Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted from First T hings: A Monthl yJournal of Religion and Public Life ¯ June/July1992 ¯ Num ber 24

Books in Review

Poverty And Compassion: The Moral Imagination

Of The Late Victorians

Cop yright (c) 1992 First T hings 24 (June/July1992): 49-52.

Character and Poverty

Poverty And Co mpassion: The M oral Imagination Of

The Late Victorians. B yGertrude Himmelfarb . Knopf . 475 pp. $30.

Reviewed by Jerry Z. Muller

GERT RUDE HIMMELFARB’S The Idea of Poverty:

England in the Early Industrial Age, published in 1984, examined the debate on povertyin British thought fro m

Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations of 1776 through the mid - nineteenth centur y. T he book was remar kable for its scope.

It follo wed debates about the nature and causes of poverty through the realms of political econo my, politics and pamp hleteering, legislation, literature, and journalism. Its successor, Poverty and Compassion: The Moral

Imagination of the Late Victorians, is more tightlyfocused chronologically and thematically. It deals with the most significant attemp ts to delineate the nature and extent of povertyand the solutio ns offered fro mthe 1880s through the social legislation of the year s preceding the First World

War.

Once again, as in Himmelfarb’s previous works of intellectual histor y, we are transported into a time and place far fro mo ur o wn, yet not so far as to be entirelyunfamiliar, and allo wed to conver se-skeptically, but without condescension-with serious men and wo men about the mo st serious issues. She is one o f that small band of academic intellectual historians still writing for that mythical beast, the intelligent general reader. T he clarityand precision of

her style mirror the qualities of her mind, and though in the text she wears her learninglightly, the weight of her footnotes displays that mo st Victorian o f virtues-industr y.

Himmelfarb chronicles the bur st of late Victorian refor mism with great empathy, though her tone is more skeptical than celebratory. Her skepticism begins with the "rediscovery" of povertyin the 1880s-which she sho ws was unrelated to actual econo mic trends-and extends to recent historians who she believes have mischaracterized the aims and claims of so me of her leading protagonists.

For intellectual historians of Victorian England, the issue of the relationship between morality and religion co mes with the territor y. Himmelfarb has dealt most concisely with the topic in her essays "T he Victorian Angst" in Victorian

Minds (1968) and "T he Victorian T rinity: Religion, Science,

Morality" in Marriage and Morals among the Historians

(1986). But the theme r uns through many of her works, fro mher first book on Lord Acton, through her stud yof the origins and conseq uences of the Dar winian revolutio n, and no wagain in Poverty and Compassion.

IN T HE LAT E Victorian age, she sho ws, Christianity was reinterpreted as morality, moralitywas transfor med into a

Religion of Humanity, and compassio n became a science.

T he obsession of Victorian intellectuals with morality, she writes, was fueled b yreligious doubt: their inabilityto embrace what theyknew to be the traditional source of moralityled themto overco me their doubts b yproving that post-Christian moralitywas indeed possible. Far from leaving them morally ener vated, the Victorians’ crisis of faith left them with "a conscience that was called upon to do what religion no longer had the authorityto prescribe and what utilitarianism refused in principle to prescribe."

Charles Booth, the businessman and social investigator to who mthe largest portion of Poverty and Compassion is devoted, was paradigmatic in this regard, an embodiment o f what Beatrice Webb, his cousin b y marriage and erstwhile collaborator, called "the unio n of faith in the scientific method with the transference of the emotion and selfsacrificing service fro mGod to man."

T he redirection of sentiments of subordination to so me higher purpose fro mGod to humanitarianismthat fueled philanthrop yand social reform had as its intrinsic danger the substitution of sentimentalityfor effective benevolence. It is the abilityo f her Victorian protagonists to avoid this recurrent temptation which Himmelfarb emp hasizes in her aphoristic introduction to the book. "In its sentimental mode," she notes, "compassion is an exercise in moral indignatio n, in feeling good rather than doing good; this mode recognizes no principle of proportion, because feeling, unlike reaso n, kno ws no proportion, no limit, no respect for the constraints of policyor prudence. In its unsentimental mode, co mpassion seeks above all to do good, and this requires a stern sense o f proportion, of reason and selfcontrol. T he late Victorians, as this book abundantly demo nstrates, differed greatlyo n the best way of doing good. But theywere agreed that what was important was to do good to others rather than to feel good themselves.

Indeed, theywere painfullyaware that it was so metimes necessar yto feel bad in order to do good-to curb their o wn compassio n and restrain their benevolent imp ulses in the best interests of those they were tr ying to serve."

T hough the activists of the CharityOrganization Society

(the subject of another chapter) made a religion o f charity, theytoo tried to constrain their passio n b ythe scientific concern for the results of benevolent action. In contrast to the Gospel’s injunction "When tho u doest alms, let not thy left hand kno w what thy right hand doeth ," she sho ws that

"their science required the left hand to kno w precisely what the right hand was doing, and made it a solemn obligatio n not to give to ever yone who asketh ." Indeed theywere critical of the Salvation Ar my, which practiced an older kind of p hilanthrop yderived more directlyfro mChristianity than fro mthe ne wand secular science of benevolence.

T HE DESIRE to combine compassion with a stern sense o f proportion gave rise to empirical social research, intended to provide a more accurate picture of the social, econo mic, and cultural structure of the poor and of the wor king classes.

Booth’s seventeen-volume surveyo f the Life and Labour of the People of London was the mo st for midable and influential product of the quest to base benevolent action upon reliable kno wledge. As Himmelfarb sho ws, for Booth and for most o f his fello w-Victorian refor mer s, reliable, empirical kno wledge about the poor did not mean ignoring the role of character in explaining the causes and nature of poverty. Nor, as for so me conser vatives, did it entail the assumptio n that the character of the poor was an adequate explanatio n of poverty.

For Booth, describing the poor "as theyactuallyexist" included their attitudes and habits as much as their inco me and occupation. Indeed an important goal of his project was to distinguish between what he saw as the divers so urces of poverty, namelyq uestio ns of emplo yment (lack o f wor k or lo wpay), questions o f character (idleness, drunkenness, or thriftlessness), and questions of circumstance (sickness or large families). One-half to two -thirds of povertywas due to problems of emplo yment, he calculated. Booth’s major inno vation, as Himmelfarb sees it, was to distinguish classes among the poor, allowing the public imagination to focus on the "deserving" or "working" poor, whose povertywas due to emplo yment and circumstance, and were regarded as

" helpable" and as worthy objects of concern. Out of this understanding came a series of gover nment measures such as unemplo yment insurance and old age pensions intended to improve the lot of the "respectable wor kmen" who were nor mally emplo yed but unable to make ends meet because of circumstances beyo nd their control.

T o some leftist historians, the fact that Booth and others suggested the refor mof capitalismafter having documented the realityo f povertyis evidence of the refor mers’ inability to transcend their class biases and recognize that the solutio n layin socialism. Himmelfarb sho ws that far fro m so me unconscious oversight, Booth’s refor mist plans follo wed fro mhis often-articulated assumption that on the whole it was capitalismthat was responsible for the demo nstrable rise in the standard of living of the poor and of the working classes. He advocated state assistance for the poor in order to allowthe majorityof the wor king class to thrive through their o wn initiative.

As Himmelfarb sho ws in her analysis of the writings of late

Victorian intellectuals, fro mthe philosopher T . H. Green through the econo mist Alfred Marshall, and even the singletax guru Henr yGeorge, recognitio n of the inadequacies of laissez-faire capitalism did not lead most of them to ward socialism or even to so me enco mpassing welfare state.

Instead, they favored for ms o f state interventio n that wo uld complement the mar ket and increase the capacity of the working classes to participate in it.

T he issue of moral character, Himmelfarb sho ws, was the overriding concer n of the Victorian refor mers. T heir social policywas based upon the need to create the material and cultural conditions conducive to "respectability": the pedestrian virtues of "responsibility, decency, industriousness, prudence and temperance." In late

Victorian England, these assumptio ns were shared by conservatives, liberals, and radicals.

T HE GENERAT ION of NewLeft historians was inclined to dismiss the inculcation of these virtues as a means of "social control"-a hegemo nic device practiced bythe ruling class o n the subordinate classes. Co mmenting upon the implications of the "social control" thesis, Himmelfarb asks, "If thrift, prudence, sobriety, industr y, cleanliness, and independence were middle-class values, is it to be assumed that profligacy, imprudence, drunkenness, idleness, dirtiness, and dependencywere indigenous wo rking-class values?" T hose who favor the "social control" thesis, she notes, maybe

"attributing to the poor a contempt for ’bourgeois’ culture more congenial to intellectuals than to workers aspiring to that culture and to the material and social benefits associated with it."

Recent historical writing on Victorian England has sho wn that the struggle for respectabilitywas central to the selfunderstanding of manyo f those in the wor king class, who stressed the distinction between the "rough" and the

"respectable." As Himmelfarb demonstrates in her illuminating discussio n of the Lo ndon Dockers’ Strike of

1889, it was precisely the respectable behavior of the workers that wo n them support fro mparts of the middle class and fro mreligious leaders such as Cardinal Manning.

While so me late Victorian refor mers regarded moral character as a necessar yprerequisite o f the econo mic improvement o f the working class in a refor med capitalism, others stressed that material impro vements were not ends in themselves but prerequisites for moral develop ment. T he theme of moral develop ment was central to the anglicized

Hegelianism of T . H. Green, an influential figure in the transfor matio n of late Victorian liberalism. Green broke with both laissez-faire liberalismand with the radical individ ualist liberalism of John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty.

Mill had judged that "the only purpose for which po wer can be rightfullyexercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent har mto others.

His o wn good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant." Green, b ycontrast, emp hasized the positive moral role of the state. "It is the business of the law to make virtue easy, and to make vice difficult," he asserted.

Green’s student, Ar nold T oynbee, led a cohort of young men fro mOxbridge to the London slums to bring the fruits of higher educatio n to the poor. "No one wants higher wages in order that working men may ind ulge in mere sensual gratification," T oynbee declared. "We want higher wages in order that an improved material condition, with less of anxietyand less uncertainty as to the future, mayenable the working man to enter on a purer and more worthy life."

As Himmelfarb demonstrates through her careful analysis of the works o f Booth, Marshall, T oynbee, and others, their refor mism entailed state inter vention for the sake o f

"limited, pragmatic, expediential purposes" while remaining fundamentallydevoted to the market and to the self- help which the pedestrian virtues made possible. While social refor mthrough state inter vention (indeed any departure fro mstrict laissez-faire) was often ter med "socialism,"

Himmelfarb sho ws that these intellectuals were skeptical of the plausibility of socialismin the modern sense of a planned econo my or gover nment o wnership of the means of production. Indeed, reforming Conservatives such as A.J.

Balfour protested that social refor mwas not onlydistinct fro msocialism, it was "its most direct opposite and its most effective antidote."

HIMMELFARB emp hasizes the role of the Fabian intellectuals Sidney and Beatrice Webb in the transfor matio n of social reform into illiberal socialism, based upon a more dominant and enco mpassing role for government. T he greatest appeal of this doctrine was among the "bourgeois, bureaucratic, and benevolent" middle class, who were skeptical o f the pedestrian virtues of the masses and more likely to place their faith in (their o wn) disinterested expertise. As leaders and spokesmen o f this class, the Fabians contributed to the rise o f a welfare state which provided benefits regardless of merit or even need, and which divorced questions of social policyfro mthose of character. But this transfor mation was b yno means the work o f the Fabians alo ne, and indeed it came about despite so me of the residual Victorianismo f the Webbs. T hey privatelyopposed the natio nal insurance schemes for granting entitlements without anycorresponding obligations, and sought to retain the link between benefits and moral desert that was later abandoned b ythe welfare state.

As Himmelfarb sho ws with great subtlety, the search for more "objective" and mathematicallyprecise indices of povertyled to the abandonment o f criteria of character in empirical studies of poverty. If the late Victorians like

Booth recognized that "poverty" and "unemplo yment" had objective, structural causes not always reducible to the habits and character of the poor or unemplo yed, their successors increasingly ignored the role of character amid the arithmetic o f social woe. Bythe earlytwentieth centur y,

NewLiberals felt increasinglyunco mfortable " mixing up moralities and mathematics," as one then counted amo ng their number, Winston Churchill, put it. It wo uld be left to much later policyanalysts to rediscover the inseparabilityof the moral and material dimensions of the problems o f poverty.

T he definition and extent of the "underclass" is central to the contemporarydebate on poverty, and among the many questions that this volume illuminates is the intellectual antecedents of the idea of the "underclass." In a varietyof for mulations (and with changing meanings), those who have sought to conceptualize the problemof poverty have distinguished between the "respectable," "deserving," or

" helpable " poor who worked regularly-or at least sought work regularly-and that smaller portion who did not share the etho s of respectability, and who were a drain on the resources of society and even a threat to the safetyo f others.

Ho wto deal with such people in a liberal polityhas been a recurrent dilemma. Such a societydepends on the functio ning of a varietyo f no ngo vernmental institutio ns to instill the inclinatio ns and habits that make participation in the mar ket possible: ho wsho uld it treat those who lack such an institutio nal str ucture, or for who msuch institutions have failed to produce the needed results?

CHARLE S BOOT H was one among many who faced this difficulty. He focused his concer n on that majorityof the poor which was "deserving" and " labouring." But he classified 7.5 percent of the Lo ndon population as a class of ver ypoor, a "deposit of those who fro mmental, moral, and physical reasons are incapable of better work." T hese he proposed to evacuate fro murban slums to industrial villages, where they wo uld be well-ho used, well-fed, and taught, trained, and emplo yed on government-sponsored projects. T hose who accepted State financial relief, he believed, should co me under "State tutelage." Repugnant as such a notion was to a man of liberal inclinations, he thought it necessar yfor the sake of the working classes as a whole.

Such schemes of government-provided and governmentenforced labor, often in villages remo ved fro mthe negative social settings of urban slums, were suggested througho ut the period, Himmelfarb notes, b ya varietyo f authorsliberal, socialist, and religio us. T he Webbs recommended

Detentio n Colonies for tho se recalcitrant workers or idlers whose " morbid state of mind" prevented themfro mbeing useful parts of the industrial order.

We are told almost nothing about wh yso few o f these schemes were implemented, or about the reasons for their failure. At a time when ideas of state emplo yment accompanied b yso me degree of state tutelage are again being touted as solutions to the problems of the underclass, it wo uld be worthwhile to examine the fate of these earlier

experiments. In anycase, the problemof ho wa liberal societyought to deal with those who refuse to participate in the mar ket remains as vexing as ever.

It is characteristic o f an ideological work o f histor ythat it presents such facts-and only such facts-as lead inevitablyto its author’s o wn conclusions. Miss Himmelfarb ’s two volumes o n the problemof poverty, while originally mo tivated byco ntemporar yquestions, lead us not to inevitable answers, but to better-infor med questio ns. "T he

Victorians," Himmelfarb concludes, "have no solutio ns to our problems, if only because their problems are not ours."

Like its predecessor, The Idea of Poverty, Himmelfarb ’s new book will disappoint readers expecting an ideological tract for the times. It is Miss Himmelfarb’s readable yet rigorous recapturing o f the co mp lexity of past historical debates on issues of p ublic policythat gives these books a value beyo nd the ideological postures of the day.

In Poverty and Compassion, Gertrude Himmelfarb’s historical imagination meets the moral imagination of late

Victorians, and her readers are the richer for it. We return to the present to find that intellectual travel has indeed broadened our own mind, and perhaps called our assumptio ns into questio n.

JERRY Z. MULLE R is Associate Professor of History at the Catholic University of America.

Cop yr ight © 1998 b yFIRST T HINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

T his data file is the sole propert yof Leadership Universit y. It m aynot be altered or edited in an yway. It m aybe reproduced onl yin its entiret yfor circulation as "freewar e," without charge. All reproductions of this data file m ust contain the cop yright notice (i.e., "Cop yright © 1998 b yFirst T hings ") and this Cop yright/Reproduction Lim itations notice.

T his data file m aynot be used without the perm ission of Leadership Universityfor resale or the enhancem ent of anyother product sold.

FIRST T HINGS

156 F ifth Avenue, Suite 400

New York , NY10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Em ail: ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.firstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Drive, Suit 200

Carrollton, T X 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Em ail: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com

5