was even more eager
to cut the cord between economics and ethics. Nowhere in Keynes’s work do we find
anything resembling Webb’s vision of a positive, evolutionary science of economics
tracing the course of a moral development. Instead he expanded, modified, and even
supplanted the analytical tools and theories of Marshall’s neo-classical synthesis. He
did so initially in the study of money and later, largely in response to dilemmas of
policy, through his repudiation of the quantity theory of money on to his general theory
of ernployment.122 So, Keynes adopted a style of thinking that was more atomistic and
analytical, a style, which, in conjunction with his greater acceptance of the market,
facilitated his turning to fiscal and monetary policies, intended to increase purchasing
power and thus reduce unemployment.

Just as Webb’s immersion in the new learning helps to explain his rejection of
Keynes’s approach, so it illuminates his own response to the depression and
unemployment of the inter-war years. Rather than offering short-term solutions within
the framework of a capitalist economy, he insisted that the only viable solution was the
long-term one of industrial reorganisation within a collectivist economy. He had long
believed that the gradual increase in state and municipal activity would transform the
nation’s productive capacity so as to all but eliminate trade cycles.123 By the 1930s,
however, he was rather disillusioned with the apparent slowness of the process of
evolutionary development. He found himself a member of the second Labour
government, which, under pressure from foreign bankers, attempted to solve an

124

economic crisis at the expense of the unemployed and poor.”™ Worse still, large parts
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of Europe seemed to be turning to fascism in the wake of this crisis. His evolutionary

and positivist faith had not led him to expect such developments.
In the context of such disillusionment, Webb turned to the Soviet Union. He
visited it with Beatrice in 1932 and again alone in 1934 before they published Soviet

Communism: A New Civilisation? the following year.125 The Webbs mentioned

several problems with the Soviet Union, including terror and “liquidations”. However,
even if we also allow that there was little reliable evidence available to them, they did
not sufficiently question the official rhetoric. On the contrary, Webb was only too
ready to believe it. One reason for this was the extent to which the rhetoric resonated
with his evolutionary sociology and ethical positivism while seeming to resolve the
economic problems of the inter-war years. He turned to the Soviet Union because the
“outstanding discovery” of “planned production for community consumption”
appeared to rationalise the economy for the social good in a way that had abolished
“mass unemployment, together with the devastating alternation of commercial booms
and slurnps.”126 Although Webb was no longer quite so sanguine about the inevitable,
gradual emergence of socialism, his sociology still implied that human progress would
consist of further co-operation and co-ordination. Thus, collectivisation and planning
could appear as the vital tools of rationalisation. Planning can ensure a co-ordinated
evenness that makes possible an efficient and moral economy, an end to the financial
panics that infect capitalist money markets, and the abolition of involuntary

unemployment. 127

By abolishing profit-making, the Soviet Union had rid itself of the
ills plaguing capitalist economies. Webb accepted the rhetoric of efficiency and
rationality without paying sufficient attention to the actual criteria by which goods

were distributed. In addition, he still emphasised the social duty of the individual.

Hence, the exhortations and ideology of the Soviet Union could appear as expressions
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of social solidarity. “First among the moral obligations that communist morality

imposes on the individual man or woman is that of service to the community in which

he or she resides,” wrote the Webbs.'?®

More specifically, the abolition of profit-
making means that each producer has a “universal and continuous” incentive to
provide the “utmost service” thereby increasing the common wage-fund from which he
or she benefits.'* Trade unions thus favour increasing productivity by means of piece-
work, mechanisation, and other measures to which they are hostile in capitalist
economies. Webb accepted the rhetoric of planning for social consumption without
paying sufficient attention to the extent to which the practice of planning represented
enforced accumulation. We might add, finally, that the Webbs projected on to the
Soviet Union extensive features of their vision of a reformed democracy. In spite of
the control exercised by the Communist Party, Webb regarded the political system as a
“multiform democracy” in which the individual can participate as a citizen, producer,
and consumer through “an amazing variety of channels.”"*

The official rhetoric of the Soviet Union offered Webb his own collectivist
vision - a planned economy and a religion of humanity. In recognising this, we bring
into view an important flaw in Webb’s socialist theory. He significantly underplays
the ineluctable place of conflict in social life. In general, Webb postulates an
evolutionary movement towards a society from which conflict is largely absent since
everyone will work for a common good upon which they agree. Evolutionary
sociology convinced him that society was developing towards a fully co-operative and
co-ordinated ideal; and ethical positivism encouraged him to see such an ideal as
desirable for the proper fulfilment of the individual. In particular, Webb’s faith in

such an ideal appears to have made him insensitive to the extent to which Soviet

rhetoric belied a reality of violent resolutions of conflict. While Keynes and others
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accepted the market as a means to determine wages, prices, and distribution, Webb

would not do so because the market embodied an irrational and immoral conflict. He
turned instead to the model apparently given by the Soviet Union without recognising

how it too embodied conflict and violence.

Concluding Reflections

“Two typewriters clicking as one” has proved a popular image of the Webbs.
Its popularity derives in part from the closeness of their collaboration but even more
from the suggestion of a mechanical mode of being based on a severe efficiency and a
repression of emotion, aesthetics, and other areas of judgement. Sidney in particular
comes across as crudely rationalistic in his personal life, writings, and public activities.
To some, his rationalism represents an extension of the utilitarian mindset. To others,
it signifies the managerialist tendency of a new class of technocrats. Whatever Webb’s
emotional life might have been, these accounts of his socialism are inadequate. Few
scholars have explored his early and largely unpublished writings. Doing so reveals
the extent to which he drew on the new learning associated with Comte, Darwin, and
Spencer. His socialism emerged out of a radical milieu dominated by ethical
positivism and evolutionary sociology. Once we recognise this, we can explain the
otherwise rather odd gap between the strong moral emphasis he placed on society and
scientific knowledge and the comparatively modest nature of his collectivist proposals.

Accounts of Webb as a descendent of utilitarianism or a representative of a
new class bolster up particular views of social democracy and the welfare state. On
the one hand, the welfare state appears, for better or worse, as an extension of a
programme of social reform and social control based on an Enlightenment notion of

reason. On the other, it appears as a response to contradictions within the capitalist
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system, perhaps even as an attempt to smooth-over some of the class conflict inherent

in that system so as to prolong its otherwise fragile existence. Our study of Webb does
not compel us entirely to reject either of these views. However, it does encourage us
to pay greater attention to more particular developments in the history of ideas. No
doubt Webb had some ideas or concerns in common with the utilitarians, and no doubt
his career reflects changes in the roles of different classes in British society. However,
we can explain his socialism only by shifting our attention to a particular radical milieu
that arose in the 1870s in response to the theory of evolution. In this view, early forms
of social democracy and the welfare state owe much to a distinctive culture that thrived
between the third Reform Act and World War One. Scientific naturalism and ethical
positivism inspired a broad culture of humanitarianism, public duty, humanitarianism,
and social service. This culture differs notably from the evangelicalism and
individualism of the early Victorian period and also the scepticism and statism of the
mid-twentieth century. Our study of Webb also suggested that this culture was
transformed in the inter-war years. Developments in philosophy and sociology
inspired more atomistic, analytical studies. Equally Webb’s thought provided few
resources to deal with problems such as unemployment. Keynesian ideas became
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increasingly accepted as a viable response to these problems. °° Even the techniques

of national economic planning were developed by liberal socialists who were willing

to use the market.'*

Webb, in contrast, thought that planning required a context of far
greater state control and ownership. The Labour governments that did so much to
establish social democracy and the welfare state after 1945 owed at least as much to
Keynes and the liberal socialists as to Webb.'**

Perhaps, therefore, we should avoid tying social democracy or the welfare state

to a moment of origin, core idea, social structure, or teleology. We should be wary of
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any attempt to identify them with fixed historical essences. Instead, we should see

them as the changing products of particular ideational and political contexts. We
should trace the ways in which they have unfolded as people grappled with dilemmas
and struggled for power. Social democracy and the welfare state have no true or
proper form. In Britain, they began to emerge in the nineteenth century, often in the
context of the new learning, and thereafter they have developed in response to a host of

dilemmas and conflicts such as the unemployment of the inter-war years.
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