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Abstract

This thesis is the first systematic study of short stories published in the New Statesman [N.
weekly magazine from its foundation in 1913 to 1939. The main question it seeks to addres
is what type of fiction did a mainstream socialist publication like the NS publish then? B
chronologically charting dominant literary figures and themes, the thesis aims to discer
significant cultural tendencies and editorial principles of selection. Following Raymon
Williams® ‘cultural materialism’, fiction is read in its relation to social history, as
‘representation of history’.

Chapter 1 deals with the foundation of the journal and its first year of publication, mapping
out the contradictions between Fabian collectivist ideology and ethical socialism, urbar
realism and literary Georgianism, country and city. A focus on urban problems of poverty
unemployment, philanthropy, and machinofacture is at the heart of the NS’s literary concern:
in 1913. Chapter 2 focuses on stories published during World War I, and goes up to 1926. I
argues that the reality of the War was falsified as a time of rest and relaxation, in line witt
the journal’s political policy of supporting the war effort. The immediate post-war period it
read as a time of disappointment and intensified social conflict and struggle.

The General Strike of 1926 is a turning point in interwar history. It also ushers in a period of
unprecedented cultural activity in the MS. As Chapters 4 and 5 show, the post-Strike period is
characterised by the consolidation of the working-class fiction of socialist R. M. Fox; by the
rise of the countryside realism of H. E. Bates; and by the rise of the colonial fiction of E. R.
Morrough on Egypt (which is examined in the context of Leslie Mitchell’s, E. M. Forster’s,
and William Plomer’s responses to empire). Significant contributions by women writers
(such as Faith Compton Mackenzie) about travel, duty, and oppression are also made in the
late 20s, early 30s. Chapter 6 is dedicated to the magnificent place that Russian fiction
occupies in the 30s through the work of Michael Zoshchenko. Though written during the free
and experimental 20s, his satiric fiction is published as a sample of Soviet literature of the
30s, thus consolidating the Stalinist line dictated by the political editor, Kingsley Martin, that
‘self-criticism’ is a central part of Soviet politics and society. Chapter 7 is a tribute to the
NS’s contribution to reconstructing British realism away from both Victorian moralism and
European naturalism. The stories of Bates, V. S. Pritchett, and Peter Chamberlain are
dominant, conveying different ways of negotiating the pressures of documentary realism and
the political developments of the 30s. Also discussed is the unique modernist contribution of

neglected Stella Benson, which presents a strong challenge to the usual representationalism
of NS fiction.

The concluding chapter reads NS fiction in the whole period between 1913 and 1939 as the
cultural expression of the new petty bourgeoisie, especially its progressive, politically and
socially engaged side. With its focus on ordinariness and lived experience, and its formal
experimentation and innovation, NS fiction exemplifies artistic commitment par excellence: a
conscious cultural alignment with the actuality and potentiality of the new petty bourgeoisie.
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Chapter 1

Realities of the City, Dreams of the Country: 1913

1.1 Introduction

This chapter will begin by describing briefly the political and ideological motivations
behind establishing the NS, and by introducing the editors who launched and sustained it
as a successful review of politics and literature. The major part of this chapter is
dedicated to examining fiction published in the NS in 1913. Reference to poetry will also
be (exceptionally) made here in order be able to determine more accurately and clearly
the founding cultural parameters and literary concerns of the journal. In essence, there is
a clear contrast in 1913 between two dominant ways of looking at the country and at the
city. My main objective here is to identify these two patterns as constitutive of the
cultural contradictions of ‘new statesmanship’ and to pinpoint their ideological

determinations within Fabian socialism.



1.2 Origins

When someone starts a literary-political review which is an organised intervention in the
cultural and political life of society, they must — expressly or tacitly — have a general map
in their mind of the array of forces that confronts them. '

But there seems to be a clear call to leadership in the labour and socialist movement to
which we feel that we must respond. For that purpose we are starting a new weekly next
spring, and the planning out of this organ of Fabianism is largely devolving on Sidney
[Webb].2
The NS was established in 1913 in order to propagate a state socialist, collectivist social
and political programme. It was founded by a group of Fabians (including George
Bernard Shaw) headed by Beatrice and Sidney Webb, who sought to remedy what they
saw as the inefficiency and waste of unmanaged /laissez-faire capitalism through state
administration and control (if not ownership) of the means of production. ‘It
[collectivism] refers to the process by which state policy became organised around class
or corporate rather than individual interests. Thus, within the collectivist perspective, the
state was seen as representing particular collective interests, and thereby required to
intervene positively in civil society on behalf of these, rather than holding the ring within
which individual interests compete’.> Collectivism would thus come to replace liberal
individualism, in historic crisis since the 1880s — a case of thesis being overcome by anti-
thesis, word by its antonym.

The agent of this force for collectivisation is an expert, scientifically trained,

reformist, bureaucratic, state elite, much favoured by the Fabians. As Eric Hobsbawm has

! Raymond Williams, Politics and Letters: Interviews with the New Left Review (London: Verso, 1981), p.
72.

2 Beatrice Webb, The Diary of Beatrice Webb: The Power to Alter Things 1905-1924, ed. by Norman and
Jeanne MacKenzie, 4 vols (London: Virago, 1984), 111, p. 179.



argued: ‘The Webbs’ entire structure of socialism pivots on such professionals. They are
the trained, impartial and scientific administrators and expert advisers who have created
an alternative court of appeal to profit’.* In fact, the rise of Fabian socialism (and, by
extension, of their organ the NS) can only be understood as an expression of a new social
stratum of professionals and public administrators produced by the shift to monopoly
capital from the 1880s onwards. Fabianism is seen as the politics of ‘the new salaried
professional, administrative, technological and intellectual cadres of post-laissez-faire
capitalism’. It is to this social segment of society specifically that the NS would seek to
appeal, to what Shaw in The Intelligent Woman's Guide to Socialism and Capitalism
described as the third class standing between the propertied and the propertyless.®

For Palme Dutt, Fabian political thought, or the ‘revival of Owenism in the age of
imperialism’, is counter-revolutionary. By conceiving of society as struggle free and of
the capitalist state as a neutral instrument of progress, it denies the role of the proletariat:
‘The essence of Fabianism thus lies [...] in the denial of the role of the proletariat and of

the proletarian class strugele as the line of advance to Socialism’.” Fabian politics are
p g8 p

3 Stuart Hall and Bill Schwarz, ‘State and Society, 1880-1930°, in Crisis in the British State 1880-1930, ed.
by Mary Langan and Bill Schwarz (London: Hutchinson, 1985), pp. 7-32 (p. 16).

“E. J. Hobsbawm, ‘The Fabians Reconsidered’, in Labouring Men: Studies in the History of Labour
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1964), pp. 250-71 (p. 258). This is a major re-assessment of the place
of Fabian Socialism in English radical thought. It shatters many myths about the Fabians (e.g. being the
destroyers of Marxism in Britain, the inspirers of the Labour Party, the announcers of the welfare state),
argues for their a-typicality within the English socialist and labour movements, and provides a class
analysis of their social composition: ‘The Fabians, alone among socialist groups, opposed the formation of
an independent party of labour, supported imperialism, refused to oppose the Boer war, took no interest in
the traditional international and anti-war preoccupations of the left, and their leaders took practically no
part in the trade union revivals of 1889 or 1911 [....] It is difficult to find a record less in tune with that of
the socialist and labour movement in the period from 1889 to 1914’ (p. 253).

> Hobsbawm, ‘Fabians Reconsidered’, p. 266. This point about Fabianism being a reflection of the political
outlook of the ‘new middle class’ or new petty bourgeoisie was made earlier by R. Palme Dutt, the
theoretician of the Communist Party of Great Britain, in his review of Fabianism in ‘Notes of the Month’,
Labour Monthly, 10 (July 1928), 387-411.

¢ See Palme Dutt, ‘Notes of the Month’, p. 400.

7 Palme Dutt, ‘Notes of the Month’, pp. 397-8. Interestingly, Trotsky also saw the Fabians as a counter-
revolutionary force in his prophetic Where is Britain Going? [1926], where he argues that the Fabians are



structured around denying the proletariat a role in the transformation of their own (and
society’s) affairs. Social change will come from above, through constitutional and
legislative means. There is therefore no need for an independent party of the working
class; the Tory and Liberal parties need to be ‘permeated’ and persuaded to adopt
collectivist and reformist policies. As John Callaghan has argued: ‘Socialist politics, in
practice, was reduced to activities of an elite whose energies were focused on the
persuasion of the governing class’. * Moreover, as Norman MacKenzie has also
concluded: ‘All through their lives, it seems to me, the Webbs had believed in a middle-
class, quasi-scientific, technocratic or managerial form of collectivism very different
from the ambiguities of social democracy, or realities of the working-class movement’.’
With the revival of mass political movements from 1910 onwards (suffrage,
labour, and Irish agitation), and with the failure of the Webbs’s Minority Report for the
reform of the Poor Law, the dominant Fabian conception of politics (‘permeation’) was in
crisis. On their return from a tour of India and the Far East in 1912, collectivism was
coming under sustained attack from a group of young socialists inspired by French
Syndicalism and English utopian socialism. Headed by G. D. H. Cole, the Guild Socialist
revolt against collectivism was gaining growing support in the Fabian Society, especially
among younger members in the Fabian Nursery and in the Fabian Societies of Cambridge

and of Oxford (where Cole was a research fellow), which both came to be dominated by

‘nowadays the most reactionary grouping’, and, with the ILPers and the Conservative trade union
bureaucrats, ‘the most counter-revolutionary force in Great Britain, and possibly in the present stage of
development, in the whole world’: Collected Writings and Speeches on Britain, ed. by R. Chappell and
Alan Clinton, 3 vols (London: New Park Publications, 1974), II, pp. 3-123 (p. 57).

% John Callaghan, Socialism in Britain since 1884 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), p. 44.

® Norman MacKenzie, Socialism and Society: A New Vision of the Webb Partnership (London: London
School of Economics and Political Science, 1978), p. 25. MacKenzie is thus not surprised that the Webbs
ended up as admirers of the Soviet regime: ‘it was not silliness or senility that led them to communism but



Guild Socialists. Though less revolutionary than Syndicalism, which advocated the
creation of revolutionary Trade Unions — a political structure to challenge parliament and
the state apparatus and seek the emancipation of workers from exploitation through the
methods of boycott and sabotage culminating in the General Strike — Guild Socialists
believed in industrial democracy and self-government, a workers’ control of production
using Trade Unions to establish an economic organisation alongside the political
structures of the state. Guild socialism can thus be seen as a containment of the
revolutionary potential of Syndicalism and a development of its pluralist, corporatist
strain.'® Nevertheless: ‘The whole emphasis is on the worker as producer, not as
consumer: on workers’ control, not the division of income: and on Trade Unions, and not
the state, as the spearhead of advance’.!! It was a way of not only bringing back the
producer into politics but also of liberating workers from the slavery of the wage
system.'? Both notions were an anathema to the Fabian Old Guard, signifying the chaos
of political thought on the left. As Beatrice Webb explained in a letter to Mrs Ashbee on

11 December 1912: ‘But the present disorder and chaos of thought and feeling within the

their enduring conviction that an enlightened oligarchy is the best and most efficient form of government’
(p. 29).

' This argument is made by Geoffrey Foote, The Labour Party’s Political Thought: A History, 3" edn.
(London: Macmillan, 1997), pp. 100-122. Foote also draws attention to W. Mellor (Cole’s colleague at the
National Guilds League who later joined the CPGB) and his essay ‘A Critique of Guild Socialism’, Labour
Monthly (1921), 397-404, where he argues that: ‘The fundamental weakness of Guild Socialism always
was that it had the very vaguest idea of how it proposed to get to the beautiful goal that its theories had
sketched’ (p. 399); and that: ‘It hovers in a state of uneasy equilibrium between the medieavalists and the
revolutionaries’ (p. 402).

''C. A. R. Crosland, The Future of Socialism (New York: Schoken Books, 1963), p. 50.

12 For a detailed exposition of Guild Socialist ideas see G. D. H. Cole, Guild Socialism Re-stated (London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1920). For a sympathetic account see Anthony Wright, G. D. H. Cole and
Socialist Democracy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), and his ‘Guild Socialism Revisited’, Journal of
Contemporary History, 9 (January 1974), 165-80.



Progressive Movement seem to us so dangerous that we are willing both to give our work

> 13

and to risk our money trying to remedy it

Guild Socialist ideas were transmitted in England by the weekly journal the New
Age, under the new editorship of A. R. Orage from 2 May 1907. Orage published Arthur
J. Penty’s anti-industrial, utopian medievalism, later collected in The Restoration of the
Gild System (1906), arguing that Fabian collectivist reforms would not give the workers
rights to determine their own wages and conditions of labour and fails to address their
needs as human beings. In a series of detailed articles by S. G. Hobson in the winter of
1912-13, the New Age also published a more modern, anti-capitalist (rather than merely
anti-industrial) version of Guild Socialism — which was the one that inspired Cole —
outlining strategies for creating democratic institutions that would mediate between the
various guilds and the public, thus eliminating the function of the centralist state.'*

It has been claimed that had the New Age adopted collectivist rather than Guild
Socialist notions of social change there would never have been a NS journal.'” The NS
was therefore established to re-articulate the need to pursue the political aims and
strategies of state socialism and collectivism and to contain the influence of Guild

Socialism on the upcoming generation of Fabians. '® With the financial assistance of

13 The Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb: Pilgrimage 1912-1947, ed. by Norman MacKenzie, 3 vols
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 111, p. 13.

' For a brief exposition of Penty’s and Hobson’s ideas see Frank Matthews ‘The Ladder of Becoming: A.
R. Orage, A. J. Penty and the Origins of Guild Socialism in England’, in /deology and the Labour
Movement: Essays Presented to John Saville, ed. by David E. Martin and David Rubenstein (London:
Croom Helm, 1979), pp. 147-166. Also relevant is Raymond Williams, Culture and Society (London:
Chatto &Windus 1958; repr. London: Hogarth Press, 1982), pp. 187-90.

15 Adrian Smith, The New Statesman. Portrait of a Political Weekly 1913-1931 (London: Frank Cass,
1996), p. 20. Smith argues that: ‘There probably never would have been a New Statesman if its chief rival
on the left in the final years of the peace had been the joyless organ of collectivist orthodoxy most likely to
find favour with the ‘Old Gang’’. This analysis is further supported by the fact that in 1907 G. B. Shaw
invested £1000 in the New Age, in the hope that it would adopt collectivist state socialism.

'S In order to spread this version of socialism, the Webbs wrote a series of articles entitled ‘What is
Socialism?’ which were published in the NS over a span of twenty issues beginning with the first.



Shaw and other senior fellow Fabians (Edward Whitley, Henry Harben, and Ernest
Simon), the New Statesman and Co. was set up in the winter of 1912. As Sidney Webb
wrote to Elie Halévy on 18 December 1912: ‘It is to be a first-class sixpenny on the lines
of The Spectator or The Nation, but with its own basis of a sane and practical
Collectivism’."” Clifford Sharp, a loyal young collectivist and editor of Crusade, organ of
the National Campaign for the Prevention of Destitution which produced the Minority
Report, was appointed political editor. He was an engineer by training and founder of the
Fabian Nursery in 1906.'® Beatrice Webb was later to describe him in her diary on 22
September 1917 as ‘absolutely trustworthy’: ‘He has remained a bureaucratic collectivist:
he is a conventional patriot, holding the National Guildsmen and C. O.s [Charity
Organisation Society] in contempt, conservative in his heart and instincts, cold and
reasonable in his methods of approach and disinterested and public spirited in the main
objects of life’."

Unlike in the political sphere, though, Fabian collectivism had no cultural agenda
or programme. Collectivism meant a re-organisation of the state; culture didn’t feature as
an active part in this Fabian ideology. In fact, the Fabianism of the ‘old guard” was
premised on the rejection of culture as a sphere for social change, a point to which I will

return. Even though the journal was subtitled ‘A Weekly Review of Politics and

Literature’, the Webbs didn’t have a clear idea about what the NS’s literary section (back

'7 Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 111, p. 12.

'8 As Adrian Smith explains, Sharp gained his journalistic expertise on Orage’s New Age, though he didn’t
subscribe to its Guild Socialist politics and left before the attack on the Webbs was consolidated: ‘It is clear
from Sharp’s three-year tenure editing the Crusade, and then the successful launch of the New Statesman,
that he learnt a great deal from Orage. The New Age taught Sharp all he knew about editing a political
weekly and literary review. He left the magazine in 1910, and three years later he set about destroying it’
(p. 37). For biographical information about Sharp see: Adrian Smith, ‘Sharp, Clifford Dyce (1883-1935)’,
in Dictionary of Labour Biography, ed. by Joyce M. Bellamy and John Saville, 10 vols (London:
Macmillan, 1972-), VII, pp. 219-24.



half) should really be doing other than reviewing books. It was quite clear, though, that it
should play a subsidiary role to economics and politics in the journal, and that it
shouldn’t draw too much attention to itself. *° The NS would have to be defined by its
politics not its literature.

The absence of a clearly defined founding policy for the back half effectively
meant that the appointed editor would become the keystone of literary and cultural
policy. It was up to the editor to define an aesthetics of Fabian collectivism, if such a
thing was desirable or possible. The founding literary editor of the NS was J. C. (Jack
Collings) Squire, arguably one of the most neglected literary journalists of his time.
Recruited from the ranks of the Fabians, having been founder of Cambridge University
Fabian Society, Squire was a poet, parodist, and regular contributor to the New Age.
Though he proved to be ‘a good collectivist’ politically, as Beatrice Webb notes in her
diary entry on May 1918,*' he always remained an enthusiastic supporter of the ‘ethical
socialist’ tradition of Ruskin, Morris, and Carpenter, as his letter of January 1906 to his
future wife Eileen Wilkinson shows: ‘You positively must read a few elementary socialist
things soon — William Morris and Ruskin to start on. You will realise that socialism 1s far
more a moral and ethical — even artistic — movement than a political one .... The world’s

salvation is mainly coming from the women and the workmen’.?

' The Diary of Beatrice Webb, 111, p. 287.

20 This point was always being re-iterated by NS director E. D. Simon. Sidney Webb would always make
the point, as in his letter to Simon on 19 May 1913, that they must be tolerant lest they alienate the younger
generation: ‘As to the ‘literature’, we must be tolerant. I find this part of the paper is greatly admired by
many people, and Squire is very highly thought of. I think him very clever and a very charming fellow. But
my own taste in ‘literature’ is apparently limited, and I don’t always appreciate what he does! One has to
remember that the ‘new generation knocking at the door’ has to be welcomed and encouraged, even if their
elders don’t appreciate them!” (Letters of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 111, p. 20)

2! Diary of Beatrice Webb, 111, p. 288.

22 Quoted in Patrick Howarth, Squire: Most Generous of Men (London: Hutchinson, 1963), p. 42 [original
dots].



This conception of socialism was, as Sheila Rowbotham states, ‘congenitally
vague [....] it combined its vision of how the world should be with the struggle against
exploitation’; it was anti-utilitarian, (predominantly) anti-industrial, and anti-
civilisational, seeking to challenge and resist capitalism through a vision of comradeship,
‘a personal culture of everyday life’, and (sometimes) of a ‘non-parasitic living,
simplification of life, the liberation of women and respect for animals’.>> As Foote says:
‘It was a vision of dignity and craftsmanship, in which beauty and a community spirit
replaced the grubby and self-seeking search for money which characterised the ugly,
dehumanised values of competitive capitalism’.**

The marked impact of ‘ethical socialism’ on Squire can be seen in a paper he read
to the Plymouth branch of the Social Democratic Federation entitled ‘Socialism and Art’,
which was later published with an introduction by Walter Crane — artist, Morrisite
socialist, designer of frontpiece for famous Fabian Essays (1889), and promoter of arts-
and-crafts movement.? In this little-known essay, which is worth discussing briefly,
Squire sees himself as addressing a lack in the socialist tradition on questions of art and
society: ‘Even the Fabian Society, that Universal Provider of propagandist tracts, has not
condescended to emit as much as one meagre little pamphlet on Art’.*® His pampbhlet is
concerned with charting the history of art and society from Athens to capitalism and
asking the following two questions of each era: ‘How far is the great artistic instinct of

the people given free play, and how far is the individual genius encouraged to exercise

23 Sheila Rowbotham, ‘Edward Carpenter: Prophet of the New Life, in Socialism and the New Life: The
Personal and Sexual Politics of Edward Carpenter and Havelock Ellis, by Sheila Rowbotham and Jeffrey
Weeks (London: Pluto Press, 1977), pp. 25-138 (p. 74, p. 102, p. 67, p. 73, p. 103).

24 Foote, Labour Party’s Political Thought, p. 34.

% See entry by Margaret "Espinasse, ‘Crane, Walter (1845-1915)’, in Dictionary of Labour Biography, V1.
% ] C. Squire, Socialism and Art, intro. by Walter Crane (London: XXth Century Press, 1908), p. 5.
Further references are given after quotations in the text.
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his powers to the fullest?’ (p. 11). Following Ruskin and Morris, the Middle Ages are
identified as the times most congenial for the production of art: ‘your medieval craftsman
exercised his ingenuity upon everything that passed through his hands. In William
Morris’s phrase: “He decorated everything, from a porridge-pot to a cathedral”. His
surplus time was of no value to anyone else, so he could afford to spend it in pleasing
himself [....] Thus it is that the Middle Ages were the only times in which there has been
a great Popular Art’ (p. 10). Conditions today are different, Squire argues, with less
letsure time, a mechanised labour process, and the changed market relations and
pressures of commercialisation. ‘Then there was a rich variety: now there is a meagre
uniformity’ (p. 11). Art under capitalism is: * “Art be damned, if it isn’t in the contract”.
Under a competitive commercial system where cheapness is the Holy Grail, almost every
single thing that you can think of is bound to be a triumph of ugliness’ (p. 13).
‘Capitalism has stifled Art and tortured the artist’ (p. 15), and only a ‘Socialist State’ (the
collectivist in Squire wasn’t so far away after all) will provide the appropriate conditions
for the production of art and the spread of culture by freeing the artist from the capitalist
market and the dictates of profit. Squire’s concluding remarks are particularly
illuminating;
Men will attempt to abolish ugliness wherever possible; ugliness in social
conditions of all sorts, in their dwellings, in their clothes, in their habits, in every
single article they use. One can scarcely agree with Ruskin that the destruction of
all machinery is desirable. But still, it is highly probable that in a communist
society men, as regards certain articles of every-day use, would rather go without
machinery, and do a little more work, in order to get the beauty that only
handicraft can give [....] If we feed a hungry child, we are in a certain sense
helping the cause of Art. If we pull down a filthy cottage and erect something
habitable in its place, we are doing so no less. The ancient identities between

Beauty and Good, and between Ugliness and Evil are as true now as ever they
were. (p. 16)
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Squire’s views are predominantly based on Morris’s views on art and society and
conception of communism. Morris’s ‘Art and Socialism’ is the template of which
Squire’s ‘Socialism and Art’ is the more deterministic copy — a reformulation of utopian
communism 1in the age of Fordist monopoly capitalism, of mass production and
monopolisation. It is a ‘simplification of life’ (Morris’s phrase) in an age of mechanistic
complication and intensification of labour. As Perry Anderson has argued about Morris’s
vision of communism, it 1s ‘an inversion of the present” where manual labour (handicraft)
is the primary value, over and above mental labour, and where science and technology
become less rather than more pervasive — indeed in News From Nowhere ‘Morris
produced a kind of craftsman’s paradise’.?” Quoting the following passage from Marx’s
Grundrisse, Anderson argues for a dialectical understanding of utopianism: ¢ “It is as
ridiculous to yearn for a return to an original fullness as it is to believe that with this
present emptiness history has come to a standstill. The bourgeois viewpoint has never
advanced beyond this antithesis between itself and the romantic viewpoint and therefore
the latter will accompany it as its legitimate antithesis up to its blessed end” * (p. 169).
Romanticism is the antithesis of capitalism, Utilitarianism and Romanticism are
dialectically complementary (p. 169). Like Squire’s set of dichotomies: Capitalism-Ugly-
Bad /Socialism-Beautiful-Good. Socialism becomes a simplification of life, a regression

to the fullness of the past before the advent of capitalism. Opposition is neither

synthesised nor surpassed, a point Anderson makes about Morris as well. Tension and

27 Perry Anderson, Arguments within English Marxism (London: NLB, 1980), p. 169, p. 167. Anderson
also quotes Raymond Williams when he criticises Morris’s utopianism ‘for attaching “the notion of social
simplicity” to communism- arguing that in fact “the break towards socialism can only be towards an
unimaginably greater complexity’ (p. 166). Further references are given after quotations in the text.
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antagonism are resolved by a denial of one set of categories and the affirmation of the
other.

If collectivism was a form of utilitarianism politically, then it wouldn’t have
existed without its complementary opposite, Romantic utopianism.® For the NS, this was
literally the case. Which explains why a regressive and limited conception of communism
re-emerged again to play a significant role in the cultural sphere of a journal defined by
its politics of collectivism and reformism. In the early twentieth century ‘ethical
socialism’ (e.g. Morris, Carpenter, Crane) was still a dominant socialist aesthetic.
Collectivism had no aesthetic preferences or pre-dispositions. The Webbs, ironically,
rejected Morrisite revolutionary socialism politically only to find it returning in a
different form, culturally. Arguably, their political utilitarianism could not have produced
an independent aesthetic: ethics, arts, literature and morality were outside of their sphere
of interest and intervention.”” Politics and culture were divorced; to change human life

was to change forms of political and social organisation. To the Webbs, literature in the

%8 As Robin Blackburn has argued: ‘Fabian socialism was too often simply a collectivist version of
Bentham’s utilitarianism’ (‘A Fabian at the End of his Tether’, in Lines of Dissent: Writing from the New
Statesman 1913-1988, ed. by Stephen Howe (London: Verso, 1988), pp. 284-96 (p. 294) (first publ. in NS,
14 December 1979)).

%° This wasn’t true of many Fabians, some of whom are discussed by: Eric Hobsbawm, ‘The Lesser
Fabians, in The Luddites: and Other Essays (London: Michael Katanka, 1971), pp. 231-44. ‘They [Hubert
Bland, William Clarke, Graham Wallas and Sydney Olivier] illustrate the complexity of the intellectual and
social elements which went to form the early British socialist movement of the 1880s and the original
Fabian Society. They also illustrate the absorption of Fabianism by Sidney Webb, which gradually
eliminated the other elements or allowed them to drop out of sight’ (p. 232). (Bland and his wife Edith
Nesbit, both founder-members of the Fabian Society, come to play an important role in the NS’s literary
section in 1913, as novel reviewer and fiction contributor, respectively. Incidentally, in 1909 Sharp married
Bland’s daughter Rosamund, secretary of the Fabian Nursery).

See also lan Britain, Fabianism and Culture: A Study of British Socialism and the Arts c. 1884-1918
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). Though this study is keen to convey the importance of the
arts to Fabianism, it fails to show how the political project of collectivism was a cultural project as well.
Even though the Webbs may have enjoyed and been inspired by plays, novels, and culture in general, there
is nothing in their establishment of the NS to indicate that the pursuit of socialism was seen as anything
other than a political-economic programme.
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NS would therefore have to be ‘tolerated’ as a means of attracting readers to the more
important politics of collectivisation — a necessary side show.

Squire had something else in mind. For him the NS would pursue what he saw as
the ethics of socialism by conveying the ugliness of contemporary society and the beauty
of craftsmanship and co-existence with nature, and the dignity of labour — a value which
was central to the medieval utopianism of Guild Socialism. Paradoxically then, set up to
counter Guild Socialism in England and recapture the emerging generation for
collectivism, the NS finds itself celebrating in the literary section those same values it
was set up to counter and reject in the political section. This constitutes the founding
contradiction of the NS politically collectivist, culturally ethical socialist. In the period
leading up to Squire’s departure in 1920, this antagonism produces two competing forms
of fiction, urban and rural, which come to define the journal in the early years. A
literature conveying the ugliness of the city is published alongside a literature that
(mournfully) celebrates the beauty of the countryside. Utopian idealism comes to resolve
the problems of city naturalism. So even if, as I have argued, the Webbs had no literary-
artistic programme in mind when they set up the NS, Squire nonetheless came to rely on
an urban sociological literary naturalism in the construction of his ethical-socialist
agenda. This, ironically, inserted into the back half what the Webbs had previously

actively excluded from their own conception of socialism: an aesthetics of collectivism.
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1.3.1 Country and City

From the slimy, spittle-drenched sidewalk, they were picking up bits of orange peel,
apple skin, and grape stems, and they were eating them. The pits of greengage plums
they cracked between their teeth for the kernels inside. They picked up stray crumbs
of bread the size of peas, apple cores so black and dirty one would not take them to
be apple cores, and these things these two men took into their mouths, and chewed
them, and swallowed them, and this, between six and seven o ’'clock in the evening of
August 20, year of our Lord 1902, in the heart of the greatest, wealthiest, and most
powerful empire the world has ever seen.>

‘A Great Time’

Sweet Chance, that led my steps abroad,
Beyond the town, where wild flowers grow —
A rainbow and a cuckoo, Lord,
How rich and great the times are now!
Know, all ye sheep
And cows, that keep
On staring that I stand so long
In grass that’s wet from heavy rain —
A rainbow and a cuckoo’s song
May never come together again,

May never come
This side the tomb.*'

Jack London is here describing Carter and Carpenter’s journey up the Mile End Road in
the heart of the East End of London. On their way to the Poplar Workhouse, they are
hoping to find food and a bed for the night, and pay for those with their labour in the
morning. Their migration within the bounds of the city is against starvation and death.
They are on the move to survive. This constitutes an important part of their mode and
condition of survival.

W. H. Davies’s poem is a celebration of his ability to leave the town, cross the
‘border’, and be enveloped by the Lord’s creation, the natural world of rainbows, rain and
singing birds. His description of the countryside is ‘humanless’. Davies believes himself

to be in harmony with nature. He is conscious of his role as an observer and recorder of a

3% Jack London, The People of the Abyss (London: Isbister, 1903; repr. London: Journeyman Press, 1992),
p. 37, original italics.
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rural England which is passing away and ‘May never come together again’. He goes to
the country with this fear and worry in mind, to see what may no longer be there to be
seen. It 1s thus both a ‘Sweet Chance’ to go and a ‘Sweet Chance’ to find the diminishing
pastorality of the countryside. His is a celebration tinged with mourning.

There is an important dimension to Davies’s movement abroad. Davies is going
alone to the countryside where he is in “harmony’ not with other humans but with birds,
sheep, and rainbows; with ruralism. The act of separating from the city and its populace
is stressed here. Jack London, however, performs a double movement in 7he People of
the Abyss: he ‘immigrates’ from America, sheds his middle-class clothes, becomes part of
the people of the ‘abyss’, lives their life, and participates in their migration for food and
shelter. His ‘harmony’ is with other humans, with whom he lives and struggles to
survive. Jack London is an observer-participator, living and experiencing the conditions
of the East End;>? Davies observes and envelops himself in nature. While Jack London
describes an actual, lived journey and city experience, Davies offers a falsification of
country life.

The People of the Abyss describes the human cost of laissez—faire capitalism.

The narrative is situated in a specific time and place, in a country (England), a city
(London), an area (East End), a street (Mile End), while Davies’s experience is robbed of
its history; it is timeless. Raymond Williams has described this mode of seeing the

countryside as ‘an intellectual projection: a version of history which succeeds in

3" W. H. Davies, ‘A Great Time’, NS, 23 August 1913, p. 626.
32 See interesting obituary by Oliver Madox Hueffer, ‘Jack London: A Personal Sketch’, NS, 2 December
1916, pp. 206-207.
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cancelling history’.>* Davies’s atemporal mode of describing the countryside can thus be

contrasted with London’s exacting and particularising mode of narration.

Jack London goes further than merely situating his narrative historically. He is
able to pinpoint the root cause of the starvation and suffering that he is witnessing; the
system which produces and perpetuates it: ‘It will be readily apparent to the reader that I
saw much that was bad. Yet it must not be forgotten that the time of which I write was
considered “good times” in England. The starvation and lack of shelter I encountered
constituted a chronic condition of misery which is never wiped out, even in the periods of
greatest prosperity’.>* He perceives one and the same historical process; he sees the
condition and contradiction of capitalism. In this way, he relates his subjective
experiences to what Williams calls a wider system.

Jack London belongs to a tradition of social investigation that goes back to the
nineteenth century when ‘the perception that society was becoming rapidly divided into
classes of people separate from and hostile to each other, was felt to be the most
fundamental’ > Like Charles Booth and R. S. Rowntree, Jack London is ‘a representative
of one class [who] consciously sets out to explore, analyse, and report upon, the life of
another class lower on the social scale than his own’. This mode of sociological
investigation which involved ‘a massive accumulation of detailed information on the
conditions in which people lived and worked’ also developed into a branch of modern
literature, examples of which appear in the pages of the NS in 1913-1914. This is hardly

surprising since Beatrice Webb herself worked alongside Booth in exploring the life and

33 Raymond Williams, 7he Country and the City (London: Chatto & Windus, 1973; repr. London: Hogarth
Press, 1993), p. 257.
34 London, The People of the Abyss, p. 9.
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hardship of the poor. In fact, for the Fabians social investigation was a necessary step
towards resolving social problems. Yet it took a Squire to tap onto its fictive potential.
The NS in this period is therefore full of short stories about the poor, the homeless, the
unemployed and working class.

Against this literature of urban exploration comes a literature of urban flight.
Davies leaves the city behind and goes to the countryside, a place populated by birds and
sheep only. Such is the mystification of the condition of rural England. The extraordinary
persistence of such ‘attitudes to the country, and ideas of rural life’ is extensively
discussed by Raymond Williams in 7he Country and the City. Referring to ‘Georgian
Poetry’ — Davies being one of its exponents — Williams traces this flight/movement away
from the city, this actual and intellectual travel to the country: ‘Such men came to the
country: that is the critical point. The nerves were already strained, the minds already
formed [....] These new men were strained; that was why they had gone [....] But they
had brought with them from the cities, and from the schools and universities, a version of
rural history which was now extraordinarily amalgamated with a distantly translated
literary interpretation’.*

The myth of rural England and the reality of urban life come to play a defining
and dominant role in the early fiction of the NS. The aim of the following is to chart these
two literary forms by discussing concrete examples published in the journal in 1913 and

examining their significance to Fabian ideology.

35 Peter Keating, ‘Introduction’ in Info Unknown England.: Selections from the Social Explorers, ed. by
Peter Keating (London: Fontana, 1976), pp. 11-32 (p. 11). Next two quotes are from page 13.
36 Williams, The Country and the City, p. 256.
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1.3.2 Looking at the City

‘Thunderstorms’

My mind has thunderstorms,

That brood for heavy hours;

Until they rain me words,

My thoughts are drooping flowers
And sulking, silent birds.

Yet come, dark thunderstorms,

And brood your heavy hours;

For when you rain me words,

My thoughts are dancing flowers

And joyful singing birds.”’
This poem by W. H. Davies is the opening poetic contribution of the very first number of
the NS, 12 April 1913. It posits and expounds on the condition of writing in general and
on writing on the countryside in particular. The nature imagery of thunderstorms
brooding and raining words is skilfully employed to describe the process of poetic
writing. There is a sense that the poet needs the countryside for the act of writing itself, to
be able to write poetry. This poem also constructs a connection, seen as inherent, between
rurality and the life and function of the poet. For Davies, the world of nature and the
words of the poet are one and the same. To use Valentine Cunningham’s construct, the
wor(1)d*® is posited as being the stuff of nature in an attempt at achieving a communion
between nature and representation, word and thing, cognition and environment. Davies’s

condition of wor(l)dliness should be seen in contrast to another condition of writing

which this section seeks to analyse: the wor(l)dliness of the city.

37 w. H. Davies, ‘Thunderstorms’, NS, 12 April 1913, p. 17.
38 Valentine Cunningham, In the Reading Gaol: Postmodernity, Texls, and History (Oxford: Blackwell,

1994), p. 11.
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1.3.3 The Creator of Life Descending

‘The Creator of Life’ by Litchfield Woods is a NS short story about the impact that
poverty in the East End of London has on a writer. The writer moves from noticing to
observing to becoming involved, and this process becomes not only the subject of the
writing but the condition of writing itself. The East End world dominates the writer’s
words.

The story opens with Osmond, the protagonist, looking out of the window of his
home: ‘The house stood upon a hill in North London, and Osmond’s attic overlooked
south and east the vastness of the city’.*” Having moved to the window ‘as a physical
outlet to a spiritual exaltation’, he first notices that ‘the spring freshness of the leaves had
changed to that more sombre green which is the presage of decay’. His eyes move from
the leaves to the buildings, to St. Paul’s, Tower Bridge, the Monument, all ‘glorified by a
sunset radiance which spiritualised the world of roofs and made the city of dreadful night
a city of beautiful dream’. His eye catches a building of ‘white purity’ not yet befouled
by the London smoke: ‘To Osmond it was a symbol, an affirmation of spiritual values in
the face of East End foulness above which it soared’. This thought captures his mind and
he finds himself unable to maintain his horizontal roof-top gaze, so that ‘the knowledge
of what lay beneath those miles of roofs filled him with sadness. There were the slum, the
fetid alley, the noisome public house, dirty half-naked children and children of a larger
growth who drank and brawled’. His eyes descend.

Having just finished writing a story with which he is ‘quite satisfied’, he goes to

the window to project his optimistic mood on the outside. Yet the window fails as an

39 1 itchfield Woods, ‘The Creator of Life’, NS, 28 June 1913, pp. 370-72 (p. 370). Unless otherwise
inidcated, quotes are from p. 370.
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‘outlet of spiritual exaltation’ and he becomes burdened by the reality of the city slums.
Osmond fails to impose himself on the scene; the scene denies him his optimistic mood.
This point is brought home to the reader by the narrator: the inability to impose, to
ignore, to write as before, is doubly stressed:

Formerly the exclusively literary mind could dwell serenely apart from the

foulness of the world, feeling they were not its business, but now the social

problem comes home to the spiritually cloistered. To Osmond, as a writer of
stories, it came as something personal and individual, devoid of the statistics and
generalisations of the social reformer. A woman in rags depressed him more than

a Poor Law report. (p. 371)

This is the world that Osmond is unable to ignore, a world that captures the writer’s
words. The serenity and cloisteredness of the writer is gradually destroyed by the reality
of the East End. It is an imposing reality for Osmond and for his author, Woods. It
interferes with, and intervenes in, the processes of literary production, and ultimately
changes and dominates the condition of writing itself.

Osmond stands at the window and broods over such conditions of life. Before
going down to take his customary evening walk, the narrator considers Osmond’s
thoughts. What is to be done about all this? How can the writer liberate his mind from
such a worldly hold? An important point about Osmond’s set of feelings is revealed when
his attitude to social reform is made apparent: ‘His altruism was the selfishness of the
fastidious: he wanted a happy world to save himself the pain of beholding an unhappy
one, for the degradation of men and women hurt him through their likeness to himself’
(p. 371). It is his pain that he wants to end: his own condition of not being able to ignore

all this suffering that he seeks to alleviate. He even contemplates murder. His attitude and

the set of values that it conveys is worth quoting at length:
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For them as human beings he cared not a jot; his sympathetic imagination would
prevent him from murdering them himself, but he could have given orders for
their slaughter as a preliminary to the establishment of an ideal state with the
greatest aplomb. In short, he was a modern altruist and social reformer, at once
generous and selfish, compassionate and cruel, pitiful and merciless [....] They
served no purpose; they were a misery in themselves and a cause of misery in
others. Why did they exist? Would it not be better if they were all exterminated —
painlessly, of course - but still exterminated? Even a moment’s contemplation of
the possibility cheered him, and he set to work repeopling the world with —
Osmonds. (p. 371)
Exterminate the poor, the masses. As John Carey argues in The Intellectuals and the
Masses, these notions were ‘firmly rooted in European intellectual orthodoxy’.*’ For
Shaw, whose rhetorical flair Woods evokes here, the poor were essentially bad: ‘For my
part I hate the poor and look forward eagerly to their extermination’.*' There were some
eugenists who also wanted to exterminate the poor (the biologically degenerate and
unfit), though their official propaganda advocated sterilisation not genocide. Woods, like
Shaw, is here employing eugenic rhetoric to describe elimination of poverty. There is no
suggestion in either Shaw or Woods that the poor are poor because of biology or
hereditary, which is the position of eugenics. In fact, between Fabian beliefs in the
transformation of the environment to improve social welfare and the biological
determinism of positive or preventive eugenics there is very little ideological common
ground. Donald MacKenzie is wrong in seeing eugenics and Fabianism as

complementary and compatible, as G. R. Searle has argued: there 1s a collision ‘between

a predominantly hereditarian and a predominantly environmental social philosophy’.**

“ John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among the Literary Intelligentsia,
1880-1939 (London: Faber and Faber, 1992), p. 208.

“ Quoted in Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, p. 180. Shaw, of course, also wanted to exterminate
the rich. Like Woods, what he really wanted was copies of himself to populate the world.

“2 G. R. Searle, ‘Eugenics and Class’, in Biology, Medicine and Society 1840-1940, ed. by Charles Webster
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 217-42 (p. 225). Searle concludes his essay by saying
that MacKenzie’s ‘proposition that eugenics was the ideology of a newly rising salaried class [like
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Sidney Webb’s ‘Eugenics and the Poor Law: The Minority Report’, his address to the
Eugenics Society in 1909, should therefore be understood as an attempt to win over
eugenics to collectivism by arguing that only under state planning will the stock of the
nation be improved: ‘No consistent eugenist can be a “Laisser Faire” individualist unless
he throws up the game in despair. He must interfere, interfere, interfere!”.* Incidentally,
to promote ways to manipulate the environment for the betterment the race, the NS
employed Caleb William Saleeby, a British-born Lebanese Medical Doctor who became
one of the most prolific writers on eugenics in Britain. Though an early supporter of
Galton, he came to criticise his statistical methods, and those of Karl Pearson, and
encouraged Mendelism and the study of the impact of environment on the individual: ‘I
expressly disclaim an association with or approval of the perversions of eugenics which
find utterance on many sides to-day, which have no science behind them, but only the
echo of dead formulae from the nineteenth century, and which seem to me to be brutal in
spirit, immoral in principle, inaccurate in theory, and wildly impossible in practice’.** In
him the NS found somebody to explain the way in which scientific discovery can improve

the health of the population.

Fabianism] scarcely stands up to critical examination’ (p. 235). In fact, eugenics can be understood as the
ideological product of the dwindling ‘intellectual aristocracy’ described by Noel Annan.

For MacKenzie’s argument see ‘Eugenics in Britain’, Social Studies of Science, 6 (1976), 499-532. For an
informed and original review of the debate over eugenics on the left, especially ‘Bolshevik eugenics’, see
Diane Paul, ‘Eugenics and the Left’, Journal of the History of Ideas 45 (October 1984), 567-90

3 Sidney Webb, ‘Eugenics and the Poor Law: The Minority Report’, Eugenics Review, 2 (1910-1911),
233-41 (p. 237).

44 Caleb William Saleeby, The Progress of Eugenics (London: Cassell, 1914), pp. 20-21. For the NS, he
wrote under a pseudonym, ‘Lens’, since Sharp thought him too eccentric a figure to be associated with the
journal (see Smith, p. 61). After visiting the US, Saleeby also founded the Sunlight League in 1924 to
promote the cause of sunlight and clean air. For biographical information about Saleeby see “In Memoriam:
Caleb William Saleeby’, Sunlight: Journal of the Sunlight League, 5 (Summer 1943); and his obituary in
The Times, 9 December 1940. (I am grateful to Nadimn Shehadi of the Lebanese Studies Centre at Oxford
for drawing my attention to these sources. It is worth noting that the Centre has a large file on Saleeby,
which also includes some of his private correspondence.)
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Urban degeneration had been pre-occupying bourgeois reformers since the mid-
nineteenth century, as Gareth Stedman Jones has shown in Qutcast London. How to deal
with (and control) the dangerous ‘residuum’ becomes an issue. Eugenics had an answer:
sterilization. The Charity Organisation Society from 1869 had a different one. The NS
rejected both and advocated state intervention in society. Charity and philanthropy added
to the problem, the Webbs argued. This is the issue that concerns Woods in ‘The Creator
of Life’. His short story is constituted by the urge to change what can no longer be
ignored, slums and poverty. But how?

Significantly, at the end Osmond contemplates extermination no longer. And this
is also an important point one has to make about the story. He leaves the window, goes
down to the poor quarters and saves a child from his awaited fate. Human sympathy
overcomes him: ‘Osmond’s heart was filled with the altruist’s facile pity as he neared
him; his sympathetic imagination pictured himself thus sitting forlornly alone amidst dirt
and squalor, and the idea tortured him’ (p. 371). Osmond puts himself, imaginatively, in
the place of the child and finds existence distressing. Taking Bill Simmons, the boy, and
assuming responsibility for him is an important and courageous act. It is a personal and
individual bourgeois act of charity: an individual’s recognition of social responsibility.
Yet, once adopted by Osmond, Bill Simmons will no longer remain Bill Simmons.
Woods describes this generous and humane act by Osmond in surprisingly aggressive
language: ‘he had destroyed the lad’s universe’ and ‘his creation would claim a material
comfort correspondent to his new scale of spiritual values, and instinctively and without
selfishness he would claim it of his creator’ (p. 372). Osmond becomes ‘the creator of life

[who is] filled with a sacred sense of responsibility before the life he had created’ (p.
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372). Woods is uncomfortable with this humane behaviour. He is too aware of Osmond’s
egoism, which fuels (and corrupts) his altruism; a philanthropic altruism (to borrow from
Fredric Jameson’s critique of George Gissing’s Thyrza) which is ‘a virtually Nietzschean
unmasking of the gesture of hostility concealed within the charitable impulse’.*> Osmond
ventures to create another life in his own image: another ‘altruistic’ social reformer. It is
his bourgeois values that he is seeking to propagate and perpetuate in his ‘creation’. This
charitable act, with all the sense of generosity that it imparts, is limited. It is a selfish
charity. The individual significance of this charity may be immense, but its social
significance, however, is very limited. The system will continue to produce more Bill
Simmonses, and Osmond ignores this point. He wants personal salvation through charity.
That’s the way he responds to the pressures of the city. It is a liberal, individualist
response at a time when what was needed was a collectivist one. Importantly, he does it
to be able to write, so that reality will no longer deny him the spiritual elevation he
achieves through art. Ethics and politics come to condition aesthetics: for Osmond social
problems have to be resolved before he can return to his art. The writer has to become a
social reformer before he can become a writer again. The city won’t allow him, as it
were, to retreat into aesthetics — which indicates quite forcefully its power over
intellectual production at the time. It provides a challenge which has to be reckoned with.

The nature of the response determines the nature of the art produced.

* Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (London: Methuen,
1981), p. 199.
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1.3.4 The Unemployed and the ‘Inefficients’
‘Thirty- Five, and “out”!’: that’s the way B. R. Carter opens his protest against capitalist
production of ‘unemployment’ in his short story ‘The Psychology of an “Unemployed”’
of 1913. * Carter sees capitalism as a game played with people’s lives where ‘[a]n empty
pocket is an empty world’, and where life is measured with money. He describes the
search for jobs as a scramble, a ruthless affair, and focuses the reader’s attention on the
injustice of this way of life: ‘Modern industrial life, to all except those who are calling
the tune, is like a game of musical chairs. Everybody is rushing round in a mad scramble,
and directly the music stops the number of chairs is discovered to be less than the number
of performers. The odd man out corresponds to the unemployed, who 1s thus forced to
stand aside and watch his ranks being added to with each cessation of the instrument’ (p.
561). These are the conditions under which people are forced to live and survive. The
sense of impersonality and alienation from the job-making machine is immense.*’ Carter
describes the bafflement of people when they realise that their own unemployment
coincides with a time of economic boom and prosperity:

Never, it appears, has his country been so prosperous as during his months of

vainly looking for work [....] “A boom year,” sings one party; a “boomerang

year,” bellows another. “England the market of the world!” chirrups a third;

“another million for the Chancellor!” shrieks a fourth. Meanwhile, the notice

of “No hands wanted” is posted up outside the factory gates, and “not over 25”

becomes the monotonous cry of the “situation vacant” (p. 562).

The ‘Psychology of an “Unemployed” * delineates the patterns of suffering that are

common to the unemployed — people Jack London terms the ‘inefficients’, the human

% B. R. Carter, ‘The Psychology of an “Unemployed” ’, NS, 9 August 1913, pp. 561-3 (p. 561). References
are given after quotations in the text.

47 Unemployment comes to preoccupy social researchers in the interwar period and a theory of the social
psychology of unemployment (where stages of desperation are delineated) is formulated. For a critical
appraisal see R. I. McKibbin, ‘The “Social Psychology” of Unemployment in Interwar Britain’, in Politics
and Social Change in Modern Britain, ed. by P. J. Waller (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1987), pp. 161-91.
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residue that the system constantly produces: ‘inefficients are being constantly and
wantonly created by the forces of industrial society as it exists today’.*

Criticism of the social reformer and charity system can also be found in both
Carter and London. Carter sees charity as addressing all the social problems of the
unemployed but the right ones: ‘It is not the least of the miseries of the “unemployed”
that he is nearly always pitied or upbraided as the victim of every social evil but the right
one’ (p. 562). He sees philanthropists as ‘charity-mongers’, ‘the real moral trespassers’,
people who in a Bunyan-like scenario would feature as ‘the most formidable dragons in
the Pathway of Self-respect’: ‘and the “unemployed” soon finds that the charitable
agency is just as rapacious as the money-lender — the only difference being that, whereas
the latter demands his pound of flesh, the former insists upon its pound of soul. The
philanthropist has been slowly killing the soul of the poor since the beginning of the
nineteenth century’ (p. 562). For Carter, this is the pit of humiliation. ‘The man who
steals is often less of a moral trespasser than the man who gives’ (p. 562).

Jack London also attacks charity. He describes a ‘Sunday meal’ with the
Salvation Army: ‘Numbers of the men had been waiting since five o’clock for it, while
all of us had waited at least four hours; and in addition, we had been herded like swine,
packed like sardines, and treated like curs, and been preached at, and sung to, and prayed
for’ (p. 57-8). What the Salvation Army made him feel was that ‘when one man feeds

another he is that man’s master’ (p. 57).

* London, The People of the Abyss, p. 84. For eugenics, ‘inefficient’ was a designation not only for the
mentally ill, as the Wood Report on Mental Deficiency of 1929 indicates: “The Wood report described the
social problem group as embracing the insane, but also a wide and miscellaneous group comprising
“epileptics, paupers, criminals (especially recidivists), unemployables, habitual slum dwellers, prostitutes,
inebriates, and other social inefficients’ (Charles Webster, ‘Eugenic Sterilisation: Europe’s Shame’, Health
Matters, 31 (Winter 97/98) [http://www.healthmatters.org.uk/stories/webster3 1.html])
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People who were objects of philanthropic dosages resented them. Carter, as much
as Jack London, attacks the system that produces the condition of permanent
unemployment and charity: a booming economy, the good times, workers pushed out of
the production line, ‘out’, to roam the streets for food and shelter. There they share the
bottom of the pit with the ‘soul-snatchers’, the religious propagandists, who give them a
breakfast of ‘two slices of bread, one small piece of bread with raisins in it and called
“cake”, a wafer of cheese, and a mug of “water bewitched” ’, and inform them that °
“You will feast in Paradise” ’, only on condition you followed the proper directions, of
course. *’ Such is the pattern of suffering experienced by the people of the abyss. Put

together, these stories amount to a shared structure of feeling about city life.

Carter’s mode of criticism 1s different, though, from Woods’s and Jack
London’s; it i1s more detached, with a tinge of cynicism. In his piece, he does not depict
himself as living the conditions of the poor, as Jack London does; nor does he
imaginatively place himself in their position as Woods uncomfortably places his narrator.
He describes the social processes involved in being unemployed and registers the world
of ‘no vacancy’ and the economic pressures that push people down towards the abyss.
Unlike Osmond (and Woods for that matter), he does not conceive of his relation to the
poor as personal and individual (which is not to idealise this position nor to diminish
Carter’s own). Carter presents the development (or de-development) from unemployment
to charity, and criticises the economic system that perpetuates and reproduces this

condition of existence. All three writers adopt a similar way of seeing, trace the same

“ London, The People of the Abyss, p. 57.
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forces that drive the working class towards the abyss, and criticise the system that creates

all this.

1.3.5 Realities of the Working City
Up to this point, I have considered a specific dimension within what I am calling the city
structure of feeling: the nature of experience among the ‘people of the abyss’, and the
ways of noticing and seeing it. At this juncture, and before going on to analyse a
contrasting, country, structure of feeling, I would like to consider a different aspect of
city experience as registered in the pages of the NS, namely that of the realities of
working life, of people in work. The working class is identified by the journal as that
segment of the community which contains ‘not the poorest members of the population’
but the ‘respectable hard-working folk with regular jobs’, the ‘““deserving poor” in
contradistinction to the very poor’; in other words, people who are not yet queuing for the
Salvation Army.>°

The description above is taken from a short review of Round about a Pound a
Week by Pember Reeves, which appeared in the ‘Shorter Notices’ section of the NS.
Reeves’s book contains some of the results of an investigation carried out by the
Women’s Group of the Fabian Society, which sought to investigate the question ‘what
are the effects on mother and child of insufficient nourishment before and after birth’.
The investigation concluded, as was advertised in the NS, that ‘a healthy family of four

s : . (13 2 5
children cannot be reared in decent surroundings on “round about a pound a week” ’. :

50 pember Reeves, Round about a Pound a Week, rev. by Anon., NS, 22 November 1913, p. 220. Next

quote is from this review as well.
51« Advertisement’, NS, 22 November 1913, p. 221.
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The review itself concludes that: ‘This book brings home better than any other during the
last few years the meaning of the social problem’.

The malnutrition of working-class children is the subject of a VS short story
entitled ‘In the Weighing Room’, also written by Pember Reeves (otherwise known as M.
S. Reeves). The story’s action revolves around a weighing machine, where the living
conditions of working-class families are, as it were, measured and ‘weighed’. The
number of children, the wages of the husband, and the length of the breast-feeding period
are ‘uncovered’ by the machine. The stories of Mrs. Wilson, Mrs. Driver, Mrs. Taylor,
Mrs. Mullet, and Mrs. Butler are relayed and the verdict of ‘gone down’ in weight is
pronounced. Mrs. Glover is discovered not to have weaned her baby after a year’s breast-
feeding; she also admitted to ‘attending the hospital for pains in the eyes, but had not told
the doctor she was nursing a baby of a year old’.”® The world of the weighing machine is
a world where ‘information is extricated’, verdicts are pronounced, and mothers confess;
all this as if the fact of poverty has to be extracted. It is a social exchange which depicts
the malnutrition of the working poor. The machine has a prominent place in this piece,
measuring poverty and suffering.

The regulation of working life by machines, the ‘machination’ of labour and
society, also feature prominently in my next NS short story. ‘Metlingham Heath’ by
Kineton Parkes depicts a working class under the sway of the machine: ‘The Heath Bull
dominates the neighbourhood [....] At half-past five in the morning, at six o’clock, at
half-past eight, at nine o’clock, at one o’clock, at two o’clock, at six o’clock at night, the

Heath Bull bellows. His bellow is a dread voice, and all the dwellers in Metlingham

2 M. S. Reeves, ‘The Weighing Room’, NS, 30 August 1913, pp. 659-60 (p. 659). Further references are
given after quotations in the text.
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Heath [...] awake at its first command, and the rest of the day is dominated by it’ > The
life of the town circles around this steel factory. The Bull ushers people to work and
announces their breaks. Its control does not end here. It is a machine that controls the
machines inside the factory. ‘[ A]t no other behest than that of the Bull’ does the
machinery stop. The workers pray for it to stop, but to no avail: ‘Only the Bull bellows
orders and the engines move or come to rest’. The Bull represents the mechanisation and
automation of human labour and the alienation of the workers from the decision-making
processes that determine and regulate their own work.

The machine does not only regulate the life of the community, it scars and kills as

well:

Girls and women and boys and men guard the machines; for the machines are
very monsters. In spite of all the guarding, in spite of men and women, factory
inspectors and laws of the realm, the machines will take their revenge on their
guardians. Every day they take their toll: the beautiful head of a girl of seventeen
is scalped entirely by the running gear, and, if the girl herself is saved, she goes
hideous for life.
Under existing conditions of labour, the factory is a place where a slight distraction of the
male worker, a gentle wink at the girl passing by, is liable to cause the ‘operator’ to lose a
finger or a hand. Indeed, such hazardous conditions and the absence of safety measures to
safeguard against death or serious injury are also discussed in an article in the political
section of the NS entitled ‘Lives Versus Profits’, which sparked off the longest exchange
in the journal’s correspondence section in 1913.

This article begins with a comment about an inquest carried out by the

Westminster Coroner following the death of a worker who was crushed by an iron load,

53 Kineton Parkes, ‘Metlingham Heath’, NS, 14 June 1913, pp. 306-307 (p. 306). All subsequent quotations
are from page 307. Parkes was born in 1865 in Aston Manor, Warwickshire. After graduating from Mason
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which crashed down on him after a link in the chain of the crane had snapped. At the
inquest, the representative of the firm which made the chain is asked whether after testing
they go over their chains ‘to see if there are any cracks?’. The representative replies: *
“No; the profits will not allow 1t” ’. The NS sees in the answer ‘a simple exposition of the
existing relation between commerce and the lives of workmen’ and regards the case as
‘indicative of the conditions prevalent throughout British industry’.>* Armed with the
statistics for 1912 showing that ‘403 railway servants were killed and 28,200 were
injured in the performance of their duty’ (p. 231), the article goes on to become a
comprehensive criticism of the conditions of labour in British industry, and of the
commercial values which dominate it. The journal is baffled by the fact that: ‘At the
present moment men’s lives are being consciously and deliberately sacrificed in order to
save the pockets of railway shareholders; and the community is allowing the sacrifice to
continue’ (p. 232). For the NS, campaigning for railway nationalisation, such incidents
were grist to their mill, and evidence of the present supremacy of profits over lives in
private industry: ‘The truth is that as long as profit is the pivot on which the whole
industry turns there is little that can be done’ (p. 232). Under existing conditions of
labour, the journal argued, even the most minimal standards of safety for workers are
absent.

‘The Weighing Room’, ‘Metlingham Heath’, and ‘Lives Versus Profits’ present

different yet related aspects of the lives of working-class people as registered in NS in

College, Birmingham, Parkes came to occupy the position of Principal of the Nicholson Institute, Leek,
from 1891-1911. For brief list of publications see Who Was Who (CD Rom version).

54 ‘Lives Versus Profits’, NS, 31 May 1913, pp. 231-2 (p. 231). Further references are given after
quotations in the text.
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1913.> These pieces belong to a certain way of looking at urban conditions; to a
particular structure of feeling which seeks to register the living conditions of workers and
the poor in a society which operates under the sway of capitalist production. According to
this way of structuring the city, the poor, the unemployed, and the working class are
objects to be looked at, to be observed and written about for the middle-class reader. The
intended readership or segment of society to which these observations are offered 1s
clearly not the one actually experiencing these conditions. The reports of the
investigations of the women’s Fabian Group were addressed to a middle-class readership.
Emil Davies’s book on the need for the railways to be run by a unified state-owned and
nationalised system is also addressed to the same class of social reformers.”® A review of
Men and Rails, a book on the lines of ‘Lives Versus Profits’ which advocates putting the
lives of workers before the profits of shareholders, also concludes by stating that a copy
of this book ‘should be presented to every railway director’.”’

The actual fact of noticing these city experiences is, clearly, important in itself.

Equally important is the adopted mode of registering and perceiving: how were the

‘lower classes’ being represented? According to this dominant NS way of looking, the

53 The details of other short stories published in the NS which treat similar aspects of working class life, but
are not of direct relevance to this discussion, are as follows: Charlotte M. Mew, ‘An Old Servant’ NS, 18
October 1913, pp. 49-51; Angela Gordon, ‘Lancelot: A Brief Biography’, NS, 21 June 1913, pp. 338-9; St.
John G. Ervine, ‘Adventure’, NS, 17 May 1913, pp. 178-9.

In 1913, the NS published only two short stories by D. H. Lawrence (‘The Fly in the Ointment’, NS, 16
August 1913, pp. 595-7; and ‘A Sick Collier’, NS, 13 September 1913, pp. 722- 4); and a poem (‘Service of
All the Dead’, NS, 15 November 1913, p. 178). Considering the fact that Lawrence wrote many short
stories about working-class life in the coal fields of the Midlands, where country and city concerns
converged, he received far too little notice in the NS of 1913. The first mention of Lawrence in the journal
is made by Hubert Bland, in his review of Sons and Lovers. Bland felt that the novel lacked structure, and
that Lawrence had not planned out the novel before sitting down to write. Bland’s lukewarm reception of
the novel concludes with the following sentence: ‘Sons and Lovers is a noteworthy novel and would have
been noteworthy at any time during these last dozen of years’ (5 July 1913, p. 408).

56 Emil Davies was the writer of ‘The City’ column in NS. The review of his book The Case for Railway
Nationalisation appeared in the NS on 12 July 1913, pp. 441-42.

57 Rowland Kenney, Men and Rails, rev. by Anon., NS, 1 November 1913, pp. 120-21 (p. 121).
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working class, the starving poor, and the unemployed are politically inactive, in need of
either charity and assistance or of having their lives controlled and regulated by elements
from outside their own class. This is quite a surprising way of depicting the working class
in the period before the First World War, a period characterised by a strong radicalisation
of workers and an increasing Trade Union agitation for better wages and conditions work.
The one time the existence of a trade union (or a politically active working-class
organisation) is registered in a NS short story, it is depicted as a scheming organisation
attempting to deceive the workers and rob them of their money.*®

Although my example stories are critical of the commercial foundations of society
and attempt to expose the degrading conditions of labour, workers are still depicted as
politically impotent and heavily dependent on bourgeois attention and initiative. The
working class is not depicted as a unionised and class-conscious force. In fact, as I argued
earlier, the NS was founded on such an original denial, having been established to counter
and combat exactly such notion of working-class self-management and self-organisation
then being advocated by the Guild Socialists. Fabians, unlike Guild Socialists, refused to
see the working class as a potentially strong political agent capable of administering and
managing its own affairs and conditions of labour. They wanted to provide ‘for’ the
working class, to find ways of improving their lot through the ‘right’ management of the
national resources and their more efficient organisation. As Raymond Williams has
argued, this is indeed the main deficiency of such an approach to social reform: ‘It is
deficient in many respects: in its intrinsic reduction of the poor to objects of study; in its

depersonalisation by classification and grading; in its lack of general ideas about the

%8 St. John G. Ervine, ‘Sunday Morning’, NS, 6 September 1913, pp. 689-90.
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character of society’.>” With it comes a falsification of the working class as a socially and

politically dependent class.

Bourgeois social exploration and investigation comes to serve this authoritarian
elitism. In essence, the Fabian enterprise was premised on achieving reform through
social investigation — looking, assessing, measuring suffering, and observing the
conditions of life of the ‘lower classes’.** As Clifford Sharp states in his opening editorial
of the NS:

We shall strive to face and examine social and political issues in the same spirit in
which the chemist or the biologist faces and examines his test-tubes or his
specimens, ignoring none of the factors, seeking to demonstrate no preconceived
proposition, but trying only to find out and spread abroad the truth whatever it
may turn out to be. Social problems may not be — indeed, are not — susceptible of
scientific analysis in the popular acceptance of that term, since human beings are
not to be weighed in balances nor measured with micrometers; but unless there
can be applied to them something at least of the detachment of the scientific spirit,
they will never be satisfactorily solved.®!

> Williams, The Country and the City, p. 222.

% This perspective on social problems was influenced by the ‘reform by statistics’ approach- the Blue
Books approach criticised by Charles Dickens in Hard Times, but, essentially, endorsed by Benjamin
Disraeli in Sybil: or, The Two Nations. It parallels classification work going on in ethnology— work which
would, aided by biology, become a racist sociology in a few years time. George Orwell’s The Road to
Wigan Pier also presents the social explorer as a detective hunting for ‘facts’, observing and documenting
social reality.

For treatment of the practice and discourse of social observation and investigation and their revolutionary
evocation in English fiction see Valentine Cunningham’s analysis of George Eliot’s ‘The Natural History
of German Life’ in his introduction to Adam Bede, World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1996), pp. vii-xl. Cunningham argues that Eliot in Adam Bede employs a method of writing influenced by
investigations in Natural History. It is ‘a writing driven by a moral obligation to avoid forgone conclusions,
narrow prejudice, professionally driven ideologies; a discourse that would never not be self-conscious
about being in the business of seeing, looking, noticing, interpreting’ (xii). This method of examining social
reality is also advocated by the editor of the NS in the next quote.

8! Clifford Sharp [unsigned], ‘The New Statesman’, NS, 12 April 1913, p. 5. The significance of science as
a means of understanding society and of solving existing social problems is also treated by Upton Sinclair
in an article in the NS entitled ‘On Re-Reading Homer’, 10 May, 1913, pp. 145-7. The benefits of an
education in the social sciences is contrasted with and posited against a ‘classical’ education. Sinclair
argues that far too much attention is given to studying the classics in a world where they are no longer
‘relevant’ to contemporary concerns. Only science can provide the tools to comprehend and tackle modemn-
day problems. By training students, education should aim at nurturing the objective scientific spirit:
‘Consider, for instance, that our average university graduate knows nothing of hygiene, nothing about the
social evil, nothing about modern economics, and, in most cases, nothing about modern science’(p. 146). It
is exactly this ignorance which the Webbs sought to address by establishing the LSE. For an affirmation of
the importance of ‘classical’ training and a rejection of Sinclair’s scientific orientation see Gerald Gould,
‘Homer and Mr. Sinclair: A Reply’, NS, 24 May 1913, pp. 209-10, which ends with: ‘I open my Homer at
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This 1s part of the social scientific project of equipping the State with the necessary
knowledge to identify and resolve social problems, a road which Sharp sees other
countries taking as well.®* The NS would therefore be committed to the pursuit of a
definite ideal of collectivism and ‘a greater corporate responsibility, a greater corporate
activity, and a greater corporate control of the resources and social conditions of the
nation”.®> A laissez-faire economy accompanied by either random individual
philanthropy or organised private charity is no longer a viable way to organise society.
Such is the Fabian response: ‘the problem of poverty has now reached such a magnitude
that only State action can be truly effective’.®* As Williams has also argued: ‘It is a mode
which belongs with the substitution of social services for random charity: the services
themselves (administered then as now in the spirit of the investigations, but administered
and extended nonetheless) are a response of a new kind to the problems of the city’.®’
Within the Fabian political project of substituting social services for charity, the
NS short stories about city life published in 1913 perform an important task, by drawing

attention to the limits of charity, the suffering of the unemployed, and the devaluation of

human life by profit. Culture delineates the social disasters of liberal capitalism. It was up

the twenty-fourth Iliad, and I envy no man’. After the death of Hubert Bland in 1914, Gould became the
main reviewer of novels (‘New Novels’) for the NS and held the position until 1918. His contrasting views
to those of the Webbs are another example of how the literary section contradicted the political one.

52 Support for this position was also mustered in the review section of the journal, where Florence
Nightingale’s contributions to social scientific investigation are acknowledged by Sir Edward Cook in his
favourable review of The Life of Florence Nightingale, which appeared on 15 November 1913, pp. 183-84.
Cook states, in Sharpian mode: ‘She became a passionate statistician and collector of information. She
made an invaluable discovery that the average statesman is completely ignorant of the facts of political
problems, and so is made servile to the wishes of the perinanent officials. Her job obviously was to supply
the Ministers with facts which would free them from the permanent officials.... She had no use for the
laissez-faire school of political economy. It was false and wicked. She wrote in favour of the state
organisation of industry’ (p. 184).

63 [Sharp),‘The New Statesman’, p. 5.

%4 Keating, Into Unknown England, p. 19.

55 Williams, The Country and the City, p. 222.
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to the political section to suggest specific ways of ‘remedying the social defects’,*® thus
complementing and completing the work of the literary section. All the latter had to do
was to present the ugliness of contemporary conditions of life and labour. Squire, though,
had additional aim, an agenda of his own to pursue: the revival of the myth of rural

England. If such is the situation in the city, he reasoned, why not turn your back on it and

go back to the country. This is the topic of the next section.

66 [Sharp], “The New Statesman’, p. 5. .
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1.4.1 Looking at the Countryside

Raymond Williams has described writers of pre-war England who went to the
countryside as having had their nerves already strained and their minds already formed.
They came to the country to detach themselves from the pressures and social problems of
the city. ®” Their writing is often about this migration. Issue number eight of the NS
clearly registers a direct opposition between problems of the city and dreams of the
country. Along with ‘Lives Versus Profits’, which addressed urban industrial problems,
there appeared an article on the Bengali poet Tagore, and a short story by J. C. Squire.
Discussion of these will lead to a consideration of how feelings about the countryside
were structured — which is the subject of this section.

‘A Voice from the East’, by S. K. Ratcliffe, describes Rabindranath Tagore’s visit
to England and summarises the basis of his defiance ‘of western ways and thought and
society’ and his questioning of ‘the conquering West’.®® The problem Tagore has with the
west is its distance from the forest: ‘The life of India, he tells us, derives from the forest;
while we in Europe are imprisoned in cities, where brick walls separate us inexorably
from our fellows’ (p. 242). This leads to the pursuit of profit and the accumulation of
possessions. For Tagore, the West is living a soul-less existence, leading to disharmony
between the individual and the ‘spirit of the universe’. Westerners are not only walled-in
and imprisoned but also claim a false superiority: ‘The western man claims the mastery
of the world; yet he lives in a society where the mass of his fellows are sunk in ugliness

and ignorance and want’ (p. 242). To gain its freedom and solve its social problems, the

%7 For a depiction of the pressures of modern city life see Gerald Gould ‘Time and Tube’, NS, 19 July 1913,
pp. 467-9. A grocer’s fear of the city is expressed in A. W. G. Randall, ‘An Anachronism’, NS, 11
September 1913, pp. 17-8.
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west should break the bounds of the city prison and win back a vital contact with the real,

the forest.
The feeling of being walled-in and the desire to break away from the city and go
to an Indian wood is also expressed in Reginald Ingram’s poem ‘Song’:
These plots I cannot bear to see,
These alleys trim and straightly bordered,
Because the heart that beats in me
Is none so delicately ordered.
O were I in an Indian wood
With all its huge and pied confusion,
‘Twould better please my present mood,
These comely growths are a delusion.®’
The order of the city alienates Ingram from the sounds and noises of the forest, which
signifies both nature outside and the poet’s own true nature inside. The city denies the
poet his natural self. Curiously, in Tagore and Ingram we, respectively, have an Indian
poet attacking western industrial civilisation and an English poet wanting to be in an
Indian forest.
Immediately following the essay on Tagore the literary editor of the NS, J. C.
Squire, publishes a short story of his own entitled ‘The Basket of Flowers’, which is
about dreaming of the countryside and waking up in the city. Squire finds a ravishingly
arranged basket of flowers; the whole pattern whispers the word ‘harmony’ to him:

‘Basket, flowers, and ground, beautiful in their colours, seemed nevertheless all to have

been steeped in some rare pale common medium that gave them a more than ordinary

68 § K. Ratcliffe, ‘A Voice from the East’, NS, 31 May 1913, pp. 241-2 (p. 241). Further references are

given after quotations in the text.
% Reginald Ingram, ‘Song’, NS, 19 July 1913, p. 467.
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harmony’. Where does this beauty come from, Squire asks, ‘in a world gone harsh?”.”
Beside the flowers he sees ‘not one maiden, but two young girls in thin white dresses
come running towards me over the grass with laughter like tinkling bells’ (p. 243). The
pastoral dream is complete with meadows, flowers, and maidens. When the maidens
decide to run away over the meadows, reality dawns and: ‘The atmosphere in front of me
began to spin and revolve and turn inside out. And, alas! there were no trees and no
meadow; but only a basket of flowers on the wall-paper pattern in a bedroom in a
Manchester hotel’ (p. 243). Squire dreams of escape into a fantasy country retreat away
from the walls and confines of the city. Significantly, it is a specific city that he wants to
leave, Manchester, the heart of Industrial England. The dream fuels both the writing and
the narrative, which the reality of Manchester at the end shatters: the story with the
naming of the city.

W. H. Davies calls this condition of writing through imaginative separation from
the confines of the city ‘the mind’s liberty’ (also the title of a poem he publishes in the
NS). The first half of the poem is worth quoting in full since it clearly voices the relation
between the mind of the writer and the city. Where does the mind roam in order to leave
its physical constraints?

The mind, with its own eyes and ears,

May for these other have no care;
No matter where this body is,

The mind is free to go elsewhere.
My mind can be a sailor, when

This body’s still confined to land,

And turn these mortals into trees,
That walk in Fleet Street or the Strand.”!

70y, C. Squire, ‘The Basket of Flowers’, NS, 31 May 1913, pp. 242-43 (p. 243). Further references are
given after quotations in the text.
"' W. H. Davies, ‘The Mind’s Liberty’, NS, 1 November 1913, p. 115.
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The mind has its own eyes and ears, and the body is not an obstacle to flight to the
countryside. Whilst Squire dreams of a place away from the city, Davies does more. He
turns humans into trees in the heart of London’s West End. Davies, in a sense, does not
need to go to the country; he sees the country in the city. He eliminates city reality, does
not even mystify it, and sails away on the seas of London. This is an amazing imaginative
feat; while Squire avoids the city, Davies completely eliminates it as an active presence.
He liberates himself from it by, as it were, writing over it.

According to the fiction of the NS, in the city one lives in ‘plots’ and ‘straightly
bordered’ alleys, as Ingram has it, and away from ‘the earth and water and light’, as
Ratcliffe has it. How to revolt against the metropolis becomes the question? Through

writing and the imagination, through journeying to the country is the Georgian answer.

1.4.2 Once

The flight to the country is also a flight away from ugliness. Ratcliffe describes the city
as a place where the majority of people are ‘sunk in ugliness and ignorance and want’.
This way of seeing the city strongly structures feelings about the country. Edith Nesbit
equates her contemporary London with ugliness.”” The resilient aspects of nature that
have withstood the expansion of industrialism are what constitute beauty for Nesbit. Her
NS essay ‘Once’ meditates on the aesthetic aspects of the past and the ugliness,
cheapness, and nastiness of contemporary surroundings. It opens with a strikingly

nostalgic sentence: ‘Things are not what they were’.” Nature and the countryside are the

72 She also stresses the unchristian nature of the city in her Ballads and Lyrics of Socialism (1908), written
for the Fabian Society, and her poem Jesus in London (1908).

73 Edith Nesbit, ‘Once’, NS, 21 June 1913, pp. 336-7 (p. 336). Further references are given after quotations
in the text.
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standard by which the aesthetic is measured; unconquerable mountaintops exist as a
reminder of what beauty is. Her description is saturated with pastoral imagery: ‘trees,
rivers, and the laughter of little children, flowers, the sea at those points where piers are
impracticable, and mountains, the ones steep and stony enough to resist the jerry-builder
and the funicular railway’ (p. 336). These are the truly beautiful things in life. Beauty
thus becomes ‘a naturalised, uninspected and vaguely uplifting convention’.”*

Nesbit also argues that the standards of measuring beauty have dwindled: ‘It
seems to me that it is not only that the ugly and unmeaning things have grown, like a
filthy fungus, over the sheer beauty of the world, but that the things which we mean to be
beautiful are not beautiful and the things which we mean to be interesting lack interest’
(p. 336). As a result of the expansion of the city to the country, standards that define ‘the
beautiful” have become confused, resulting in the appreciation of things that are ugly.
Like E. M. Forster in Howards End. Forster also registers the growing difficulty of living
in the city and mourns London’s expansion into the countryside: ‘And month by month
the roads smelt more strongly of petrol, and were more difficult to cross, and human
beings heard each other speak with greater difficulty, breathed less of the air, and saw
less of the sky. Nature withdrew: the leaves were falling by midsummer; the sun shone
through dirt with an admired obscurity’.” ‘Once’, Nesbit says, ‘there were nightingales
that sang in the gardens on Loampit Hill. Now it is all villas’. The ‘hilly fields’, the

‘grassy lanes’, and the flowers have all been covered by the ‘filthy fungus’; ‘It is asphalt

7 Peter Brooker and Peter Widdowson, A Literature for England’, in Englishness: Politics and Culture
1880-1920, ed. by Robert Colls and Philip Dodd (London: Croom Helm, 1986), pp. 116-64 (p. 128).

> (London: Edward Arnold, 1910; repr. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), p. 115. The result of this
expansion is that the city will more and more dominate fiction to the detriment of country writing: ‘The
carth as an artistic cult has had its day, and the literature of the near future will probably ignore the country
and seek inspiration from the town’. (p. 116). For Brooker and Widdowson, Howards End is myth being
substituted for history (p. 139).
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all the way’ (p. 337). Everything has been affected, ‘in London old handsome houses are
tenements and children play on the dirty doorsteps of them with dead mice and mutton
bones for toys. In the country women wear men’s tweed instead of sun bonnets’ (p. 337).
The grand finale of this tour de force of seeing ugliness in everything lies in the last three
lines of the essay: ‘And everything is getting uglier and uglier. And no one seems to care.
And only we old people remember that things were not always ugly, remember how
different things were — once’.

E. Nesbit could regret the growth of urbanisation, and at the same, as a socialist,
think that labourers and the poor should be properly housed. ”® This is not an uncommon
combination of attitudes to hold, especially for ethical socialists like Nesbit. The
problems of the city are resolved away by recourse to a mythical past: rural, plentiful, and
English (to which I will return). Yet, if the perceived ugliness of the city ‘strained the
nerves‘ of writers and prompted their flight to the countryside, what exactly did they see
in the country? Did they notice actual historical changes that were taking place there at
the time; did they note the poor wages and conditions of farm labourers and their
continuous migration to the city. In other words, did they perceive the country as a space
of actual living, or did they impose their own vision on it, intellectually project (in

Williams’s terms)?

’® For a discussion of Nesbit’s views see Julia Briggs, 4 Woman of Passion: The Life of E. Nesbit 1858-
1924, p. 321-3, and its further treatment in Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses, p. 49. For a discussion
of Nesbit’s attitude towards the poor and working class see Alec Ellis, ‘E. Nesbit and the Poor’, The Junior
Bookshelf, 38 (1974), 72-8. Briggs doesn’t seem to be aware of the fact that Nesbit was extensively
published in the NS. Her contributions to the NS'in 1913 consist of four short stories (“The Cenotaph’, NS,
3 May 1913, pp. 113-5; ‘The Hare’, NS, 27 September 1913, pp. 785-7; ‘The November Garden’, NS, 15
November 1913, pp. 178-9; and, “The Witch’, NS, 20 December 1913, pp. 337-8); two essays (‘Once’, NS,
21 June 1913, pp. 336-7; and, ‘Romance’, NS (Literary Supplement), 6 December 1913, pp. ix-X); and a
poem (‘Gretna Green’, NS, 24 May 1913, p. 210).
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1.4.3 Animals, Witches, and Ghosts

The experience of the migrating writer is clearly expressed in W. H. Hudson’s NS short
story ‘In a Churchyard’. The position of the writer as observer-traveller comes across
vividly in this piece: ‘Chitterne is one of those small out-of-the-world villages in the
south Wiltshire downs which attract one mainly because of their isolation and loneliness
and their unchangeableness’.”” Hudson goes ‘out-of-the-world’ in search for isolation and
static ruralism. There he encounters two country women in a churchyard and registers
their exchange. He depicts them as irrational beings, and at the end finds it difficult to
comprehend their logic. More importantly, however, these women recognise the Hudson-
like type: ‘I was nothing to them — merely one of another class, a foreigner, so to speak, a
person cycling about the country who was just taking a ten minutes’ peep at the place to
gratify an idle curiosity’ (p. 51). Hudson is conscious of his position, a migratory
traveller, edging into foreign land, outside his social sphere and outside his class.

This is also Edith Nesbit’s position in her story on hare coursing, ‘The Hare’, also
published in the NS in 1913.7® This piece utilises two significant experiences quite
commonly registered in what I’m calling the country structure of feeling: cruelty to
animals and the sighting of witches and ghosts. For Nesbit, what begins as a legitimate
and well-presented attack on the cruel practice of hare coursing becomes an affirmation
of the strange and witchly dimensions of the countryside. Until the narrator actually sees
how hares are killed, he is persuaded into the belief that ‘to end in “a moment’s horror,

bright, bloody, and brief,” was far better than to die of starvation in a ditch, which, it

77 W. H. Hudson, ‘In the Churchyard’, NS, 18 October 1913, pp. 51-2 (p. 51). Further references are given
after quotations in the text.
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seems, is the natural end of hares who are not coursed’.” This innocence is shattered
when the narrator sees the ‘mortal terror’ of a hare being chased by dogs. He feels
disgusted and shaken by the scene. It is here, when a criticism of coursing starts to be
registered, that the witch arrives into the story. The next hare disappears in the direction
of a barn. There the following crowd meet a local peasant woman having her breakfast,
who indicates to them the direction of the fleeing hare. The narrator lingers on to talk to
the stranger and admits to having had enough of coursing. Suddenly, the woman raises
her apron and shows the narrator that she’d been hiding the hare all along: ““They do not
mind me”, said she. “Don’t tell no one, will you?” ’ (p. 787). The narrator, unable to save
the hare himself, does a telling thing: he gives the woman money; he tips her for her
services to nature, and in the story the woman takes it ‘with a child’s simplicity and a
child’s pleasure’ (p. 787). On asking the villagers about her identity, the narrator is told
that she is a witch and an unchristian being. Hare coursing as a fictional concern 1s duly
dropped, and cruelty to animals dwindles away while ‘[t]houghts of Dryads and Nymphs’
roaming the countryside come to dominate the country scene (p. 787).%°

Like Nesbit’s piece, Edward Thomas’s travel in the countryside results in meeting
a ghost — one who has been roaming the countryside in search of her mother for the last
hundred years.®' Imagination here reigns supreme, and overcomes any potential for

dealing with actual lived experiences in the country. Thomas’s writings have in fact been

7 In this story, Nesbit assumes the identity of a man who roams the countryside and narrates this piece.
Similarly, it is a man who narrates another short story by Nesbit also published in the journal, entitled “The
Witch’. This seems to have been the conventional literary mode of travel in the countryside.

” E. Nesbit, ‘The Hare’, NS, 27 September 1913, pp. 785-7 (p. 786). Further references are given after
quotations in the text.

80 See also Pan in E. M. Forster’s The Longest Journey.

81 Edward Thomas, ‘The Mossy Shoes’, NS, 24 May 1913, pp. 210-11. Edward Thomas, as a ruralist and
writer on the countryside, continued the rural tradition of Richard Jefferies. In 1909, he also published a
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described as ‘primarily escapist and therapeutic’, part of his mode of ‘continually
retreating into the world of dreams and waking visions that are employed clumsily and
perfunctorily’.® Keith also argues that this is part of Thomas’s strategy of imposing a
literary version on the countryside: ‘an intellectual position that is brought to, instead of
derived from, the rural subject matter [....] Thus at one point he goes so far as to state [in
The Heart of England (1906)), “I rarely see much in the country”, an astonishing remark
from one so often praised for the minuteness of his natural observation, but he goes on to
explain the paradox by admitting: “I always carry out into the fields a vast baggage of
prejudices from books and strong characters that I have met 7 °.

For areal criticism of cruelty to animals, unobstructed by nymphs and maidens,
one needs to go elsewhere in the NS, outside of this particular structure of feeling, to a
different way of looking at the countryside. The journal’s dominant mode of perceiving
the countryside prevents, obscures, and mystifies real countryside experiences. The first
non-fiction piece critical of cruelty to animals deals with the issue of the extermination of
the badger in England as a result of badger baiting. This essay is quite explicit about the
process of badger killing: ‘It is a great thing to possess a dog of such courage that he will
go to earth after a badger and have pieces bitten out of his face till he is blind with blood
— and that for hours without a chance of coming to grips with his enemy’.* The badger is
not seen as an object to be admired and described, but as part of a living nature. Aspects

of the badger’s life are thus presented and described in true naturalist vein: ‘It is an

study on Jefferies: Richard Jefferies: His Life and Work. Like Nesbit and Forster, his work registers the
destruction of nature and the country by the expansion of the city.

82 W. I. Keith, The Rural Tradition: William Cobbett, Gilbert White, and other Non-Fiction Prose Writers
of the English Countryside (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1975), p. 195, p. 200. Next quote is also from p. 200.
For a different perspective on Thomas see Kim Taplin, The English Path (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press,
1979).
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education in the habits of a very special animal to inspect the little arrangements and
economics round a badger’s sett’ (p. 369). The badger’s misfortune lies in the fact that he
provides entertainment for the gentry outside the fox-hunting season: ‘The real fact
against the badger is that his destruction provides sport in the season when there is no
hunting of foxes’ (p. 369). The badger ‘clings pretty tightly, as the perspiring diggers and
bleeding dogs can testify; but fifteen men with four spades, three dogs, sacks, tongs and
other implements of the “sport”, are not quite fair odds’ (p. 370). The result is that the
badger ‘has been exterminated from probably half of our English counties’ (p. 369).
Unlike Nesbit, Desmond sees no witch to distract him from the object of his concern, and
his piece is therefore able to voice a powerful criticism of a cruel social practice.

The publication of Desmond’s essay might explain the passionate review that the
volume The Under Dog received in the NS: ‘We should like the facts it brings forward
shouted from the roof tops’. This book was subtitled, as the review explains, ‘A series of
papers by various authors on the wrongs suffered by animals at the hands of man’; and,
the object of The Under Dog is to expose ‘the cruelty perpetuated by men upon animals
[that] flourishes in the dark’ and to ‘bring it to light’. ® This is part of a response to the
country where the literary imagination is kept at bay; no maidens or ghosts are spotted.
Social practices are what matters here.

Another 1913 essay, by Horace Horsnell, appropriately entitled ‘The Truth about
Birds’, opposes the intellectual projection onto birds of literary or human characteristics
(anthropomorphism). Horsnell attacks the tradition of seeing birds as angelic and

attractive objects to be admired: ‘I am concerned solely with an attack upon a false and

8 G. G. Desmond, ‘The Badger Goes’, NS, 28 June 1913, pp. 369-70 (p. 369). Further references are given
after quotations in the text.
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wholly unmerited tradition — namely, that which has gathered about that species of
animal life, the so-called bird”.*> The main object of this essay is to attack this
intellectual, poetic tradition. He bluntly states that: ‘Birds are reptiles. That fact cannot be
too strongly insisted upon’ (p. 436). Awe of birds, the author argues, is inspired by the
fact that birds have wings and can fly. Why then, Horsnell asks, is not such esteem
afforded to the aeroplane? Furthermore, birds are not really patriotic: ‘Birds are as devoid
of virtues as they are replete with vices [....] Their awful lack of anything approaching
patriotism 1s manifested in their blatant and migratory cosmopolitanism’ (p. 435).
Amongst some of this imperialist blabber about the soul-lessness of birds and their un-
nationalistic behaviour, there is an attempt to make a serious point: ‘one can still suggest
that the sympathy and sentiment that is so undeservedly showered upon them might be
devoted to a more worthy and rewarding cause’ (p. 436). Such a matter-of-fact approach
to birds is obviously different from the literary flights of fancy that impose on birds an
angelic existence. In the age of aeroplanes, when man had conquered the skies, why do
poets still pay homage to birds, Horsnell asks. It would have been interesting to know
what he does consider to be ‘a more worthy and rewarding cause’. This, unfortunately, is
left unstated.

A final example of a realist as opposed to a Georgian romantic approach to the
country can be found in the same issue in which Davies’s ‘Thunderstorms’ appears. In
the ‘Shorter Notices’ part of the literary section, the NS published a review of a book by
F. E. Green entitled The Tyranny of the Countryside. The book is praised for being ‘a

verbal and actual picture of the village’ and the writer is presented as being ‘hopeful of a

8 Sidney Twist, The Under Dog, rev. by Sidney Twist, NS, 23 August 1913, p. 636.
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great revolt, by which the agricultural labourer will secure himself something better than
his present conditions or the ever pressing alternative of the town slums’.*® A different
structure of feeling emerges here; though it is significant that it only deserves a brief
mention.

People of the countryside speak through this book. The author goes to the villages
not to impose his own vision, but to learn, listen, and understand, and then write about
what the countryside means to the people who are actually living in it. He travels through
the Cotswolds, Oxfordshire, Wiltshire, Hampshire, Dorset and Surrey, some of the places
covered by Hudson, Thomas, and the Georgian literary travellers. One way of describing
how he looks at the countryside is by saying that he descends, goes down. This mirrors
the descent to the abyss of London and Woods — an urban mode of exploration finds its
way to the country. As in the following paragraph which opens his chapter on ‘Village
Life’:

A charming downland village, with a wide expanse of the blue sea visioned

from the top of the serene Downs; a downland village, devoid of any outward

signs of poverty, of low wages and bad housing. Here the motorist or the

superficial tourist, with eyes alone for the external beauty, would be amazed
should you tell him that the people were living in a state of villainage under

the rule of one or more tyrants, to whom they were beholden for their bread

and butter as well as for the roof over their heads. ¥’

From the top of the Downs, the motorist or traveller sees the beauty of the countryside.
But this alone is not the whole story; it enables only a falsifying look and a selective one.

To go down means to hear about the Small Holdings Act, the Housing Act, the Insurance

Act, to hear about exploitation of labourers by farmers and squires, to hear about forced

85 Horace Horsnell, ‘The Truth about Birds’, NS, 12 July 1913, pp. 435-36 (p. 435). Further references are
given after quotations in the text.

% F.E. Green, The Tyranny of the Countryside, rev. by Anon., NS, 12 April 1913, p. 29.

87 F.E. Green, The Tyranny of the Countryside (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1913), p. 51.



migration, and destruction of cottages; to go down, in other words, would entail not
having ‘eyes alone for the external beauty’. This is the world which the words of the
Georgian poets and writers, and their literary allies like E. Nesbit, did not describe, the

world they excluded and thus eliminated from their words.

49



50

1.5 Conclusion: Ruralism and Modernity

In the NS, the countryside is obscured and falsified. It is depicted as a space of escape, as
a divorce from ugly city structures and social problems, a world ‘out-of-the-world’ where
the traveller-writer can ‘see’ and appreciate beauty. When the observer does actually see
humans, they are depicted as either idiotic country-folk, or as witches, ghosts, and
maidens. The actual living conditions of country inhabitants are either ignored or
obscured out of all recognition. This way of seeing the countryside is at odds with the
Fabian social-problem-solving, collectivist enterprise. The front half of the NS, the
political section, abounds with reports and essays on social investigations into actual
lived conditions in rural areas: changes taking place on the land, the living conditions of
farm labourers, unionisation of rural labour, rural depopulation, and so on. 8 For such
Fabians, the country, like the city, was construed as a social and historical space, an area
of living and working that needs to be investigated in the Sharpian mode. This contrasts
radically with the invented country presented by the Georgian poets and their prose-
writing allies, a vision that dominates the literary section of the journal. It is in fact a way
of actively creating rural England in a particular way. What the process of selective
seeing emphasises is that a rural myth was brought over from the cities and imposed on

the country. As Alun Howkins has argued, in the period after 1880 the countryside came

%8 Until August 1913, there is no detailed treatment of aspects of country life in the review columns of the
back half. This date is important since attached to the 2 August 1913 issue there is a more than 20 page
‘Rural Reform Supplement” which deals with conditions of rural life. The supplement was the result of an
investigation conducted by H. D. Harben, NS director and Chairman of the Land and Rural Problems
Committee of the Fabian Society. It also included an extensive bibliography on ‘Rural Conditions and
Problems’. Some of the books listed in the reference section of this supplement were subsequently
reviewed by the journal. To note just two: How the Labourer Lives: A Study of the Rural Labour Problem,
by B. Seebohm Rowntree and his research assistant the poet May Kendall, reviewed in 23 August 1913
issue; and, The Farm Labourer: The History of a Modern Problem, by O. Jocelyn Dunlop, reviewed in 13
September 1913 issue. As indicated, the long reviews and treatments of the subject in the literary section of
the journal came after the publication of the Supplement.
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to be seen as ‘the essence of England, uncontaminated by racial degeneration and the
false values of cosmopolitan urban life’.* This is part of an ideology of Englishness
constructed as a reaction against urban degeneration and alienation, which becomes, after
the Great War, ‘a permanent part of the national ideology’. It is for this England that
British soldiers fought in the trenches of the Great War, as Rupert Brooke’s 1914 NS
story (discussed below) testifies. Martin J. Wiener also identifies the increasing cultural
dominance of this streak from the late nineteenth century onwards: a form of ‘rural
patriotism’ which becomes in the hands of Tennyson (and many others) ‘a comfortable
way of escapism for city dwellers’ and ‘a means of redefining “Englishness” > %0

What starts off as a negative response to the city comes to define a whole national
culture. Ironically, then, ruralism plays a role in national ideology in inverse proportion to
its place in national life: a rural ideology for a predominantly urbanised nation. In stark
contrast, an avant-garde movement like Futurism appears in economically and
industrially backward countries like Italy and Russia; there, as Trotsky argues, it
‘obtained its most brilliant expression, not in America and not in Germany’. For Trotsky,
Futurism exemplifies a phenomenon ‘which has been repeated in history more than once,
namely, that the backward countries which were without any special degree of spiritual
culture, reflected in their ideology the achievements of the advanced countries more

brilliantly and strongly’.”’ When Italy and Russian were looking forward through

Futurism, England was looking backwards towards a pre-industrial past, to a more

8 Alun Howkins, ‘The Discovery of Rural England’, in Englishness, ed. by Colls and Dodd, pp. 62-88 (p.
69). Next quotes is from page 82.

% English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit 1850-1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), p. 49.

°'1 eon Trotsky, Literature and Revolution (London: Allen & Unwin, 1925; repr. London: Redworks,
1991), p. 158. See also Edward Timms, ‘Introduction: Unreal City ~Themes and Variations’, in Unreal
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simple, natural, and real time. Maybe this explains why Britain from 1890s onwards was
so infatuated with Russian fiction of a predominantly rural bent, with Constance Garnett
becoming the agent of what Squire described dubbed as ‘the Russian invasion’, a cultural
importation on a magnificent scale.”” Isn’t that another form of response to the crisis of
the city in Britain? The rise of Russian fiction and the discovery of the countryside
appear to be part of the same historical process then, both cultural artefacts produced by
the crisis of the metropolis.

For nearly a decade, Georgianism dominated the literary scene in Britain, a poetry
where, as Edward Timms has argued, ‘there is scarcely a glimpse of city life, let alone an
acknowledgement that both author and reader are living in a modern industrial society’.”
The first Georgian Poetry anthology sold 15,000, and the second 19,000, copies. In his
NS review, Squire championed it as ‘the best collection of the kind that has been or could
have been published for decades’.”* He proceeded to extensively publish many of the
anthology’s contributors, such as Rupert Brooke, W. H. Davies, Reginald Ingram, M. D.
Armstrong, Walter de la Mare, Gordon Bottomley, T. Sturge Moore. For a while, the NS
becomes the home of Georgianism in Britain. Even when Squire was forced to abandon

his insularity and engage with contemporary continental literature, he does so grudgingly.

In the case of Marinetti, he publishes a disclaimer before ‘The Son of the Beggar of

City: Urban Experience and Modern European Literature, ed. by David Kelly and Edward Timms
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), pp. 1-12 (p. 2).

*2 Solomon Eagle, ‘Books in General’, NS, 12 July 1913, p. 439. See chapter 5.

% Expressionists and Georgians: Demonic City and Enchanted Village’, in Unreal City, ed. Kelley and
Timms, pp. 111-27. Timms argues that English culture didn’t manage to generate a city literature to rival
Expressionism in Germany.

% J. C Squire [as Solomon Eagle], ‘Books in General’, NS, 19 April 1913, p. 53. Squire used to write his
editorial under that name. On 10 May, 1913, Squire explained the source of the name: ‘In response to
inquiries, I may be permitted the personal explanation that Solomon Eagle is not my legally registered
name. But, strange though it may be, there once was a person with the name. During the Great plague of
London (the temporary, not the permanent) he perambulated the streets naked with a pan of burning coals
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Love’, stating that: ‘We present the following translation of a poem by the Italian Futurist
leader as an interesting specimen of the work of that school’.”” The only continental
literary contingent that Squire publishes quite regularly is Russian fiction, and even then
there is a focus on the rural writings of Gorky and Chekov (see chapter 5). The other
foreign contingent is Irish fiction, of a rural bent as well, like Michael MacDonagh’s ‘An
Irish Vagabond’, Padraic Colum’s ‘The Boy on the Road’, or Susan R. Day’s ‘Dingle
Races’.”® Even though Irish NS fiction (like its Russian counterpart) was predominantly
realist in description and outlook, it shared an essential ingredient of paramount

importance for Squire: rural setting and a preoccupation with mother nature.”’

Expressionism, Futurism, and other European movements were on the whole not
represented in the pages of the NS under Squire. But it is wrong to conclude from that
that the NS turned its back on the city. This is simply not the case. Degenerate, ugly, and
foul, the city was still seen and engaged with, even if as part of a predominantly rural,
anti-industrial agenda. Stories on homelessness, malnutrition, poverty, unemployment,
and work (though certainly not as dominant as Expressionism in Germany) were still

written and published in pre-war Britain. Even hegemonic rural writing had to rely on

on his head crying “Repent, Repent”. What better attitude could a sane man adopt? What became of him I
forget. I think he died’ (NS, p. 150).

° F. T. Marinetti, ‘The Song of the Beggar of Love’, trans. by Horace B. Samuel, NS, 10 May 1913, pp.
144-5. Squire also published Marinetti’s ‘The Pope’s Monoplane’, trans. by Horace B. Samuel, NS, 26 July
1913, pp. 499-500.

% 5 July 1913, pp. 402-404; 23 August 1913, pp. 626-8; 1 November 1913, pp. 115-6.

°7 As John Eglinton concluded his NS essay ‘Irish Literature in the Nineteenth Century’: ‘Fortunately there
is in Ireland something older than the Catholic Church, older than the Irish language, older than archeology,
older even than the gods — Mother Nature herself, in whose presence the poet can forget the squalid
animosities of race and creed, and the various contentious sobriquets —West Briton,” “Irish Irelander,” and
the like —which at times make him sick of the name of his country. The future of Irish literature is mainly
an affair between the poet and this kindly mother, as she manifests herself to the solitary thinker on the hills
and plains of Ireland’ (‘Irish Supplement: The Awakening of Ireland’, NS, 12 July 1913, pp. 8-10 (p.10)).
The NS will later also publish Liam O’Flaherty’s animal portraits (see next chapter).



54

such an engagement with city life, if only to prove its point about the splendours of the
country. Country and city, Georgianism and urban realism, Fabian collectivism and
ethical socialism, exist together and in contradiction to each other. Their opposition

generates the cultural politics of the back half in 1913, a romantic patriotic ruralism in

contradictory unity with an urban realism.
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Chapter 2

Wartime Stories and Post-War Realities, 1914 - 1926

2.1 Introduction

In 1913, the NS sees the emergence of a definite literary urban pattern. There is a
proliferation of short stories published on various aspects of lumpenproletarian and
working-class existence. This socially engaged literature meditates on unemployment, the
voluntary charity system, and adverse work conditions, and continues to dominate the
literary section in 1914. This chapter is concerned with tracing the development of this
literary genre and its disruption by the outbreak of the Great War, as well as critically
assessing short stories published in the journal during the War and up to 1926. Especial
focus will be given to the way the NS represented the War in fiction and the way it
responded to the continuing and sharpening crisis of liberalism as it was reflected both
politically and intellectually in the post-war period. 1926 will act as a breaking point
because of the General Strike and its crucial (and somewhat neglected) cultural and
political significance in British inter-war history. It is also the year when NS fiction

comes into life again, suddenly revived after a period of decline and stagnation.
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2.2.1 Pre-War Urban Pattern, 1914

Charity figures and philanthropic organisations feature in many 1913 pieces and continue
to attract literary attention in 1914. The NS was particularly concerned with this
contingent of society because it saw the whole charity system as an integral part of a
laissez-faire economy. According to the Fabian conception of society, Liberal economic
principles should be replaced with state-socialist management of the national resources
and collective social provision for the poor and unemployed. There are a couple of short
stories in 1914 that engage with the subject of charity head-on.

One such short story, written by Angela Gordon, is appropriately entitled ‘The
Philanthropist’. The protagonist, Ishbel Ascroft, volunteers to work in a soup kitchen by
taking her friend’s place for one lunch-time. As the title implies, Gordon conceives of
‘the philanthropist’ as a social type. She describes the volunteer’s perceptions of herself
and of her social role. Ascroft, who had to tear herself away from many social
engagements, arrives at the soup kitchen wearing a fur coat, ‘a watch set in diamonds’,
and radiating with her ‘comfortable consciousness of virtue’:

She felt kind, good-tempered, and extremely sorry for the poor; it would be

delightful, she fancied, to watch their wistful faces lighting up with gratitude

as she ladled the steaming soup into their proffered jugs. It was so unpleasant

to be hungry! Once, when she was staying at Miirren, she had lost the way

during a long afternoon ramble, and had been more than two hours late for

dinner, so that she understood the meaning of hunger. '
Ascroft wants to feed the hungry because it makes her feel good. Feelings of superiority

and moral goodness are an essential part of such a social equation. Empathy is also

necessary. Ascroft even believes that the temporary delay of her dinner on one occasion

! Angela Gordon, ‘The Philanthropist’, NS, 10 January 1914, pp. 435-6 (p. 435). Emphasis added. All
subsequent quotations are from p. 436.
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justifies comparison with the hunger of the homeless, whose lives are a daily struggle for
food and shelter.

And when ‘the poor’ fail to show the gratitude she expects, she (typically) feels
‘hurt, indignant and disappointed’, and goes on to resent the surrounding hideousness and
sordidness: ‘She began to dislike the poor, who took so much kindness for granted and
had no manners. They were distasteful to look at, and their clothing had a most
unpleasant smell’. The reality of the actual class encounter shatters her desired and
sought-after sense of philanthropic altruism and upsets her ‘consciousness of virtue’:
‘The milk of loving-kindness turned sour within her [....] They [the poor] had no
individuality, no purpose in life, no claim upon destiny. Destiny, indeed, had plainly no
use for them. It was improbable that they possessed separate souls. They were in fact
hopelessly uninteresting’. Ascroft spares no thoughts for asking how this poverty was
created and why the soup kitchen is so busy. Her encounter is individualised. She finds
herself in an upsetting situation, feels resentful and then ashamed, and at the end
concludes that: ‘It was not her fault if the world was badly managed. She had worked
hard for a whole hour, helping the poor and miserable’. If only society was properly
managed, she wouldn’t have to go through this ordeal. This conclusion works well with
the Fabian anti-charity agenda, which Gordon would have certainly been aware of.
Politically read, the story makes the case for the liberating potential of good management
(or collectivisation) for both philanthropists and the poor.

This is the first short story in the NS that looks at the impact of charity on the
‘charitable’ and not on the needy. It examines the givers’ thoughts and feelings about

voluntary provision for the poor. The story implies that the philanthropic bourgeoisie,
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unable to ignore poverty, are finding both their role as agents of charity and their direct
encounter with the poor increasingly disturbing. The story ends with class separation,
with Ascroft sitting beside her fiancé in a velvet chair at the Bechstein Hall listening
‘luxuriously to Beethoven, Opus Ninety-seven’.

Provision for the poor is also the subject of Theodosia Lloyd’s East End short
story, ‘ “For this Relief Much Thanks” ’, which, uniquely, narrates both sides of the
philanthropic equation. Lloyd’s short story portrays Mrs. Hardman’s struggle against
poverty and her quest for more funds, and also presents the Board of Guardians’ efforts to
accurately means test her. Mrs. Hardman feels that it would be impossible to survive if
the Board decides to take away her food tickets after discovering that she had been re-
united with her husband and has been ‘benefiting’ from the extra money he brings home.
The committee members feel that Mrs. Hardman is not ‘open’ enough and wonder
whether she is telling the truth, operating on the deeply-entrenched assumption that the
poor are conniving and will do everything to get more charity. One administrator even
ventures to summarise their relationship to the poor:  “ us all trying to give as little as we
can, and they, the poor I mean, trying to get as much as they can ” *.2

Lloyd depicts the bureaucratic structures and social organisation invested in
administering the Poor Law, and describes the social relations that it produces. Compared
to Gordon, Lloyd sees charity as a social issue and not in terms of an individual’s crisis of

conscience. The story deals with a different aspect of the charity system in such a way

that individual actions of characters take on a social dimension somewhat lacking in

2 Theodosia Lloyd, ¢ “For this Relief Much Thanks” ’, NS, 5 December 1914, pp. 222-4 (p. 223). Lloyd
was, from 1911, the wife of Charles Mostyn Lloyd, Fabian, journalist, and academic. Lloyd was a full-time
organiser for the National Committee for the Prevention of Destitution, headed by the Webbs; head of the
Department of Social Science and Administration at LSE; and, assistant editor of the New Statesman from
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Gordon’s piece. As a result, the workings of a whole system of charity are being
represented. Though Lloyd does not venture an opinion on whether there exists an
alternative to this way of providing for the poor, her story (like Gordon’s) educates the
bourgeois reader on the current charity system and the social friction it generates. Unlike
‘The Philanthropist’, no Beethoven notes sound at the end, and the story ends with Mrs.
Hardman being comforted by her friend after losing her food tickets.

A playlet also relevant to this theme was contributed to the NS by the Irish
playwright St. John G. Ervine. ‘Compensation’ deals with the issue of adverse work
conditions and injuries at work, a problem also addressed in the literary section in 1913.
It features three characters: a Claim Assessor, a Workgirl, and a Junior Clerk. All three
remain unnamed in order to stress the social dimension of the encounter. The playlet is
set in the office of the Accidental Injury Insurance Company, a company which settles
claims with injured workers under the Workman’s Compensation Act.” It dramatises the
attempt of the Workgirl to receive a just compensation for an injury she sustained when a
case of beer bottles fell on and disabled her arm. The Workgirl is very young, and
ignorant of the claim procedure. By selectively reading from the medical report, the
assessor is able to intimidate her and downplay the seriousness of her injury. There is no
process of negotiating a settlement, as the play illustrates how the assessor, after having
estimated the claim for what seems to be a permanently damaged arm at £5, uses all his

class power (position, language, doctor’s evidence) to bully the girl into accepting an

1921, effectively editing the journal from 1926 until Kingsley Martin’s appointment in 1930 (See Adrian
Smith, ‘Lloyd, Charles Mostyn’ (1878-1946) in Dictionary of Labour Biography, vol 7).

3 St. John G. Ervine, born in Belfast, WW1 Lieutenant in the Royal Irish Fusiliers, had worked as a clerk in
an insurance office before becoming drama critic for The Observer (1919-1923). He was also a friend of
Shaw and close to the Georgians, dedicating his novel Changing Winds (Dublin: Maunsel 1917) to the
memory of Rupert Brooke. For more biographical information see entry by William M. Tydeman, ‘St. John
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unjust compensation. Indeed, she ends up receiving a tenth of what she believes she is
entitled to.

In the NS, workers’ problems are objects of literary (as well as political) concern.
As I argued in the ‘Realities of the Working City’ section in the previous chapter, this is
part of a pattern initiated with the foundation of the journal. What is clearly an important
assumption in this structure of feeling is that workers are helpless in the face of
employees. The absence of Trade Unions to mediate between workers and bourgeois
institutions is always noted. The fact that in ‘Compensation’ the Workgirl goes through
the whole compensation procedure on her own is of great political significance,
illustrating that there is nobody to safeguard her rights. Ervine significantly omits to
mention the role that Trade Unions were actually playing at the time in fighting for better
conditions at work.* This helps explain why most NS characters at this time are
depoliticized. The working class as a political force actively engaged in changing its own
conditions of labour is left un-represented. It will take the post-war era, and the changes

that it brings, for the working class to emerge as an active agency in NS fiction.’

G. Ervine’, in Reference Guide to English Literature, ed. by D. L. Kirpatrick, 2" ed., 3 vols (London: St.
James Press, 1991), I, pp. 542-3.

* When St. John G. Ervine does treat the issue, he presents Unions as scheming, money-grabbing
organisations. See his ‘Sunday Morning’, NS, 6 September 1913, pp. 689-90.

> For more on the social and political power of organised labour see the post-war section of this essay.
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2.2.2 J. D. Beresford’s Clerks
The pressures of working life on the lower classes and the social philosophy that such
conditions generate also receive literary treatment in 1914.° J. D. Beresford’s ‘The
Escape’ meditates on a clerk’s analysis of his own emotional and social condition. The
short story opens with: ‘Albert Higgs was beleaguered by all the circumstances of his
life’.” After much trouble and strain, the word that he finally finds to describe his own
condition is ‘Beset’. For the last ten years, Higgs ‘had been braced to the struggle, and
resistance had become a habit with him’: ‘Nothing had ever gone right’ (p. 83). At work,
although a meticulous clerk, others ‘had been promoted over his head” and the manager
had accused him of being too slow (p. 83). His house in Golden Oak Road was ‘without
doubt the worst house in the road, and an altogether disproportionate amount of his spare
time was occupied in looking after it’ (p. 83). His marriage was hardly a success. He felt
that his wife was ‘careless about vital things’ and ‘could not realise the importance of
method and accuracy either in house work or cooking’ (p. 84). It also seemed to him that
his worries were steadily increasing and that he was mainly preoccupied with countering
and resisting new difficulties:

He was in no way daunted; he had no intention of relaxing his immense fight with

adverse circumstances for a single instant, but he felt that it was very hard that he
of all the men should have been thus singled out for perpetual persecution. (p. 84)

6 1914 also brings a short story by John Freeman on casual labourers in the city entitled ‘The Travellers’
(14 March 1914, pp. 722-3) which describes the continuous search for workhouse places. Angela Gordon’s
‘Mrs. Trubshaw’ (14 March 1914, pp. 723-4) describes the life of a servant, a subject also treated in 1913
by Charlotte M. Mew in ‘An OId Servant’ (18 October 1913, pp. 40-41). The new leisure facilities used by
the working class are described in Gerald Cornish’s ‘At the Pictures’ (31 January 1914, pp. 530-31) which
ends with the protagonists’s grandmother comparing silent films unfavourably with older modes of leisure:
“ “In my time pore folks was pore folks,” she said; “they wasn’t always reading novels from free liberies
and going to the theatre and wearing smart ‘ats and blouses. You leave that to them as ‘as money for it,”
she said, “pleasure’s not for you and me. It all comes along o’ this ‘ere eddication, and Lord knows what
else beside” * (p. 531). These short stories testify to the NS’s readiness to respond to quite diverse working-
class experiences at the time.

7 J. D. Beresford, ‘The Escape’, NS, 25 April 1914, pp. 83-5 (p. 83). Further references are given after
quotations in the text.
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Beresford draws an elaborate picture of a besieged clerk trying to hold his own in adverse
conditions and pressurising circumstances.

On his arrival from work one day, Higgs collapses in bed with influenza, unable
to see to mending the kitchen pipes and too weak to attend to other household problems.
He falls asleep and dreams of escape, hence the title of the piece. He dreams of ascending
towards the galaxy while gazing down towards earth, like Walter Benjamin’s angel of
history whose face is turned towards the past while being propelled towards the future.
While Benjamin’s angel sees ‘one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet’®, Beresford’s clerk is equally pessimistic and
sees futility, monotony, and ugliness. While gazing down, he sees how his house
becomes fused with other houses in the neighbourhood, forming an indivisible whole:
‘They were all alike, all equally ugly and with the same defects, and little figures moved
about them, some satisfied and careless, others anxiously attempting useless repairs’ (p.
84). The clerk’s journey ends with an invocation of the abyss, with earth waning, the sun
eclipsed, and the moon vanishing into the abyss — a vision of loss and emptiness. So if
Benjamin’s angel is left with wrekage, Beresford’s clerk disappears into the void. History
as destructive progress (dialectics) as opposed to history as an ascent into the abyss
(nihilism).

Beresford sees Higgs’s worries and suburban problems as profoundly connected
to his profession. His attempts at perfectionism at work and his continuous striving (or
toil) to improve his living conditions are part and parcel of clerkdom. He has lower-

middle-class problems that perpetuate themselves because he can only afford lower-
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middle-class solutions. Although Beresford sometimes risks caricaturing a whole
profession, his story vividly represents the laboriousness, worriedness, and social anxiety
of clerkdom.” Importantly, in Beresford’s imagination, the clerk perceives his struggle for
existence as an individual effort, which explains the story’s nihilistic ending: the clerk
recognises the futility of struggle. He resigns himself to believing that his action is of no
consequence. He feels alone and helpless in the face of what he believes are all-powerful
forces.

Unlike ‘Escape’, though, Beresford’s next NS short story does allow room for
hope and change. But it is change through individual promotion, an exceptional
separation from conditions that still predominate in clerkdom. ‘The Ashes of Last Night’s
Fire’ deals with the promotion of an unnamed clerk to the position of department
manager. This event is described in striking language. The clerk moves away from
‘common routine’, from the ‘usual evening papers, the usual pipes and cigarettes... the
usual remarks on the weather’ to the unusual, to life: ‘To-night his body, his mind, his
whole soul was open to new impressions. His dry veins had become miraculously fruitful
of racing blood. He was a god in a wonderful garden that breathed the exquisite scent of
syringa’.'® The clerk brakes through the limits set on his feelings, thoughts, and
aspirations, and feels liberated. Beresford describes him as someone who hated being a
clerk, never mixed with other clerks, and had ‘not a single friend among them’. His

promotion is portrayed as a matter of leaving his class behind, literally. He moves up a

® Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, in [lluminations, trans. by Harry Zorn (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1970), pp. 245-55, p. (249).

9 Clerks have received extensive literary treatment in early twentieth-century culture and were memorably
represented by E. M. Forster (Howards End) and H. G. Wells.

10 p Beresford, ‘The Ashes of Last Night’s Fire’, NS, 6 June 1914, pp. 274-5 (p. 274, p.275). The

following quotation is from p. 275.
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class and characteristically turns against his ‘inferiors’. There is no change in clerkdom,

only a run-away clerk has been reported.

2.2.3 New Representations of the Country

1914 also sees the introduction of a significant new development in writing on the
countryside. As I have argued earlier, 1913 witnesses the growing influence of the
Georgian poets and their literary allies. Their published work in the journal portrays the
countryside as a place of ramblers and literary travellers, who talk to ghosts and witches
and run into ‘idiotic’ country-folk. This view of the countryside is clearly contested in the
back half in 1914,

In one of the little, out-of-the-way villages that W. H. Hudson so adored,
Montague Fordham writes on how the Workers’ Education Association is busy
discussing social history in ‘The History of the English Villages’ class. ‘New Life in the
Village’ transmits the villagers’ great interest to ‘discuss questions which came so near to
their lives’.!! Farm labourers are excited to find that education can relate to their daily
life. Unlike the false Georgian ideas of rural life, Fordham significantly sees the
countryside as a historically changing social space.

Class features strongly in this different way of looking at the countryside.
Elizabeth Holt’s ‘Peter Grows Up’, a 1914 story, depicts the poverty of a farm-labouring
family. Peter, the main protagonist, works after school, poaches, and does everything he

can to help out his foster parents. The crisis of the story centres around Peter being hit by

"l Montague Fordham, ‘New Life in the Village’, NS, 10 January 1914, pp. 434-5 (p. 435). Fordham’s
interest in agricultural labour led him to write The English A gricultural Labourer 1300-1925. An Historical
Sketch (London: Labour Publishing Company, 1925). Fordham was a Cambridge law graduate, Director of
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his foster-mother on the day the Local Government Board inspector happens to visit. The
inspector sees the marks on Peter’s legs and immediately accuses Mrs. Caulder of neglect
and ill-treatment, and prepares to take the boy away. Peter resents the inspector’s attitude:
‘He only knew that this interfering person was trying to upset his life, was treating him as
a thing to be taken or left at her pleasure’.'> He resents the fact that an outsider has the
power to routinely ‘study’ him and his surroundings and pry into his affairs. The
encounter with the inspector also portrays the class dimension of the exchange:

The inspector’s voice was insolently patronising, but Mrs. Caulder did not notice

it. She was used to being spoken to so by the gentry, among whose ranks her

visitor’s clothes securely placed her. It raised, indeed, in Mrs. Caulder a certain

unconscious resentment, which made her manner towards her self-styled “betters”

a trifle defiant, but she never dreamed of putting it into words even to herself. (p.
466)

The same class intimidation performed on Ervine’s workgirl in ‘Compensation’ is
practised on Mrs. Caulder.

Additionally, knowing Peter’s importance to the household economy, Mrs.
Caulder worries greatly about losing him, especially with the ‘baby comin’ an’ all” (p.
467). Peter realises that his foster-mother was wrong to have hit him. He fabricates a
story about being hit by a boy from the village and lets her off the hook. He feels needed
and depended upon by the family. At the end, Peter affirms his independence; and after
the inspector’s departure he addresses his mother in the following terms:

“You got no business to ‘it me,” he said, “but she ain’t got no business to come

‘ere takin’ me away. I ain’t ‘ers to take. I'm- I’'m me own. Nex’ time you ‘it me

I’ll go away myself. But I won’t be took. I'll stay ‘ere as long’s I like, an’ I'll go
when I like. An’ she can go to ‘ell.” (p. 467)

Arts and Crafts Gallery in London (1899-1908), and, importantly, lecturer on social and economic
problems (1907-1914). (See Who Was Who CD Rom Version).

12 Blizabeth Holt, ‘Peter Grows Up’, NS, 17 January 1914, pp. 466-67 (p. 466). Further references are given
after quotations in the text.
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In comparison to E. Nesbit’s way of looking at the countryside, of literary-travelling
narrators who roam the countryside extracting precious secrets from local inhabitants'’,
‘Peter Grows Up’ is a significant diversion. Seeing the countryside as a place of social
problems and class encounters that deserve literary treatment is an important 1914
development. It is therefore quite significant that the first account of the Great War
comes from the countryside. Fordham’s ‘War and the Village’ deals with how new
wartime changes affect a small village community: selling horses to the government,
recruiting soldiers, buying provisions, and preparing to administer for casualties, are

among many urgent home-front preparations described by Fordham. e

'3 Country superstitions and sympathetic male travellers are only a few of the literary tropes used by Nesbit
in her two 1914 NS short stories: ‘The Secret Medicine’, 21 March 1914, pp. 752-4; “The Cherub’s Head’,
4 April 1914, pp. 819-21.

14 Montague Fordham, ‘War and the Village’, NS, 15 August 1914, p. 593.
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2.3.1 Fiction of the War, 1914-18

As the fiction already discussed demonstrates, the literary section was greatly engaged
with the wider social and political spheres. Social problems of class, of poverty, of
charity, preoccupied the back half. NS fiction also responded to changing historical and
political realities. With the declaration of War, the literary section begins to engage with
the war effort abroad and at home. It proceeds to examine war ideologies, and to provide
war accounts, which appear together with short stories dealing with war issues.'” This is
not to suggest that the war completely dominates the magazine’s literary publications;
there is still room (but less frequently) to treat class issues, the countryside, and other
literary themes. In the following analysis of the war period, I will examine the NS’s
dominant concerns, and assess other important divergent literary formations, some of
which continue the development of older, pre-war patterns.

It is important to note from the beginning that an immediately felt effect of the
war on the literary section of the NS is a drastic decline in the number of short stories
published. It would be safe to say that more stories were published in 1913 and 1914 than
1915-1920. For example, sixty short stories were published in 1913 compared with six in
1916. This decline in fiction contributions is concurrent with a numerical decline,
although less drastic, in essays, long reviews, and non-fiction prose pieces.

While Fordham’s villagers had been preoccupied with war preparations, Rupert
Brooke conveys his friend’s thoughts on hearing the deceleration of war. ‘An Unusual
Young Man’ tells of a literary-minded bourgeois individual sitting on a hill in Cornwall

and thinking about the implications of a war with Germany. He finds himself reminiscing
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about Germany and remembering the happy occasions he shared with German friends.
He feels he is being coerced to break a mental habit of associating Germany with

pleasure:

A thousand little figures tumbled through his mind. But they no longer brought
with them that air of comfortable kindliness which Germany had always signified

for him. Something in him kept urging, “You must hate these things, find evil in

them” !¢

The protagonist also awakens to the realisation that war will mean ‘the change of
everything he knew’: music would be neglected, he wouldn’t be able to camp out
anymore, the Russian Ballet wouldn’t return, and some of his friends might be killed. The
changes that he anticipates give him a ‘feeling of ignorant helplessness’ (p. 639).
Yet, the idea of England being attacked sickens him. He associates ‘England’ with
‘holiness’. But what sort of ‘England’ is it that stirs in him ‘the triumphant helplessness
of the lover’?: ‘Grey uneven little fields, and small ancient hedges rushed before him,
wild flowers elms and beeches, gentleness, sedate houses of red brick, proudly
unassuming, a countryside of rambling hills and friendly copses’ (p. 639). The Southern
Country (Cotswolds, Wiltshire) features strongly in his depiction of England, typically so
for a Georgian. When he leaves for London at the end of the story, the implication is that
he goes in order to join up.”’

Seemingly innocent, this is in fact a very disarming piece: it begins by
acknowledging the social and cultural links with Germany and ends by affirming the

potency of English nationalism and the inevitability of joining up. Brooke’s friend at no

'S For example, J. M. Hone examines the pan-German school in his ‘Germanist Theory’, NS, 26 September
1914, pp. 734-5; and, Desmond MacCarthy contributes an article entitled ‘Nietzsche and the War’, NS, 10
October 1914, pp. 13-4. War accounts are detailed below.

16 Rupert Brooke, ‘An Unusual Young Man’, NS, 29 August 1914, pp. 638-40 (p. 639). Further references
are given after quotations in the text.
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time conveys any understanding of what war is like or has doubts about whether he
should be endorsing it at all. Indeed, Brooke’s short story is in line with the N§’s
political policy on the war. The journal far from adopted a pacifist stance and broadly
supported the government in waging war. The NS at the time was not in favour of
conscription (held as an infringement of civil liberties) and approvingly declared that the
figure of the volunteer epitomised the things the country was fighting for. '8 Brooke’s
patriotism and his implied willingness to volunteer would have been exactly what the
journal wanted to endorse. In fact, as Brooker and Widdowson argue, Brooke comes to
epitomise patriotic English ruralism: ‘As the “golden-haired,” Rugby and Cambridge
educated poet-athlete and poet-soldier, he combined the ruling-class values with which
Britain entered the war, giving expression to both the sense of pastoral England as
“Home” and the readiness for self-sacrifice in the service of a nation at war’."”

1914 ends with an essay contributed by May Sinclair on Red Cross Chauffeurs,
and 1915has 7 accounts written by Desmond MacCarthy detailing his activities with the
Red Cross.?° The first short story set at the front and published in the NS came from
Jeffery E. Jeffery nearly one year into the war.?! ‘Henry’ describes the narrator’s

impression of a French soldier serving at a prisoners of war camp. The short story is

' Brooke himself joined up and died in 1915 at the Dardanelles at the age of twenty eight. His NS obituary
was written by a great admirer of his poetry: J. C. Squire (1 May 1915, pp. 85-7).

18 Adrian Smith, The New Statesman: 4 Portrait of a Political Weekly, 1913-1931 (London: Frank Cass,
1996), p. 87. For a detailed assessment of the political section’s reporting of the war see chapter 5:
‘Common Sense about the War: The New Statesman, 1914-1918’, pp. 69-115.

19 peter Brooker and Peter Widdowson, A Literature for England’, in Englishness. Politics and Culture
1880-1920, ed. by Robert Colls and Philip Dodd (London: Croom Helm, 1986), pp. 116-63 (p. 121).

20 May Sinclair, ‘Chauffeurs at the Front’, NS, 26 December 1914, pp. 295-6. MacCarthy’s accounts
appeared between 20 February and 1 May 1915. They are also reprinted as ‘With the Red Cross 1914-15°
in ‘During the War’ section of his Experience (London: Putnam, 1935), pp. 199-225. Interestingly,
MacCarthy’s accounts become increasingly interested in describing his own social adventures and
encounters to the detriment of reporting on the wretchedness of war, an issue which receives remarkably
little attention.

2 Yeffery E. Jeffery, ‘Henry’, NS, 24 July 1915, pp. 374-5.
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surprisingly calm. There is no mention of the imprisoned, and Henry’s behaviour and
rituals are described in great detail. The story ends with the unexplained release of the
narrating-officer and the wish that Henry will be reunited with his family.

‘Henry’ was also reprinted in a collection of short stories and war accounts that
Jeffery published during the war. Servants of the Gun covers events ranging from the
journey to the trenches to various war experiences at the front. Reading through the
collection one realises that ‘Henry’ is less of a ‘war’ story compared with other front
pieces. ‘A Battle’, for example, describes ‘the doings of one particular unit during a
fortnight’s continuous fighting. It is in no way an attempt to describe a battle as a whole
[....] Thinking things over now, in the quiet of a well made dug-out, I realise that the
predominant impressions left upon my mind, in ascending order of magnitude so to
speak, are: dirt, stink, horrors, lack of sleep, funk — and the amazing endurance of men’ >
The NS could also have published ‘A Battle’ but was satisfied to remain with a depiction
of a different, more pleasant, side to the war.? This is not to suggest that ‘A Battle’ is
more ‘valid’ as a war experience than ‘Henry’, but merely to draw attention to the
relationship between (literary) editorial policy and the manner of representing a social
phenomenon. By selecting ‘Henry’ for publication, the NS sought to represent front
activity in a certain way. This attitude to the war is also discerned by Smith in his
analysis of the political section. He argues that contributors to the political section

‘lacked motivation to convince the public of the Western Front’s real horrors’ and were

22« A Battle’ in Jeffery E. Jeffery, Servants of the Gun (London: Smith, Elder, 1917), pp. 76-97 (p. 97).

2 Jeffery began to publish his war short stories in the NS (the journal also published one of his short stories
before, and one after, the war). The fact that Servants of the Gun was completed in November 1916 (as the
preface shows) indicates that the NS could have published some or even all of the war short stories that
were reissued in the collection, but didn’t. Subsequently, Jeffrey seems to have found the Cornhill
Magazine more congenial, and it proceeded to publish all his war short stories prior to their appearance in
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not interested to report on the depressing and distressing side of the war.** The remainder
of this section will examine whether the NS’s literary half continued to prefer the
‘Henry’-type short story.

‘Resting’ is another calm short story from the front. The opening passage sets the
dominant perspective on the war: ‘The little village was slumbering under the hot
September sun. Occasionally the silent air shook with heavy reverberations of the big
guns northward. Otherwise all was still’.>> The guns and cannons are too far off to worry
or threaten; they only provide occasional background noise on a Sunday afternoon when
‘peace lay on the countryside’ (p. 183). The story describes the brief stop a French
regiment makes beside the narrator’s camp: ‘A few unintelligible raucous orders, rifles
were stacked, packs unshouldered, and the men set free for three whole hours, their first
taste of real holiday for half a year’ (p. 183). The piece is mainly concerned with the
‘activities’ of the resting soldiers; no memories of warfare are recalled here. There are
references to fighting and images that signify the distress of war, but there is no detailed
description of fighting: ‘ And over the whole drifted an odour; a smell of dirt of
unchanged clothes, of days and nights in the sweltering trenches, of sweat and, perhaps,
of blood. It came and went, this warm, heavy scent of the dressing-room; the behind-the-
scenes smell of the drama of war’ (p. 183). Trench activity remains behind the scenes: it

provides the silent (silenced) background of ‘Resting’.

the collection. Only in 1921 does the NS accept another of Jeffrey’s short stories for publication, to which I
will return in the post-war section.

24 Smith, The New Statesman, p. 73.

25 Herbert Wright, ‘Resting’, NS, 27 November 1914, pp. 183-4 (p. 183). Further references are given after

quotations in the text.
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It is noticeable that, at the end of 1915, the bias towards treating and emphasising
the congenial, unrevolting aspects of war is temporarily challenged. ‘ After Loos’, though
set in a field hospital and not inside the trenches, is as close as the reader of the back half
is allowed to get to the horror of trench warfare. The story describes the activities of the
R.AM.C. orderlies and narrates some of the stories heard from the Walking Wounded on
their way back from the front trenches. Representations of war as hostility and
confrontation, as blood and death, are communicated and disclosed by the memories and
accounts of soldiers wounded in the trenches: ‘What terrors are here [the dressing station]
laid to rest by cheerful words, dangling limbs supported, clean bandages re-applied!
Patients smelling of blood and soil look with frightened, or weary, or proud eyes at their
wounds. They groan and tell again their adventures, or grow indifferent with long-borne
pain. But all are grateful’.*

Loos was part of the failed offensives carried out on the Western Front in autumn
1915. ‘After Loos’ describes the events of September, two months before the operation
was called off As one historian wrote: ‘The balance sheet was grim. The Allies made no
gain strategically or even on the most limited scale; there had been simply useless
slaughter’ 2’ The fragments that make up the story attempt to narrate Loos. Importantly,
the short story addresses issues of experience, narration, and representation. The
difficulty, even near impossibility, of accurately narrating the war front and describing
atrocities and needless slaughter is acknowledged by the writer. He implies that trench
warfare can only be properly understood and communicated by being experienced,

narration cannot adequately represent such a complex web of experience:

26 < After Loos’, which is strangely signed ‘P.H.E.B.’, was published on 25 December 1915, pp. 279-80 (p.
279). Further references are given after quotations in the text..
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But it is just this power of self-compensation possessed by the human mind

that makes a true tale of war impossible. No recording instrument is more

Inaccurate. Here are men returning to contribute to public opinion at home,

but even as they go they are themselves changing, returning through various

emotional states to the normal. Whatever their experiences, their true

thoughts, have been, they are even now beyond a magic circle and cannot be

truly communicated. Hence the shroud and halo over the fields of battle. (p. 279)
By making the claim that the war ‘cannot be truly communicated’ the narrator is in
danger of saying that war is unrepresentable, constructing it as a horrific experience
beyond the reach of human communication. How then can you challenge its legitimacy or
undermine it if you don’t understand it, if it’s beyond your comprehension? Imperialist
slaughter dwindles away into metaphysical horror. Saying that war is a catastrophe so
great is the same as saying it is no catastrophe at all since in both versions its discernable
material dimensions (its structure and agents) are lost, and with that the moment of
criticism is also lost. How is it possible to criticise a phenomenon shrouded in silence?
Having argued for the impossibility of true communication, however, the narrator still
goes on to document some of the accounts he has heard. Interestingly, he still attempts to
lift the shroud enveloping the battle fields; he still attempts to represent the slaughter,
even if from a detached distance. The struggle and effort to represent remain of
paramount importance here.

Even though there were some constraints on the substance of military reporting in
the political section, one would expect that after such an honest (though limited) attempt
to narrate trench experiences the literary section would have continued the search for
‘truer’ or ‘closer-to-the-truth’ trench accounts. 1916 bears no such marks. ‘After Loos’ is

not only an exception to the dominant way of representing the war, it also signals the

temporary cessation of literary engagements with war issues. Remarkably, during the

7 A. J. P. Taylor, The First World War: An Illustrated History (London: Penguin, 1966), p. 99.
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most intense and most horrific trench warfare experienced in the Great War, there is a
near absence of war stories and war accounts from the back half, a silence which lasts for
more than a year and is only broken in June 1917.%

Why didn’t the New Statesman address or report on the war in the literary half
from the beginning of 1916 to mid-1917 ? Why was the War actively excluded from the
journal’s fiction? One can argue that the journal’s preconceived images and ideological
conception of war were severely shaken by the events of 1916. The fact that conscription
was introduced by Lloyd George early in the year upset the journal’s image of the soldier
as Brooke-like volunteer, heroic and sacrificial. Additionally, by 1916 it became clear
that the war wasn’t going to be ‘over by Christmas’, as the majority had thought at the
beginning of the war. The question that needs to be addressed is: did the political and
military developments of 1916 impact on or change the NS’s representation of the War?

The Somme, 1 July 1916, certainly contributed a lot to transforming the
conception of modern trench warfare. Its actual and symbolic value lies in consolidating a
new, more realistic conception of the Great War. War came to be seen as deadlock,
wasteful and futile, and as a long, drawn out (even endless) affair. In the following, A. J.
P. Taylor conveys the change to the imagery and reality of war epitomised by the
Somme:

Idealism perished on the Somme. The enthusiastic volunteers were enthusiastic no

longer. They had lost faith in their cause, in their leaders, in everything except

loyalty to their fighting comrades. The war ceased to have a purpose. It went on

for its own sake, as a contest in endurance. Rupert Brooke had symbolised the
British soldier at the beginning of the war. Now his place was taken by Old Bill, a

28 At this time Armnold Bennett became a shareholder in the NS Company and started to contribute regularly
to both halves. He also discussed the journal with the editors on a weekly basis in order to be updated with
and wield influence over the editorial line or policy. It thus seems that Bennett’s anecdotal memories
published as ‘Relaxation from the War’ (20 May 1916, pp. 158-9.) signposts the beginning of an actual
period of relaxation from treating the war, which clearly suited acting-editor J. C. Squire’s jingoistic

ruralist agenda.
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veteran of 1915, who crouched in a shell crater for want of ‘a better ‘ole to go to’.

The Somme set the picture by which future generations saw the First World War:

brave helpless soldiers; blundering obstinate generals; nothing achieved. After the

Somme men decided that the war would go on for ever.
The Somme thus exemplified on a grand scale an existing and growing pattern of
slaughter and wastefulness. While more than half a million soldiers directly experienced
and felt the impact of the Somme, the NS marginalised it and undermined its significance;
it continued to boost public morale in order to maintain support for the war effort, as its
response to the senseless slaughter shows: ‘What is of much greater importance is that we
should constantly remind ourselves that territorial gains, great or small, are no measure at
all of success or failure in what the Allies are now attempting to do [....] To bring as
great a force as possible of the enemy into action, to hold him there, and to deplete his
reserves is not merely the chief object of the Allied offensive in the west; it is at present
its sole objective’.>® Even though the journal’s conception of war as a short affair, a
matter of teaching the Hun a lesson, was difficult to sustain or defend in 1916, the truth
about the War was, effectively, concealed and countered with ideological falsifications of
political and military reality.

What could the NS publish at times like these, when Henry himself, as it were,
died on the Somme? Maybe there weren’t any more ‘safe’ ‘Henry’-like short stories to

publish in 1916 and the journal sought to block out competing conceptions or

representations of the war, possibly resembling ‘After Loos’. Or it could have been that

% Taylor, First World War, p. 140.
30 This quote is taken from ‘The Battle of the Somme’, a copy of which has been posted on the NS website

under Twentieth Century Statesman (www.statesman.co.uk).
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after December 1915 the journal was only sent post-Loos literary treatments of the war
which it refused to publish?’!

Essentially, the effect of 1916 and the Somme on the literary section of the NS is
registered in an absence: the Somme was excluded from the back half. Patriotism was
served best by ignoring, and thus marginalising, the slaughter, in order not to undermine
public morale. The journal, as Smith argues about the political half’s reporting of military
activities and operations, preferred to be seen as presenting and ‘embracing this illusory,
unreal world of cheerful Tommies impatient for another crack at their quivering foe’ >
Crucially, the literary section responded by completely ignoring the war for one and a
half years. By adopting this policy, the NS tactically prevented the publication of articles
and contributions from people outside its ranks and editorial team, and responded to Loos
and the Somme by ‘relaxing’ from the war. This was certainly a strategic relaxation, an

active falsification of reality.

Literary attention to war issues is re-introduced to the back half by Ward Muir’s
‘The Blind Man’s Home-Coming’ nearly a year after the beginning of the battle of the
Somme.>* The 1917 batch of short stories treats both home and war fronts. ‘The Blind
Man’s Home-Coming’, which recommences the treatment of war issues, is set on the
home front and describes the journey made by an orderly escorting a blind soldier to his
home in Yorkshire. The story is part of many observations made by the writer Ward Muir

while working as an orderly in the 3rd London General Hospital at Wandsworth during

31 Whatever the internal dynamics that caused this absence, such an absence is certainly in line with the
journal’s general policy of supporting the war effort.

32 Smith, The New Statesman, p. 74.
3 Ward Muir, ‘The Blind Man’s Home-Coming’ NS, 2 June 1917, pp. 206-8.
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the war. His war-hospital reminiscences were published in various books, the main
collection being Observations of an Orderly which included a ‘A Blind Man’s Home-
Coming’ ** Although humorous aspects of the soldiers’ rehabilitation process are
recounted in Muir’s stories, he also emphasises the permanent social and individual
damage inflicted by the war through his treatment of wounded soldiers.

In 1917 there was no return to the gruesome description of trench warfare
exceptionally (though indirectly) recounted at the end of 1915. The two war-front short
stories published in 1917 tend to present aspects of the war effort untreated by the
previously published war accounts. They also emphasise the great sense of loss felt at this
stage of the war, whether experienced as physical or human loss, or seen as wasted, futile
human effort. ‘Guides in the Dead-Hole’ tells of a time early in the war ‘before the
Salient yielded pride of anguish to the Somme’.>> The narrator, who is given a tour of the
war-zone by the legendary surviving ninth Town Major of Ypres, describes what he sees
of the city, the ‘most dangerous corner in Europe’ (p. 303). The loss of human life is read
off the damage inflicted on the architecture and buildings of the city: “Her [Ypres’]
delicate face is battered and smashed beyond any repair her ancient pride could suffer
[....] remembering that for every eyesore within her ramparts there is a disfigured face in
England, for every treacherous wall there a hobbling cripple here, and for every broken
home a home here that is broken too’ (p. 303). The narrator feels that looking at the

destroyed city may bring him closer to understanding the suffering undergone by soldiers

34 Ward Muir, Observations of an Orderly: Some Glimpses of Life and Work in an English War Hospital
(London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, 1917). The NS also published another of Ward Muir’s short
pieces: ‘Dad’, 18 August 1917, p. 472. This piece was reissued in another of Muir’s war collections entitled
The Happy Hospital (London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, 1918). Ward also managed and edited a
hospital magazine entitled The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital, which included some of his
work and regularly published contributions from hospital staff and wounded soldiers.
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there. Here again the wartime struggle to understand others’ experiences and anguish is
recounted. The narration ends with the effort to decipher human suffering from the city
walls: ‘I long to walk, slowly and alone, in case something should happen even now to
grant me one inkling of all that they went through’ (p. 303). Subjected to heavy German
shelling, Ypres was completely destroyed by the end of the war.

The process of recklessly endangering soldiers’ lives is described in Brian
Buxey’s ‘“The Staff: A Narrative’, which details the way in which a regiment plans to
infiltrate enemy territory, cross their trenches, and photograph some form of earthwork
that military intelligence is keen to investigate. After gathering the necessary volunteers,
the raid is meticulously planned, safely performed, and the photos successfully taken. To
the great fury of the commander of the operation, it is later found that the films they were
given were previously exposed and no pictures could be developed. Forty men could
have died for nothing: ‘Naturally, this trifling detail of staff-work could in no way
diminish the intrepid pluck and skill of the Forty volunteers for death, each of whom had
taken a hundred-to-one chance of returning from the expedition’.*® Needless to say, since
no photographs could be developed, the men were neither rewarded nor honoured for
their action. This cynical piece attempts, in a roundabout way, to convey to the reader the
wasteful and futile aspects of war, maybe even hint at a new feeling of demoralisation in
the army.

The narrators of both ‘The Staff: A Narrative’ and ‘Guides in the Dead-Hole’

sound more resigned to destruction and wastefulness than keen on presenting or exposing

33E W. H ‘s ‘Guides in the Dead-Hole’, NS, 30 June 1917, pp. 302-303 (p. 302). Further references are

given after quotations in the text.
% Brian Buxey, ‘The Staff: A Narrative’, NS, 15 September 1917, pp. 566- 7, (p. 567).
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the experiences of the trenches, a mood also conveyed in a poem entitled  After the

Battle’:
‘We only want to take our wounds away
To some shy village where the tumult ends,
And drowsing in the sunshine many a day,
Forget our aches, forget that we had friends’.>’
These short stories were the last to be published in the NS about the war until Armistice
Day celebrations in November 1918.%® Overall, the NS’s war record was one of
unquestioning patriotism and untarnished loyalty to the war effort. By selectively

representing and strategically ‘relaxing’ from the war, the journal upheld and defended

the 1deological forces activated to falsify the reality of war.

2.3.2 Fiction and Social Reality

During the war, alternative literary formations to the prevalent structure of representing
and narrating the war also received literary treatment and attracted critical comment.
Literary-social exploration and the widespread concern for the social life of workers and
‘casuals in the city’ in the literary section of the NS of the early, pre-war years were
boosted and reinforced by a critical review, and several short stories, published during the
Great War. This section aims to explore and analyse the significant wartime survival and,

even, development of this specific pre-war pattern.

37 A. P. H., <After the Battle’, NS, 30 June 1917, p. 303.

3 1n line with the NS’s endorsement of the 1917 Balfour Declaration promising the Zionists a home in
Palestine, the journal provides an extract from the diary of a Jewish officer serving in the English Army
describing his feelings on entering Jerusalem in June 1918: “Passover in Jerusalem’, 11 June 1918, pp. 212-
3 For a detailed examination of the NS’s Zionist tendencies and its general policy on the Middle East , see
Khalid Kishtainy’s pioneering study 7he New Statesman and the Middle East, Palestine Essays, no. 29
(Beirut; Palestine Research Centre, 1972).
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In 1916, Sidney Webb, founder and chairman of NS Company, expressed the need
to appreciate literature as sociologically valuable material. The observation and
registration of social environment (as well as “human nature’) he regards as an important
characteristic of literature. Literature, according to Webb, should also help us understand
‘human relationship and social environment in a particular place’, ‘the ways of everyday
life, the “social scenery” at a particular period’, and ‘the habits of life and speech of a
particular social stratum’.* Webb indeed advocates what he sees as the ‘descriptive

sociological’ value of literature:

It is time that a stand was made on behalf of the value, as scientific material, of
works of fiction. The novel — taken in bulk and scientifically digested — affords
stuff in the nature of descriptive sociology far more valuable than the elaborate
collections of newspaper cuttings to which Herbert Spencer applied the term. (p.

546).

‘Ireland in Fiction’ is a review of Stephen J. Brown’s annotated bibliography of
Irish fiction, and Webb greatly admires the knowledge of Irish social life that Irish fiction
imparts. He feels that Ireland can be known better from its novels than from London’s
Parliamentary Blue Books:

It seems as if every part of Ireland, every period of Irish history, every stratum of
Irish Society, every industry or occupation of the people who live in Ireland,
every phase of their character and every contour and shade of colour of the
scenery amid which they live, must be represented in the couple of thousand
novels thus analysed and annotated. (p. 546)

3 Stephen J. Brown, Ireland in Fiction: A Guide to Irish Novels, Tales, Romances and Folk-lore, rev. by
Sidney Webb NS, 11 March 1916, p. 546-7. (p. 546). Further references are given after quotations in the
text. I have extensively quoted from this piece because of its importance to what can be termed as the
journal’s literary ideology, and the rarity of finding a piece documenting Sidney Webb’s critical and
theoretical views on literature. Treatment of this piece is surprisingly lacking in a book dedicated to
assessing Fabian attitudes to culture: Ian Britain, Fabianism and Culture: A Study in British Socialism and
the Arts 1884-1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); as is, incidentally, treatment of
Squire’s ‘Socialism and Art’ discussed earlier.
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Following Brown’s work, Webb advocates the creation of an English annotated
bibliography that is sensitive to the specific locality depicted in fiction, and one
‘classified according to the social strata and industrial tissue described’ (p. 547).

It is one thing to say that literature has sociological value, but quite another to
classify literature according to its ‘descriptive sociological’ characteristics or the
sociological information that it imparts. The concept of a literature having sociological
value is distinguishable from having a specific kind of literature actively depicting social
life and as such prone to be sociologically marked, as for example the literature of the
sea, of London City, of clerks, or of the factory.*’ It seems that for Webb only literature
that has discernible ‘descriptive sociological’ characteristics can have sociological value.
Webb has a limited definition of the relationship between literature and sociology. Thus,
the literature that Webb has in mind is a specific kind of literature: one that tends to be
seen as describing what life is like in a certain place, a specific profession and social
environment. It is a literature from which specific sociological data/information can be
extracted, a literature that Virginia Woolf selectively interpreted and attacked scathingly
in her ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown’. Webb draws attention to Arnold Bennett’s Five
Towns and Sir Walter Besant’s London novels as examples of fiction dealing with human
life and its social environment, a fiction of ‘descriptive sociological’ value.

The ‘sociological’ literary category can be elucidated by referring to similar
classifications used by Webb’s fellow Fabian and chief reviewer of novels on the NS
from 1914-1918, Gerald Gould. In his book about the novel, mainly based on his reviews
from the NS and Saturday Review, he divides literature into categories and assigns

representative figures to each category: biographical (Compton Mackenzie),
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psychological (James Joyce, and D. H. Lawrence), and sociological (H. G. Wells), etc. 4]
According to the conception of literature offered by Gould’s classifications and Webb’s
review, ‘sociological’ fiction would play a pivotal role in the aforementioned annotated
bibliography.

Sidney Webb’s set of assumptions about literature helps explain the pervasive
presence in the pages of the NS of what he would perceive as ‘sociological’ fiction, or
fiction of ‘descriptive sociological’ value: J. D. Beresford’s short stories about clerks,
Charlotte M. Mew and Angela Gordon’s pieces on servants, and stories about ‘casuals in
the city’, factory workers, and various others treating the East End charity system. All
these Webb would have classified according to place and profession and included in his
annotated bibliography of English fiction. The literary engagement with human
relationships and social environment, and the depiction of social life in the literary
section constitute an important part of the NS’s literary ideology, certainly in the pre-war
years.

Wartime also witnesses the publication of short stories perceived to have
sociological value. At the beginning of 1916, the NS, curiously, publishes a short story by
the Russian writer Alexander Kuprin, essentially characterising a deeply-felt and
personally experienced consciousness of class. Admittedly, this period did witness
extensive translation of Russian writers. An increasing amount of critical attention was
paid to analysing the works of Tchekov, Gorki, Dostoivesky, Tolstoy, and Turgeneyv,

most of whom (excluding the last two) often appeared in translation in the NS. 2 Kuprin,

“® Needless to say, being labelled as such is no indication of literary value or quality.

! Gerald Gould, The English Novel of To-Day (London: John Castle, 1924).

“2 In 1916 only, there appeared in the NS, for example, a review by Robert Lynd, the famous NS essayist, of
John Middleton Murry’s Dostoevsky: A Critical Study (2 September 1916, pp. 518-19); another essay on
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however, was not one of the canonical figures usually published or discussed in the
journal; he was not part of the journal’s Russian team. ‘The Defence of the Accused’ was
his only NS short story, published probably for its unrivalled sociological and historical
qualities. Its sensitivity to the minutest of social detail is unique.

Briefly, the story, narrated in unbroken monologue, opens with: ¢ “I admit, my
lords, I murdered him! [....] I murdered him with a sane and clear memory. I murdered
him conscious of the end, convinced and cool, without the slightest regret, or fear or
hesitation. Were it in your power to raise him to life again, I would repeat my crime” *.*
The action takes place in a courtroom, and the whole piece is the expression of the
accused’s confession/defence. The narrator describes how he had been followed and
haunted every moment of his life by the victim, whom he met in art exhibitions, galleries,
and operas, and on the tip of the mountains overlooking the sea at night. The narrator
provides the court with a detailed description of his victim’s social habits and features.
The accused describes his victim’s favourite opening phrases, his methods of
argumentation, and the gossipy manner with which he discusses literature. The agonized

2

narrator reveals how the victim has ¢ “killed the best moments of my life” * and

“dishonoured and made ludicrous and vulgar everything I held dear, loveable and

Chekov by Lynd, reviewing some of Constance Garnett’s translations, and entitled ‘The Perfect Story-
Teller’ (18 November 1916, pp. 159-60); on the theme of translating from Russian, a piece entitled ‘A
Study in the Untranslatable’ (signed J. W. ) reviewed Mme. N. Jarintzov’s The Russians and Their
Language (26 August 1916), pp. 495-6. The ongoing engagement with Russian literature yields an
interesting essay in 1917 by Leonard Woolf on Chekov’s particular (and limited) kind of realism, which
Woolf sees as part of the writer’s successful attempt to control his sense bewilderment from/towards life
(“Tchehov’, 11 August 1917, pp. 446-8); the treatment of the great is continued by another essay on
Tolstoy entitled ‘The Supreme Russian’, by Havelock Ellis (22 September 1917, pp. 590-91, which argues
that Tolstoy ‘has been the greatest moral force which has appeared anywhere in the world since
Rousseau’(p. 590). See chapter on Russian fiction for more examples.

3 Alexander Kuprin, ‘The Defence of the Accused’, trans. from Russian by Alex Bakshy, NS, 22 January
1916, p. 374-6 (p. 374). Further references are given after quotations in the text.
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2

touching” * (p. 375). The narrator comes to realise that it is indeed a social phenomenon

he 1s describing;
“He had numberless images and faces, this torturer of my soul, but always
remained the same. He assumed the likeness of a professor, a doctor, an
engineer, a woman-doctor, a barrister, a girl-student, a writer, a wife of the
registrar, a landowner, a Government official, a passenger, a visitor, a guest

stranger, a playgoer, a reader, a neighbour in the country. In my earlier days I

was stupid enough to believe that these all were separate beings. But he was
one.

The bitter experience of life at last disclosed to me his name. He was the
Russian ‘intellectual’, the would-be educated man of the middle classes”. (p. 375)

The narrator is enraged by the ubiquitous nature of the Russian intellectual. He ends up
murdering a schoolmaster in a train carriage after the latter lies to him by saying that the
seat beside him was taken when it really wasn’t, and then proceeds, to the horror of the
accused, to reprimand his own son for lying:  “he who lies can steal and commit a

2 D

murder, and even betray the Tsar and his country” ’ (p. 376). The narrator is enraged by
the hypocrisy. After the schoolmaster wonders at the narrator’s interfering behaviour and
commits the mistake of calling Aim an intellectual — (* “The Hangman called me a

2 >

hangman” ’(p. 376)) — the narrator, fuming with rage, shoots the schoolmaster.

This hostility towards the rising middle-class intellectual may be attributed to
Kuprin’s general scorn for the Russian urban literati.** Significantly, Kuprin in this short
story draws a connection between the rise of a class fraction, its social habits, and its
ideology. He also explores the connection between individual attitudes and shared social
behaviour. Kuprin conceives of fiction, and the practice of writing, as actively and

consciously engaging with the social world. His greatest cultural achievement lies in his

ability to depict in fiction historical phenomena and social experiences that have bearing
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on society as a whole. Luker greatly admires these characteristics of Kuprin’s fiction and
argues in his conclusion that: ‘Kuprin was a writer of lived experience par excellence,
and 1t is his constant focus on details of actuality that lends his work its convincing
power. His lifelong conviction that art should be fused indissolubly with reality explains
the irritation and even hostility he felt toward contemporaries who ignored or denied that

. s 45 . . .. . .
fusion’.™ For Kuprin, social and artistic materials are inherently connected.

J. D. Beresford is another NS writer who treats the individual in his social
environment, and explores the relation between the individual and social class.
Importantly, Beresford, confusedly takes on the new ideas of Freud and brings the notion
of psychological type into his literary pot, using it to determine an individual’s political
views and to construct the notion of ‘social type’. In his ‘The Introvert’ he states ‘that a
new scheme of classification, such as that provided by psychoanalysis, is altogether too
fascinating to be resisted’.*® His ‘introvert’, David Wince, ‘suffers from a kind of
spiritual agoraphobia that makes him scared and suspicious of large generalisations,
broad horizons and cognate phenomena’ (p. 32). His marriage, habits of talking, opening
sentences when arguing, and loathing of shopping are all presented and dissected by the
narrator. In politics he looks for sincerity and is a conscientious Radical, W. E. Gladstone
being his hero. Beresford’s introvert is a dying breed: ‘If he survives the war, the coming
of the New Democracy will certainly finish him’ (p. 32). His personal behaviour, social

attitudes, and political beliefs are linked to his psychological classification.

% For more information about Kuprin’s attitude towards his fellow intellectuals see Nicholas J. L. Luker,
Alexander Kuprin, (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1978), p. 17. Curiously, there is no mention of ‘“The
Defence of the Accused’ in Luker’s book. Next quote is from p. 154.

4 L uker is referring to Kuprin’s dislike of the Symbolists and Decadents around the turn of the century.
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David Wince dreads meeting the ‘extrovert’, Beresford’s counter type: ‘My friend
is, in fact, the perfect type of what is known to psycho-analysts as the extrovert. He has
never questioned himself, never doubted the infallibility of his gospel, never known
fear’.*’ He is confident, patriotic, and proud of the Empire, and has denounced Home
Rule, Reform of the House Lords, Education Bills, and Old Age Pensions. Associated
with land, and having some interest connected with the Stock Exchange, the ‘extrovert’ is
clearly a Tory supporter. The narrator speculates that the loudness with which he declares
his political views and social doctrine may signify the loss of power this type used to
exercise in government. The link between mannerism, social habits, political ideology,
and psychoanalytic type is again made here.

These two Beresford short stories can be set apart from others in the N§’s pattern
of social exploration, even from his own short stories in 1915 when clerks were the
dominant characters. As I argue below, they are far too concerned with applying
psychological theory to fiction. These two pieces constitute instances when sociology and
psychology overpower the fictive imagination, when the practice of fiction becomes
solely concerned with testing psychological and social doctrines. To invent, to write
fiction, in order to vindicate new theories would not have gained Webb’s approval, since

in his essay he clearly states that literature is used by the researcher merely to provide

sociological material yet is not invented for sociological purposes: ‘to learn how to use

% 1 D. Beresford, ‘The Introvert’, NS, 12 October 1918, pp. 31-2 (p. 32). Further references are given after

quotations in the text. ‘
7. D. Beresford, ‘The Barrage: A Study in Extroversion’, NS, 31 August 1918, pp. 433-4 (p. 434). Further

references are given after quotations in the text.
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fiction, like an exquisite fossil in road material, for a purpose other than that for which it

was invented’ *®

Beresford’s two short stories were also reissued in a collection, which he
furnished with an ‘Author’s Advice’, his practical advice to a budding author, detailing
how it is possible to live off fiction. Predictably, and in classical naturalist strain,
Beresford prescribes the employment of social type for its value as a literary tool;
‘Characterisation must be subsidiary and achieved briefly by such a story as this. The
best way to do it is to hit a type that can be easily recognised’.* His utilisation of
literature to explore psychological categories and social types has been criticised by
Virginia Woolf. In her Times Literary Supplement review of his novel An Imperfect
Mother, which appeared on 25 March 1920, Woolf denounces what she sees as his abuse
of fiction with psychoanalytic theory: ‘Judged as an essay in morbid psychology, An
Imperfect Mother is an interesting document; judged as a novel, it is a failure’.>® She
concludes by declaring Beresford’s characters to be inadequate individuals: ‘Mr
Beresford has unduly stinted his people of flesh and blood. In becoming cases they have
ceased to be individuals’. Indeed, Beresford is at variance with Kuprin over exactly this
point: the conception of the individual in society.

Compared to Kuprin’s engagement with social reality, Beresford here presents a
utilitarian approach to literature, more sociological than imaginative. Sidney Webb, in his

essay on fiction, argued for the importance of a literature based on sociological matter

“8 Webb, ‘Ireland in Fiction’, p. 546.
“ J. D. Beresford, ‘Author’s Advice’, in The Imperturbable Duchess and Other Stories (London: W.
Collins, 1923), pp. v-xii (p. xi). The stories in the collection were written between 1911 and 1921.
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(probably resembling Beresford’s clerks stories), not a literature that seeks to justify the
latest social and psychological theories. There are important distinctions to be made
between Beresford and Kuprin’s depiction of social reality. While Kuprin presents social
forces operating through an individual, for Beresford the individual is abstracted into a
symptom of a social type. Kuprin presents the individual in society, Beresford attempts to
explain society through psychological types. Kuprin explains the links between the
behaviour of an individual, and the social attitudes and values of an emerging class
fraction. His art expresses social, lived experience; Beresford’s art is contained within
sociological categories and idealist classifications.

It is clear that ‘sociological’ literature is an uneven construct. Direct engagements
with social reality and lived experience vary in quality and cultural significance. Yet, the
pursuit of the links between literature and social reality and its treatment in the fiction of
the NS are a constituent part of the journal’s literary concerns. Clearly, the journal was
very concerned with exploring the links between literary imagination and social reality,
fiction and society, literature and lived experience. Gordon, Kuprin, and Beresford indeed
all have one striking feature in common: their pre-occupations with ‘type’. “Type’,
though utilised in various forms and with various degrees of ‘pre-determination’, comes
to bridge the gap between the individual on the one hand and society on the other.
Gordon’s Ascroft stands in for the Philanthropist, Beresford’s clerks stands in for
clerkdom, Kuprin’s victim is ‘the Russian intellectual’. Though at times it does mean
that, as in Beresford, individuality is sacrificed for social generality or psychological

category, leading to passivity or fatalism, one of its main advantages is to be able to draw

%0 Virginia Woolf, ‘Freudian Fiction’ in A Woman 's Essays, Selected Essays, ed. by Rachel Bowlby, 2 vols
(London: Penguin, 1992), I, pp. 21-3 (p. 22). Next quote is from page 23.



conclusions about society or social forms at large, to be able to utilise fiction to criticise
society. The following sections will continue to trace the NS’s literary ideology in the

politically uncertain and socially strained times of post-war England.

89
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2.4 Constructing the Post-War World
In 1915, Desmond MacCarthy, the post-war literary editor of the NS, published a short
story entitled ‘The Old Master’, which traces the impact of the war on an old humanist
thinker. The master, as the narrator refers to him throughout, has collected in his study
various samples of the great ancient civilisations: Venus statues, Egyptian Gods, and a
bust of Homer are displayed. The master has a humanist library to match his ancient
ornaments: ‘The library was composed of only two kinds of books: well-attested
masterpieces in all languages and of all ages, and a choice collection of the most
extravagant examples of human enthusiasm and aberration’.”! In this congenial
environment, being surrounded by what he perceives to be the best that human
civilisation has to offer, the master fails to find inspiration to write. He finds that he can
think of nothing else but his childhood and the war. He thinks of refugees, ‘miserable
people lugging, that very moment, their children and bundles along frozen roads, with
pictures behind their eyes of charred homes’. He is deeply affected by these scenes and
realises that all his life he has been preaching what amounts to one lesson — the
importance of pleasure in life:
His message was that man was a little creature, and if he would only be humble
enough to know that pleasure was good enough for him, and learn that his
troubles came from turning up his nose at the gifts of that good Goddess, mother
of all arts, all would go well [....] It needed only a little detachment and the folly
of the world became a spectacle hardly painful, even subtly flattering, to one who
looks on.
The practice of detached wisdom (and ‘to see folly everywhere and forgive it’) had

proved to be influential and helped to persuade a whole generation to forgive folly. As a

result of the war, and in the face of such devastating human suffering, he finds himself

5! Desmond MacCarthy, “The Old Master’, NS, 20 November 1915, p. 160.
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unable to tolerate his old wisdom of detachment, and continuously struggles to write in
new ways, attempting to tackle man’s folly head-on and without pity.

This piece 1s immensely important because it acknowledges the permanent
damage inflicted on liberal-humanist thought and European civilisation by the First
World War. Liberalism and ‘the values and institutions of the liberal civilisation’ were in
a state of collapse.’® It is this realisation that MacCarthy’s story is grouping towards, a
realisation of failure: * “So this is how I used to write about the struggles and catastrophes
of the past,” he thought, “ My God, how much I have left out” ’.

The implication here is that old ways of thinking, feeling, and writing are limited
and fail to account for new realities brought about or sharpened by the War. Only through
new ways of looking and writing can these changes be accounted for and narrated.
Importantly, MacCarthy does early on acknowledge the transformative experience of
total war. This section aims to examine how NS short stories represented and constructed
the post-war era during the period leading up to the General Strike in 1926.

The post-war era is characterised by conflict between two competing social
forces: one acknowledging the urgent need for continuing change, the other wanting to
return to, and uphold, pre-war standards. Charles L. Mowat in his history of inter-war
Britain argues for the importance of understanding the post-war era in terms of the
dynamics of stability and change: ‘Any analysis of the condition of Britain in the twenties
must take account of these two characteristics: stability, more evident in some part of the

national scene than others, but never absent; and change, intruding everywhere,

%2 Bric Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century 1914-1991 (London: Michael Joseph,
1994), p. 109. Chapter four is dedicated to the “Fall of Liberalism’.
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particularly in material conditions, but never all-triumphant’.5 3 The war generation called
for far-reaching social and political change to accommodate new post-war realities, while
the older generation was looking for stability and ‘normalcy’.”* The general feeling
among the emerging generation was that of ‘a dawning recognition [....] of the fallibility,
even culpability, of their elders’.>> Admittedly, the struggle for change tends to be
understood and interpreted as a conflict between different generations: a conflict between
new and old, in which the politics of blame feature strongly. The conception of conflict
as generational is made strikingly clear in a short story by Jeffery E. Jeffery (issued in a
1920 collection) where a young LSE student, as it happens, attacks the old generation, its
perception of change as threat, and its ‘rotten structures’:
“Briefly we believe that it is not only possible but imperative to substitute co-
operation for competition, peace for strife, kindliness for malice, and the
prosperity of the community for the profits of the selected few. Your system has
broken down. Dare you look at the world to-day and deny that it has? Then in the

name of humanity give ours a trial. You have had your chance and failed. The

future does not belong to you but to us and we claim the right to shape it for

5
ourselves”. >°

53 Charles Loch Mowat, Britain Between The Wars: 1918-1940 (London: Methuen, 1956), p. 202. Mowat
also states that social change was manifested and expressed more in literature than in politics, where the old
generation remained firmly in the saddle (p. 201).

> This is, of course, not to imply that the forces of change were formed solely as a consequence/result of
the war. Most of the social and political forces and conflicts of the post-war era had strong roots in
Edwardian England (the Votes For Women campaign is only one important example).

55 John Lucas, The Radical Twenties: Aspects of Writing, Politics and Culture (Nottingham: Five Leaves
Publications, 1997), p. 39. This is an important book about the 1920s, dealing with canonical, and some

less studied, writers of the period. It is, however, mainly concerned with bourgeois (social and political)
radicalism and fails to adequately address working-class narratives of the 1920s, leading the reader to
falsely conclude that resistance and opposition to the dominant culture came predominantly (even solely)
from bourgeois quarters.

For working-class fiction in the 20s see H. Gustav Klaus, ed., Tramps, Workmates and Revolutionaries:
Working-class Stories of the 1920s (London: Journeyman Press, 1991). Klaus recovers and re-circulates
material written by marginalised working-class authors of great importance to the cultural historian of the
period. Curiously, although it was published several years before Lucas’s The Radical Twenties, Lucas fails
to take the material uncovered by Klaus into consideration in his assessment of the decade.

% Jeffery E. Jeffery, ‘A Tap At the Door’, in Side Issues (London: Leonard Parsons, 1920), pp. 231-48, (p.

244).
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The First World War is seen as epitomising the failure of the old generation and the
bankruptcy of its dominant liberal ideology. Jeffery’s protagonist believes that his
generation has a better ‘system’ to offer society, a better alternative to competition, profit,
and malice.”” This argument is also put across in Jeffrey’s Breaking Point, his diagnosis
of the dire post-war condition in Britain. As G. D. H. Cole suggests in his foreword,

Jeffery does suggest a way out:

Mr Jeffrey concentrates on the simple truth that, wherever we look, we find
statesmen making the world safe, not for democracy, or for any form of
civilisation, but for general bankruptcy and starvation. At the same time, he points
out that we have before us, if we are men enough to take risks, rather than submit
to the certain, if gradual, destruction of our social system, a great opportunity of
reorganising our civilisation on a better basis. He puts a plain choice before his
readers, and it is a choice which under the existing conditions every citizen is
called upon to make.”®

In a short story published in the NS a few months later, Jeffery seems less confident of
the success of the new. ‘On His Way Home’ speaks of loneliness, disappointment, and
frustration. It also expresses what Mowat describes as ‘restlessness and unease about the
future’.>” Having experienced, and been changed by, the War, the protagonist (a civil
servant) finds his old friends at the Division Dinner Club nauseating. He resents spending
his evening listening to ‘silly speeches’ glorifying ‘the great deeds of the immediate
bloody war’:

He had no wish to remember the past. Curse their reminiscences! Why

couldn’t they discuss the future? Much they cared for that. Blind, blind — why
couldn’t they see that the world was changing; that while they babbled of old

5 In the concluding piece of the collection, entitled ‘Confessional: By Way of Epilogue’, Jeffrey states that:
‘I cannot rid myself of the conviction [...] that those “others” who, in the unctuous phrase of our times have
“made the supreme sacrifice” have been shamefully betrayed’ (p. 254). He thus refuses to ‘carry on’: to
carry on believing in the necessity of war and the infallibility of Empire.

% G.D. H. Cole, ‘Foreword’, in Breaking Point by Jeffery Eardley Marston (London: Leonard Parsons,
1921), pp. 5-8 (pp.7-8). This book is written under Jeffrey’s real name.

5% Mowat, Britain Between the Wars, p. 203.
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days, the New Day was about to dawn? The future was pregnant with Hope,
was in travail. ®

Additionally, the unnamed civil servant has plans for his own future and that of his
profession. He hopes to write the authoritative book on the Civil Service entitled Ideals of
the State Service, for which he had already been gathering information and conducting
investigations: ‘But he was looking beyond his own immediate prospects as a Civil
Servant, looking out towards a future wherein his profession would have to be
revolutionised to meet the imperious needs of a more enlightened community’ (p. 363).
He feels content in the knowledge that he is constructing something which will be of use
to society at large in the future.

These thoughts brewing in his head, he refuses his friends’ invitation to spend the
night in the company of prostitutes. On his way home he accidentally meets the woman
of his dreams, the one who epitomises the word ‘Love’ for him. In an ironic twist of
events, when he attempts to confess his great admiration to her, he finds he is welcomed

” >

with: © “Good evening, dearie,” [....] “Coming home with me? It’s quite close here.” ’ (p.

364). Having had ‘his dream castle crash down in ruin’, he goes home with the prostitute.
Interestingly, his energy for constructive change and his forward-looking

orientation are undermined by the ending; he ends up doing exactly what his friends

wanted him to do. Although he had felt confident that his friends” world was no longer
his own - ‘He was above it and beyond it, had dug the weeds out of his soul and planted
ambition there’ (p. 363) — his productive powers and ambition fail to be reaffirmed at the
end; instead, he gets himself entangled with the weeds of the past. The reader is left to

conclude that belief in social change has been frustrated. This, though, as I will argue

% Jeffery E. Jeffery, ‘On His Way Home’, NS, 3 July 1920, pp. 363-64 (p. 363). Original Italics. Further



95

below, 1s not the case in other spheres of social activity, away from London clubs and

bourgeois dilemmas.

In the years immediately succeeding the war, the return to militant industrial
activity and labour resistance to worsening conditions of work greatly pre-occupied the,
by then, heavily unionised workforce. The continued expansion of trade-union
membership in wartime Britain had great social and political reverberations in the post-
war world. In his social history of inter-war Britain, John Stevenson shows that organised
labour in the post-war era had become a force to reckon with:

The war also had major effects upon the position of organised labour. Trade-

union membership had been growing rapidly in the years prior to the war,

reaching just over four million by 1914. The war saw an acceleration of
unionisation, the number of those belonging to trade unions rising from

4,145,000 in 1914 to 6,533,000 in 1918.%!

The participation and representation of trade unions in ‘government, public authorities
and arbitration tribunals’ during the war also demonstrated their growing strength and
influence on social and political matters. Significantly, the greater visibility and
prominence of organised labour in social life, and its increasing political importance, had
a decisive impact on the literary half of the NS.

Early in 1920, and for the first time in the history of the literary section, the N§’s
dominant way of representing the working class (as passive, in need of bourgeois charity

and assistance, and having their conditions of living and working dictated by

overpowering forces) is challenged. This was achieved through the introduction of the

references are given after quotations in the text. _
5! John Stevenson, British Society 1914-45, (London: Penguin, 1984), p. 85. Next quote 1s from p. 196.
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work of R. M. Fox to the back half of the journal.®* A working-class thinker, socialist,
and graduate of Ruskin college, Fox was then just beginning to formulate his analysis of
contemporary industrial capitalism, published in 1928 as The Triumphant Machine: A
Study of Machine Civilisation, when ‘Factory Life’ appeared in the NS.%° This piece thus
marks a significant deviation from the journal’s dominant conception of the working
class.

Aware of the readership’s bourgeois misconceptions, Fox seeks to remedy their
false understanding of ‘factory life’. Fox, who worked for ten years as a semi-skilled
factory worker, speaks as a representative of his class, speaking from and for it. He
clearly believes that factory workers ‘are a growing factor in our social life’ and that ‘]t
is time that they are understood’, and states: ‘I write with the purpose of making them
understood’.** Fox intends to inform the reader of the ‘high-toned literary reviews’ about
life in the factory — ‘I will take you into the workshop with me’ (p. 547) - and offers to
elucidate the processes and conditions of labour.

One of the first things he mentions after ‘The bell rings for us to commence work’
(p. 547) is the great value workers attribute to the existence of unions in the workplace,
stating that non-unionised labour constitutes a threat to union members: ‘The men cannot
afford to have non-Unionists in the shop. They are a source of weakness. Conditions

which have been fought and struggled for, which have involved suffering and sacrifice to

62 Richard Michael Fox (1891-1969) is not to be confused with the communist writer Ralph Winston Fox
(1900-1937) who died in the Spanish Civil War.

% The Triumphant Machine was prefaced by H. N. Brailsford, socialist journalist, editor of Labour Leader
(organ of Independent Labour Party), and chief leader-writer on the New Statesman and Nation in the
1930s. The publishers of the book were none other than the high priests of Bloomsbuw, Legnard and
Virginia Woolf at the Hogarth Press, who, in 1930, also published Fox’s collection of working-class short
stories entitled Drifting Men (1930) and, in 1937, his autobiography, Smoky Crusade.

5 R. M. Fox, ‘Factory Life’, NS, 21 August 1920, pp. 547-8 (p. 547). Unless otherwise indicated, all
quotations are from p. 548.
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secure, are jeopardised by non-Unionists’. Fox explains that: ‘The non-union shops are
hell. Each man is suspicious of the other. Each works for himself. There is no unity, and
only weakness’. Unions protect the individual worker and struggle to improve the
conditions of work in the factory at large: ‘The struggle to reduce rates and to force them
up is always going on between the management and the men [....] It would be chaos and
hell if the non-Unionists came in’.

Essentially, the struggle between organised labour and management is over
control of the labour process and conditions of work. Management is always trying to
force and coerce workers to perform certain jobs in certain ways and within specified
times, while the workforce is actively resisting such impositions. At the time of Fox’s
writing, such management strategies were especially harsh as a result of the theoretical
development of ‘Scientific Management’, a strategy intent on devising the working
processes and tasks in such a way as to increase production and profit and to eliminate, so
called, inefficiency and waste. At the heart of this authoritarian conception of work is the
‘task idea’: ‘The task idea is the principle that the task of each worker should be
determined in advance by management, which specifies not only what must be done but -
in the minutest detail — how it should be done’.®’ This process of effectively seeking to
transfer control from workforce to management was also noted by Fox: the figure
typifying for him such dynamics in the workplace being the * “rate-fixers” or “feed and
speed” men, who walk round and time jobs’. The ‘rate-fixer’ supervises the work and

walks round with a stop-watch trying to determine whether a particular job can be

% Wendy Hollway, Work Psychology and Organisational Behaviour: Managing the Individual at Work
(London: Sage, 1991), p. 14. Written by an Organisational Psychologist, this book traces the history of
Industrial Psychology from Taylorism and ‘Scientific Management’ to the present day. For an interesting
debate between Taylor and the unions about ‘Scientific Management’, see pp. 21-27.
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performed faster, ultimately fixing the fastest possible time as the standard average to be
adhered to by all. Needless to say, ‘rates’ were always a ground for conflict between
management and workers. According to Fox, such workplace dynamics result in
industrial warfare and, even, class war:
The system develops aggression all round [....] This is how the system operates.
The conflict between the operative and the “rate-fixer” expresses itself in a
continual irritation. A class war is talked about in the books, but that is a
theoretical abstraction. There is nothing abstract about this. It is practical, actual
conflict. It is brutal, primitive war over minutes and half-minutes. The milk of
human kindness does not enter in. It does not apply.
Fox believes that these industrial conditions have produced a certain type of worker, with
a certain kind of psychology. Naturalist type is again invoked to explain social
phenomena. Management’s endless attempts to control and dehumanise the process and
conditions of labour has institutionalised industrial warfare and created what Fox labels
‘a machine proletariat’;
A machine proletariat has been developed. They are hard, narrow, logical,
irreligious, uncultured; keen on material things, indifferent to spiritual values.
They jeer at idealistic appeals. Life expresses itself to them as a conflict of
Power. Life is Power. They are down because the other side have the power to
keep them down. They will remain down while this is so.
According to Fox, factory workers will have nothing to do with middle-class morality,
religion, and the Brotherhood of Man social philosophy because they fail to connect with
their lives. Their social philosophy and outlook on life are determined by their ongoing
struggle to improve their conditions of work and existence. In the face of capitalist
brutality and intensified exploitation, workers seek to possess power: ‘The factory

workers are uniting to get power. To them it is a problem of power alone. No sentiment,

no morality, no idealism — just power opposing power’. Fox ends the piece with: ‘What

will happen?’.
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The 1920s were marked by industrial unionism’s struggle against worsening
conditions. For a decade that would bring the General Strike, Fox is a prophet of
continuing industrial warfare and class antagonism. He charts for the readership of the NS
the sharpening conflict between oppositional forces anticipated to clash in the national

arena. As the following section argues, ironically, the next important date in the history

of the literary section is indeed 1926.
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2.5 Conclusion: The ‘MacCarthy Era’

1920 brought Desmond MacCarthy to the literary editorship of the NS after J. C. Squire
left to edit, with the assistance of Edward Shanks, the monthly journal the London
Mercury. 1t 1s always difficult to assess an editor’s term of office. Nevertheless, it is
possible to discern an editor’s dominant way of selecting contributors. Although
somewhat puritanical in temperament, Squire proved to be a highly successful literary
editor of the journal since its foundation in 1913, using his position to nurture a group of
Georgian poets and writers who were later to be termed ‘the Squirearchy’. His Georgian
bias was clear in his selection of fiction and poetry. Yet, he was no fundamentalist at the
time, and his socialist inclinations also led him to publish socially committed literature of
immense importance to the journal, stories meditating on the connectedness of literary
imagination and social reality, fiction and lived experience. Additionally, his literary
section was always engaging and interesting, having most influence as a publisher and
reviewer of English literature, though maintaining a lively interest in Russian realist
fiction while also publishing samples of the European avant-garde. Indeed, Squire’s
interest in everything old and English was noted by Beatrice Webb, even though it was
still an emerging strain which hadn’t fully blossomed into the reactionary politics of the
London Mercury later on. In her diary Webb wrote admiringly but critically of Squire,
stating that: ‘He hates the destruction of anything which has charm or fine tradition; he is
in fact a conservative of all that is distinguished because it is old: old faiths, old customs,
old universities, old houses and, last but not least, old books [....] He has always been

delightfully kind to the Webbs, but I fear he regards us as sadly limited in our interests
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and utilitarian in our tastes’.®® As I argued earlier, his infatuation with Georgian poetry is
certainly a form of English traditionalism, an invention of country life as the ultimate
source of community and value in England.

Although wartime saw a general decline in publishing, felt across the spectrum of
literary journalism, Squire managed to keep the literary half engaged with what remained
of the literary scene. His legacy to MacCarthy was a journal serious about cultural
production, sensitive to the social and political value of literature, and highly respected in
literary London.

Even though MacCarthy assumed control in a period when literary modernism
was consolidating its hold on English culture, the post-war boom of literary activity was
hardly noticed in the literary section of the NS. In fact, MacCarthy’s literary editorship
can be seen as a period of decline in the history of the literary section. In terms of fiction
publishing, the ‘MacCarthy era’ was a period of stagnation; a period when the literary
section was haphazardly edited, lacking consistent and coherent literary and critical
standards. The only two significant short-story writers who contributed several short
pieces to the journal at the time were Liam O’Flaherty and Austin Clarke. O’Flaherty, for
example, acting on the advice of Edward Garnett, sent the NS the following four realist
portraits on animal behaviour, which mark an important stage in the journal’s changing
‘fictive’ attitudes to the countryside, gradually moving from Romantic evocation to
realist depiction: ‘The Cow’s Death’ (30 June 1923), ‘Blood Lust (4 August 1923), ‘The

Black Mare’ (3 November 1923), ‘The Wild Sow’ (26 April 1924).%” Predominantly,

% The Diary of Beatrice Webb: The Power to Alter Things1905 —1924, ed. by Norman and Jeanne
MacKenzie, 4 vols (London Virago, 1984), III, p. 288.

5 O’Flaherty (like H. E. Bates later on) owed a lot to Edward Garnett, as he himself explains in his
‘Autobiographical Note’ in John Gawsworth, Ten Contemporaries: Notes Towards Their Definitive
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though, the journal published material of little cultural significance, a far cry from the
cultural concerns of literary London: contributions by George Bassett Digby from Siberia
(on snake tales and local folk-tales) are the most memorable.®® It is clear that MacCarthy,
unlike his predecessor, failed to keep the journal engaged with contemporary literary and
historical developments. He did not have clearly-defined views on the function of a
literary journal in the post-war world. By contrast, some of MacCarthy’s contemporary
competitors, such as Leonard Woolf at the Nation , T. S. Eliot at the Criterion, and John
Middleton Murry at the Adelphi were far more tuned to the literary changes of the period,
being more open to experimentation and innovation in literature.*” In fact, fiction was
MacCarthy’s weakest part of the journal. He was more concerned with ‘drama reviewing’
and “art criticism’, where, as a result of winning over Roger Fry to the journal, an
engagement with cutting edge artistic production was certainly registered.

The most insightful and perceptive analysis of MacCarthy comes from V. S
Pritchett. Being well acquainted with the world of literary journalism, and having served
as a literary editor of the NS, Pritchett is ideally placed to assess MacCarthy’s
contribution to inter-war cultural production. In a tribute to MacCarthy published after
his death, Pritchett wrote of his abilities as critic and failings as a literary figure in the

twentieth century. As a critic: ‘He was not academic. He had no theoretical apparatus. He

Bibliography, 2™ series (London: Joiner and Steele, 1933), pp. 139-43, “Cape took the manuscript on the
recommendation of Edward Garnett. I met Edward Garnett. He took me in hand and suggested I should
write about animals. In fact, I owe Edward Garnett all I know about the craft and a great deal of all I know
about the art of writing. To his kindness, his help, his marvellous critical faculty and his loving friendship I
owe whatever success 1 have had subsequently in creating my work’ (p. 143). Garnett has an important
place in the literary history of the NS, strongly advocating the journal’s publication of the stories of Liam
O’Flaherty and, then, H. E. Bates, whose rural realist fiction from the late 20s onwards constitute the most
sustained challenge to the falsifications of Georgian ruralism ever to be published in the journal.

%8 For example, ‘The Ungrateful Snake: A Siberian Folklore Tale’, NS, 31 December 1921, pp. 369-70.

% For Woolf’s impressive list of authors, including Forster, Lytton Strachey, Bertrand Russell, T. S. Eliot,
and Robert Graves, see his Downhill All the Way: An Autobiography of the Years 1919-1939 (London:
Hogarth Press, 1975), pp. 129-30.
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belonged to no school’.”® For Pritchett, MacCarthy would have felt more at home in the
nineteenth century, where the origins of his critical taste and his conception of literature

can be found:

We can, I think, make a guess if we say that MacCarthy was almost the last of
what we must call the gentleman critics, the cultivated man of private means who
began to write in 1800, when there was a large educated public of liberal mind,
and who could rely on the liberal assumptions about both literature and society.
What obtrudes, what is ill-mannered, what is very unorthodox, fashionable, or
outside the middle of the stream, was likely to come in for a short, sharp rap.
Literature for him was the library, not the forge; it was the reader’s rather than the
writer’s world.
John Gross also situates MacCarthy in the same literary tradition: ‘MacCarthy was not a
strikingly original critic, nor even, in himself, a particularly important one. His
importance was simply that of someone who helped to keep alive a tradition of breadth,
enlightenment, rational sociability, and civilised forbearance’.”' Keeping the tradition
alive came at a cost. Pritchett argues that for such a bourgeois sensibility, interwar
literary developments were distasteful: ‘When he looked at the writers of the twenties,
and even more those of the thirties, he found inevitably much that was ill-mannered,
experimental, revolutionary, and prone to theories which he deeply suspected’.
MacCarthy’s gentlemanly conception of literature, and his understanding of its function
in the world, have left their marks on the literary section of the NS. His taste stifled

consistency and originality in the back half of the journal, and he ‘failed to foster talent in

. . . ) . . .
any sort of systematic and conscientious fashion’.”* The literary section’s previous

V. S. Pritchett, ‘Tributes to Sir Desmond MacCarthy’, The Listener, 26 June 1952, pp. 1031-2 (p. 1031).
Next quotations are all from p. 1032.

"! John Gross, The Rise and Fall of the Man of Letters: Aspects of English Literary Life Since 1800
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1969), p. 245. In the literary world of inter-war Britain, Gross sees
John Middleton Murry as MacCarthy’s antithesis.

"2 Smith, The New Statesman, p. 186.
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engagement with the social and political spheres disappears, then, leaving behind a gap

only filled by a new generation of writers from the late 20s onwards.

MacCarthy’s reign as literary editor should be contrasted with the time he lost
interest in the journal and started planning his next venture (editing Life and Letfers, to
which he finally turned in 1928), leaving his assistant editor, G. W. Stonier, a free hand
to run the back half. The change is registered in the journal from 1926 onwards. It is
characterised by a sharp increase in the total number of short stories published, a
diversification of sources (contributors) and themes (subject matter), and a sense of
cultural activity and exchange that was absent in the ‘MacCarthy era’. In the period of
1926-1930, R. M. Fox returns with five essays and three short stories dealing with
working class issues; H. E. Bates starts publishing short stories and reviews on the
English countryside; E. R. Morrough, a new recruit, publishes a dozen short stories and
several essays on Egypt under the English; Ikbal Ali Shah, a Sufi Afghani, contributes
several essays and short stories on Islam and the east; other pieces from colonial settings
are also published by Winifred Holtby, E. D. Gotien, William Plomer, and E. G. Leg;
and, lastly, V. S. Pritchett starts publishing short stories in the journal and later becomes a
regular reviewer. All things considered, the NS experiences a storm of cultural activity in
the period following the General Strike. Unlike the literary section under MacCarthy,
Stonier’s editorship responds to, and engages with, contemporary cultural production.
Under Stonier’s influence, the NS is able to register an emerging radicalisation in the
ranks of the literary intelligentsia and an increasing consciousness of class brought about

by the experience of the General Strike. Furthermore, the journal’s field of interest grows



105

to include literary engagements with colonial life, a sphere it had previously neglected.
From MacCarthy’s period of stagnation, the NS comes to life into a period characterised
by richness, diversity, and growing attentiveness to new cultural movements. This literary

boom and the cultural changes it mediates is topic of the next section of the thesis.
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Chapter 3

Oppression, Struggle, and Flight in the Late 20s

3.1 Introduction

If one reads the 20s as Rose Macaulay does, as ‘a good decade; gay, decorative, intelligent,
extravagant, cultured’, one misses the point, or sees only half the picture.' As John Lucas
argues: ‘As soon as we turn from the glittering lives of the social butterflies we can see that
the definitive moment for the 1920s is not the Wall Street Crash but the General Strike’.? The
fiction of the NS in the late 20s is testimony to that.

Issues of class conflict, struggle, social and gender oppression are dominant. With the
defeat of the General Strike of 1926, working-class concerns come again to preoccupy the
fiction of the NS, and R. M. Fox returns as regular contributor to the journal. The Strike
dramatically exposes the nature of class society in interwar Britain and increases the
awareness of working-class issues and conditions in society as a whole. The unfolding post-
war process of working-class representation does in fact gain tremendous force from the
events of 1926, as is clearly demonstrated by D. H. Lawrence’s significant post-war return in
fiction to the historical problems of class politics in 7he First Lady Chatterley, an early
version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928).

It is also clearly significant that just before Arnold Bennett (then a NS director)

started writing his post-General Strike novel, Accident (1928), he published a deeply

' Quoted in John Montgomery, The Twenties (London: Allen & Unwin, 1970), p. 204.
? John Lucas, The Radical Twenties (Nottingham: Five Leaves, 1997), p. 3.
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ideological short story in the NS entitled ‘The Reek’, where he unashamedly defends the
established social order and its system of values against the (then still) striking miners.
Bennett’s hostility to the workers in 1926 is notorious and is mainly based on the much-
quoted comments he made in his Journal on the subject. ‘The Reek’ is unique in that it
provides us with a rare opportunity to venture out of his Journal and explore the working out
of his attitudes towards the striking workers in a fictive mode.

In addition, with the re-introduction of Fox in the late 20s there also comes a
sustained interest in other working-class writers. Side by side with his socialist contributions
there begin to appear short stories by H. E. Bates about various aspects of working-class
existence in the countryside. Being able to see the living, changing issues of class and society
in the countryside is a crucial diversion from the dominant rural tradition in English culture
exemplified by W. H. Hudson and Richard Jefferies, making Bates’s contributions even more
distinctive. What he brings to the countryside is a way of looking and registering working-
class social life that is mainly associated with an urban/industrial not a rural setting. The
emergence of Bates in the NS of the late 20s proves to be an even more significant
development in view of the fact that in the 1930s Bates actually becomes the English writer
with the largest number of short-story contributions to the journal.

Finally, with the focus on class comes a focus on gender. Women won full political
enfranchisement in 1928, and Virginia Woolf published her foundational feminist tract 4
Room of One’s Own in 1929. A sudden and unprecedented rise in the number of
contributions by women is registered in the NS in the late 20s, covering themes ranging from

travel in the Riviera to gender oppression and religion. Contributions from Rebecca West and



108

short stories by Faith Compton Mackenzie and Antonia White are relevant here, paving the

way for an inrush of contributions by other women writers in the early 30s.

3.2.1 Arnold Bennett and the General Strike

At the level of national history, big-time politics, the General Strike is written off as anything
from a disaster to a mistake: a consequent moderation and reformism is ideologically deduced
from it. But the part of the history that most needs emphasis, and that was actually very
evident in that country station and in thousands of other places up and down the country, was
the growth of consciousness during the action itself [....] it was the steady and remarkable
self-realisation of the capacity of a class, in its own sufficient social relations and in its
potentially positive social and economic power.’

At no time since has the capitalist nature of the British State been so thoroughly exposed. For
a few days in 1926 working people saw every organ of local and central government, the
police and army, radio and press, scabs, employers and fascists united as one instrument
against the labour movement. And because this was exposed, so equally was the character of
those labour leaders who chose to work within the limits of the constitution and so became its
captives. Such moments of truth are rare in British history. Rarer still, however, was the
feeling of power and self-confidence which the strike gave working people.*

When one comes to the practice of politics, anyone writing about his life in the years 1924-
1939 must answer the crucial question: “What did you do in the General Strike?”.”

The General Strike of 1926 lasted for nine days, from midnight 3 May to 12 May. It was
called by the Trade Union Council as a solidarity measure with the miners’ struggle against
worsening wages and conditions, expressed by the cry: ‘not a minute on the day, not a penny
off the pay’. In all, more than 4 million unionised workers were called out, with many non-
union workers striking in sympathy as well. Workers in transport, printing, iron and steel,
power stations, building and chemical industries, engineering, shipbuilding and textiles all

went out on strike. There were no national or local newspapers, no trains, no trams, and there

3 Raymond Williams, ‘The Social Significance of 1926°, in Resources of Hope: Culture, Democracy, Socialism,
ed. by Robin Gable (London: Verso, 1989), pp. 105-110 (p. 108).

* John Foster, ‘British Imperialism and the Labour Aristocracy’, in The General Strike 1926, ed. by Jeffrey
Skelley (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1976), pp. 3-57 (p. 3).
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were coal shortages.® Work was suspended, and the country ground to a near halt.
Emergency supplies were distributed by the government-run OMS (Organisation for the
Maintenance of Supplies) which employed volunteers from the middle to upper classes.
Workers stood together in solidarity, and against them stood the government and most of the
bourgeoisie. It was a class conflict, with each group pursuing its own (and to the other
antagonistic) class interests. As John Foster argues in the above quotation, rarely has the
nature and function of the capitalist state in British society been so thoroughly exposed. And
rarely has the confidence of the British working class to organise as a class been so great. It
is here, in what Raymond Williams calls ‘the self-realisation of the capacity of a class’, that
the achievement and significance of the General Strike lies: ‘For the significance of 1926, in
so short a time, is still the rise and extension of consciousness, during those days, to an
effective national and class presence’.” Such class solidarity and loyalty actively involved a
clear challenge to those other, hegemonic loyalties of the ‘nation’ and the ‘national interest’.
As Williams has put it, the workers were moved to strike by ‘an idea of the class, of the
solidarity of the class, and this, often — as notably in 1926 — in contradiction of the idea of a
larger loyalty to which we have all been trained: to what is called the nation, the national
interest, and expressing this the significant formalities of contract and of law’. In short,
workers went against the ruling class, its State, and its dominant values with a strong belief in
the righteousness of their struggle and the justice of their cause. But such solidarity wasn’t to

last. To the shock and horror of the striking workers, their position was betrayed when at its

> Leonard Woolf, Downhill All the Way: An Autobiography of the Years 1919-1939 (London: Hogarth Press,
1975), p. 217.

® The Government published the notoriously anti-workers British Gazette, edited from the offices of the Daily
Mail by Winston Churchill, while the Trade Unions published The British Workers. Both are reproduced in The
General Strike of 1926: The British Gazette & The British Worker (Newton Abbot: David and Charles Reprints,
1971).

” Williams, “The Social Significance of 1926, p. 109. Next quotation is from page 107.
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strongest by the Trade Union leadership, which called off the Strike on the nineth day
without receiving any guarantees from the Government against wage cuts or worsening
conditions for the miners.®

The British intelligentsia reacted unequally and unevenly to the Strike. Most of those
who felt that they had to ‘take sides’ volunteered to help the government. This, as one
historian has argued, was the position of most of the middle class, self-identified in the
interwar period as ‘the constitutional’ class, ‘the public’, and ‘society:

The most striking manifestation of this was the emergence of the middle classes as

strike-breakers. The 1920s was the first and the last decade in which large numbers of

middle-class people were prepared, by breaking strikes, to defend the constitution in
person [....] The most remarkable demonstration of this was during the general strike

in 1926
The ‘Bright Young Things’ of the 20s ended up on the side of the government, as Douglas
Goldring has remarked: ‘come to the General Strike, most of the Bright Young Things joined
the despised professional middle class in rallying to the Government standard and [they] kept

the essential services running by supplying ‘blackleg’ labour’."® The Bloomsbury group,

though, was divided, with Clive Bell throwing his weight behind the government while

8 The most recent studies of the General Strike are Keith Laybourn, The General Strike of 1926 (Manchester:
Manchester University, 1993), and his The General Strike Day by Day (Stroud: Alan Sutton, 1996). Many
books on the Strike were published in 1976 to commemorate its 50™ anniversary (see, for example, Gordon
Phillips, 7he General Strike: The Politics of Industrial Conflict (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976)). The
50" anniversary was even noted in the weekly and periodical press. The NS published recollections of the event
by A. I. P. Taylor, ‘Class War: 1926° (30 April 1976, pp. 572-3), as well as Siegfried Sassoon’s previously
unpublished ‘Three Poems on the General Strike’ (p. 577).

% Ross McKibbin, Classes and Cultures: England 1918-1951 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 58.
Considering the widespread impact of the General Strike on British culture and society, it is surprising to note
how little coverage and interpretative weight it receives in history books, and McKibbin’s volume is a case in
point. He manages to write a whole book on the classes and cultures of post-War Britain with only a cursory
treatment of the General Strike, limited to one paragraph only (p. 147). Equally baffling is how he completely
sidelines an event like the Spanish Civil War (caused by the overthrow of a democratically elected
government), leaving it even without the one paragraph treatment that the Strike receives, in a volume subtitled
(though not on the title page) ‘a study of a democratic society’. By practically erasing the Strike from his
account, McKibbin undermines its significance and ignores and undervalues its central place in actual material

history.
' Quoted in Lucas, Radical Twenties, p. 41.
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Leonard and Virginia Woolf throwing theirs against it.'' The Woolfs actively supported the
workers and collected signatures for a petition launched by Archbishop Randall Davidson
asking the Prime Minister to guarantee that no workers be victimised at the end of the Strike.
In fact, the Strike had a very significant impact on Virginia, then in the middle of writing 7o
the Lighthouse. She felt caged in, disturbed and powerless as a result of the rupturing of
social normality caused by the conflict. The Strike brought out her fear of disharmony,
division, disturbance, and conflict, and her preference for (aesthetic and social) merger and
unity. "2

Other writers who backed the workers had a more radical response. Kingsley Martin,
for example, who was to become the editor of the NS in a couple of years time and one of the
most important figures of the popular front in the 30s, found himself, like Leonard Woolf, in
complete support of the workers and of their adopted tactics. He even felt that it was a good
time to question the legitimacy and validity of capitalism as a social system for organising
production. In his book, The British Public and the General Strike (1926), published by the
Hogarth Press, he argued that:

Capitalism, the vague word we use for an unorganised method of supplying the goods

and services of society, seems progressively incapable of satisfying our needs. The

problem that arises cannot be settled by common sense; a concession here or a strike

defeated there does nothing to solve it. A time comes when refusal to consider the
philosophic basis on which society rests means disaster.”

11 Of the workers Bell was later to write in his post-Strike Civilisation (London: Chatto & Windus,1928): ‘Far
from discovering amongst them any will to civilisation, I am led to suspect that the British working man likes
his barbarism well enough. Only he would like a little more of it” (p. 255).

12 See Kate Flint, ‘ Virginia Woolf and the General Strike’, Essays in Criticism, 36 (1986), 319-34. This is a
very important essay on Woolf. Flint draws connections between Woolf”’s aesthetics and social politics and
skilfully argues that even though she sided with the workers in the conflict her radicalism was limited and she
‘failed to make an imaginative leap across class boundaries’ (p. 324). Woolf’s thoughts about the Strike are
recorded in several diary entries written during the Strike, see The Diary of Virginia Woolf, 1925-1930, ed. by
Anne Oliver Bell (London: Penguin, 1982).

3 Kingsley Martin, The British Public and the General Strike (London: Hogarth Press, 1926), p. 19.
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His book repeats his claim that working-class striking is a legitimate force for change, a form
of struggle that has played a major role in the history of modern England.

One of the most radical literary responses to the Strike came from D. H. Lawrence,
who returns to class, and reconstructs it as lived experience in his The First Lady Chatterley,
which, as Raymond Williams has argued, is very much a post-General Strike novel: ‘Indeed
when I think back to Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1928 and to the General Strike only two
years earlier I know there are connections of the most imperative kind.”'* By capturing the
connectedness of social/political history and writing, Williams initiates the beginning of a
(far from completed) project to examine and analyse the impact of the events of 1926 on
British cultural production. > Lawrence is central to such a project. The First Lady
Chatterley is thus unique in thematically advancing class as central to understanding social
divisions, personal and social relationships and feelings. In fact, it is a novel about what it
means to belong to a class and the nature of cross-class encounters or contacts, as one
character in the novel states:  “But what I want to know — what puzzles me — is how folks
can be in the same country — speak the same language — read the same papers an’ all that —
an’ yet be really, really different in their feelings.’ ' Class is always on the agenda in the

novel, being felt, lived, compared, discussed, fought over, and resented."”

'* Raymond Williams, The English Novel: From Dickens to Lawrence (London: Hogarth Press, 1971), p. 186.

'* The defining impact of the Strike on interwar culture has yet to be addressed. However, following Williams’s
cue, the response of many writers to the General Strike like D. H. Lawrence, John Galsworthy, H.G. Wells,
Harold Heslop, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, and Storm Jameson has been discussed in Adrian Mellor, Chris Pawling,
Colin Sparks, ‘Writers and the General Strike’, in The General Strike, ed. by Margaret Morris (London:
Journeyman Press, 1976), pp. 338-57. This pioneering essay aims ‘to attempt an initial reconstruction of the
whole range of typical literary responses to 1926, and through that, to begin to disinter the whole range of
typical social responses’ (p. 338).

'D. H. Lawrence, The First Lady Chatterley (London: Heinemann, 1972; repr. Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1973), p. 194.

" For sx;me interesting examples, see the following: p. 191-9, p. 229-30, and p. 242. Two important discussions
of the novel can be found in: Graham Holdemess, D. H. Lawrence: History, Ideology and Fiction (London: Gill
and Macmillan, 1982); and Graham Martin, ¢ “History” and “Myth” in D. H. Lawrence’s Chatterley Novels’, in
The British Working-Class Novel in the Twentieth Century, ed. by Jeremy Hawthorn (London: Arnold, 1984),
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Such a preoccupation with class is also at the heart of ‘A Return to Bestwood’, an
essay Lawrence wrote after his visit to his native Nottinghamshire in autumn 1926 and
during the miners’ strike that followed the end of the General Strike. Of the miners he says,
for example: ‘They are the only people who move me strongly, and with whom I feel myself
connected in deeper destiny. It is they who are, in some peculiar way, “home” to me. I shrink

away from them, and I have an acute nostalgia for them.”'®

Very much like Kingsley Martin,
Lawrence also believes that the post-General Strike period is a time for re-assessing and
changing the existing social order: ‘I know we are on the brink of a class war [....] I know
our vision of life is all wrong. We must be prepared to have a new conception of what it
means, fo live. And everybody should try to help to build up this new conception, and
everybody should be prepared to destroy, bit by bit, our old conception.’ Part of that new
conception can be gleaned in the poem ‘Wages’ (1929), in which Lawrence attacks his
contemporary world of ‘vicious competition’ and unequivocally declares wage-earning to be

a form of social imprisonment:

Earning a wage is a prison occupation
and a wage-earner is a sort of goal-bird.

As another poem of this period, ‘Work’ (1929), makes clear, change will come when ‘men
will smash the machines.”

Lawrence’s radicalism was, of course, countered with extreme conservatism and
reactionaryism (and, of course, by the time of the third Lady Chatterley by Lawrence

himself). One such response, pertinent to the study of the NS in the late 20s, was Arnold

pp. 62- 74. For Williams and Lawrence, see Jeff Wallace, “Language, Nature and the Politics of Materialism:
Raymond Williams and D. H. Lawrence’ in Raymond Williams: Politics, Education, Letters, ed. by John W.
Morgan and Peter Preston (New York: St. Martin’s, 1993), pp. 105-28.

'® Phoenix II: Uncollected, Unpublished and Other Works by D. H. Lawrence, ed. by Warren Roberts and Harry
T. Moore (London: Heinemann, 1968), pp. 257-66 (p. 264). Next quotation is from p. 265.
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Bennett’s. Working-class solidarity meant nothing to him, and he saw the Strike as
unpatriotic and criminal. Bennett, although never volunteering for the OMS, was vehemently
opposed to the strikers, as his Journal entries of this period clearly demonstrate. The
following 1s from 11 May 1926: ‘I am still sticking to my point with everyone that the calling
of the general strike is a political crime that must be paid for. Also that the general strike is
revolutionary, that is, aimed at the authority of the Government. How this can be denied
when the Unions Council has the infernal cheek to issue permits to goods and vehicles to use
the roads and railways, I cannot understand. As if anybody could possibly need permission to
use roads except in a revolution.” *° On the next day he wrote: ‘The general strike now seems
pitiful, foolish — a pathetic attempt of the underdogs who hadn’t a chance when the over-dogs
really set themselves to win. Everybody, nearly, among the over-dogs seems to have joined
in with grim enthusiasm to beat the strike.” According to Bennett, the ‘underdogs’ have
revolted against the authority of the government and will have to be beaten. No sympathy
towards the miners here, even though their position was widely acknowledged as just by the
Liberal press and by the NS itself.>' Their miserable wages and conditions don’t even get a
passing mention in Bennett’s Journal. The issue is represented as a revolutionary breach of
authority which has to end. No other questions need to be addressed.

The situation of the miners (the main reason for the Strike) is also not addressed in a
more extended treatment (1000 words) he wrote during the Strike for the New York Herald
Tribune, entitled ‘Labor’s Strike Policy Suicidal In Opinion of Arnold Bennett’. This

American article is in fact Bennett’s only newspaper piece on the Strike. No such piece

' Both poems are anthologised in Keith Thomas, The Oxford Book of Work (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1998), p. 34, pp. 148-9 (p. 149).

%0 Ammold Bennett, Journals of Arnold Bennett 1921-1928 (London: Cassell, 1933), p. 134. Next quotation is
also from p. 134.
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appeared in Britain. Again he affirms the government’s solid will to beat the Strike, as his
opening paragraph affirms: ‘Solidarity is the great word. We have had two supreme
illustrations of it. The completeness of the “general strike” is one. And the completeness that
will beat it is the other. There is solidarity on both sides.’** Bennett criticises the Trade Union
leadership for thinking they could win such a confrontation. He accuses them of losing the
trust of the British public and of failing to understand what he calls, to the pleasure of his
American readers presumably, ‘ Anglo-Saxon human nature’: ‘That any minds with any
experience whatever of Anglo-Saxon human nature should have imagined for one moment
that a general strike could succeed in Great Britain is astounding.’ Bennett assumes the
reader knows exactly what he means by ‘ Anglo-Saxon human nature’ and, sadly, leaves the
phrase hanging without adequate explanation. Is it that the Anglo-Saxons hate strikes or
revolutions, or are they merely left unmoved by them? Surely, Bennett isn’t suggesting that
there is something in their nature as a race that makes them completely oblivious or
unsusceptible to popular political pressure. Yet, aren’t the workers Anglo-Saxons as well, or
do the government and its allies have a monopoly over Anglo-Saxonism? Bennett seems to
think that there is a particular Anglo-Saxon way of solving a coal dispute where the workers
have been conceding one defeat after another and the government and coal owners have
refused to accept the recommendations of a Royal Commission like Sankey’s which
recommended nationalisation of the mines as the best solution to the post-war problems of
the coal industry. In fact, what is the Anglo-Saxon way of going about solving such an

industrial dispute? Bennett, alas, is untroubled by such considerations. It might be possible to

* For a summary of the NS’s position see Anon., [G. D. H. Cole], ‘Some Lessons of the Late General Strike’,
NS, 19 June 1926, pp. 254-5.

29 May 1926, p. 1, p. 3. Bennett’s piece is introduced in the following terms: ‘Novelist Says Any Class Taking
Anglo-Saxon by Throat in Such Fashion will Speedily Regret It.’
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answer these questions, or at least come close to understanding what Bennett means by the
phrase, by referring to a short story he published in the NS in the period following the
collapse of the General Strike when the miners were left to stand alone for seven more
months. ‘Anglo-Saxon human nature’ could for Bennett well refer to all that has been

challenged by the miners, all that is ‘orderly’, ‘tidy’, ‘dignified’, and ‘neat’, in fact all that is

‘stable’ and ‘firm’ in society.

3.2.2 The Reek and the Great Western Tradition: Bennett Smells a Threat

And these qualities of the Great Western [Railway] system seem to have communicated
themselves to the cities, towns, and villages that it serves. All that so rapidly passes before the
gaze is neat, tidy, orderly, respectable, dignified — canals, rivers, ponds, bridges, fields,
hedges, racecourses, houses, churches, public buildings, even factories. All are spick-and-
span like the railway, all tended, watched over, painted, repaired, darned, touched up. It Is as
if the whole of the populace was house-proud, in emulation of the pride of the railway. »

Bennett here is writing about England and the Great Western Railway system. According to
his logic, the Great Western produced and shaped England, not the other way around. The
country was made (constructed and developed) in the image of the railway system and
according to its qualities and values. From Bennett’s vantage-point, modern English
civilisation emanated from the railways, and the resulting ‘monotony is magnificent,
soothing’ (p. 736).

‘The Reek’ is a deeply conservative piece, where Bennett is self-delusional in his
exaggerated praise and admiration for tradition and the system: ‘And there is the feeling of
absolute security in a decent tradition which never began and will never end. Nothing, it

seems, could ever destroy the firm structure of society here; hardly anything could

3 Arnold Bennett, ‘The Reek’, NS, 9 October 1926, pp. 736- 7 (p. 736). References are given after quotations in
the text.
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conceivably challenge it’ (p. 736). In the middle of the piece, he moves from this generalised
admiration for the eternal, timeless, and hardly challenged Great Western tradition, and, in
order to illustrate his point, chronicles a particular encounter he happens to witness on his
train journey. He describes the behaviour of two gentlemen who seem to epitomise for him
the system, and whose complexions ‘had been worn and damaged [...] by excessive
addiction to the open air’ (p. 736). One of the two has a gun-case under his feet, and the other
a bag of golf clubs. Throughout the four-hour journey, they only exchange a handful of
words: ‘The brain effort towards communion was evidently too much for them (p. 737). They
remain, on the whole, withdrawn and uncommunicative. Of their reading habits Bennett
observes: ‘One read a conservative newspaper without pictures, and the other read an
illustrated conservative newspaper [....] Neither had a book of any sort’ (p. 737). Bennett
also states that they have no ‘intellectual resources’ and merely wanted to kill time until the
train reached its destination. In the meantime, they were merely ‘existing, without
cerebration’, a condition which carries with it a clear political meaning for Bennett: ‘They
felt secure as important units in the great established social system — the system exemplified
by the swift, smooth-gliding train, the trim villages, towns, cities, and landscapes’ (p. 737). If
they thought at all, they thought about how secure they were and how invulnerable the
system is. For the narrator, they were assured and confident enough in their unchallenged
world as not to need to use their brain, or cerebrate.** Bennett seems at times quite
ambivalent about whether or not he approves of their unthinking existence, so to speak, but is
quite confident about what such an existence means both socially and politically: it is a sign

of a firm system and a strong social structure which he greatly admires. Not even the reek

* The OED registers Bennett’s usage of ‘cerebrate’ (to cogitate) in his 1928 novel Strange Vanguard, xliv, 303:
“The baron who was still most actively cerebrating, rang the bell.” Wells also used the verb in New World Order
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that comes into their compartment from the burning coal causes them to ‘cerebrate’. The reek
is ‘manfully tolerated’ by the two gentlemen and the narrator is the only one who is reminded
of the fact that it is imported foreign coal: ‘The reek came from the engine, which was
producing inferior foreign smoke from inferior foreign coal bought by the railway company
at vast expense in the absence of superior British coal [....] Those British miners were still
obstinately attacking the great established system’ (p. 737).

Bennett’s loyalties lie with the established order, and he refuses to acknowledge the
action of the miners for what it really is, a defensive measure against worsening wages and
conditions. For him, the miners are obstinate, and they haven’t really succeeded in
challenging tradition. They are in fact a nuisance, in so far as their refusal to work is the
reason behind the burning of foreign coal on a Great Western train, the smell of which 1s
‘manfully tolerated’ by his gentleman protagonists. Bennett’s patriotism is as strongly
affirmed as his classism in this piece. How dare the miners strike and make us suffer the

disagreeable fumes of foreign coal?

3.2.3 Rumblings, Accidents and Suppressions

Well, the accident was having its uses. In a way he was glad of the accident. It had the effect
of bringing hidden matters to the surface, of intensifying emotion and discouraging
suppressions. It might, it probably would, influence the whole future. =

In ‘The Reek’, Bennett’s protagonists are assured in their position and confident in the
invulnerability of the established social and political order. Their position can be contrasted

with that of Alan Frith-Walter, the bourgeois protagonist of Accident (1929), a novel Bennett

in 1940.
25 Arnold Bennett, Accident (London: Cassell, 1929), p. 250. Further references are given after quotations in the

text.
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started writing just after he published his NS short story. Accident is also set on a train and
the title refers to the protagonist’s feeling that a train collision is imminent, as John Lucas has
argued: ‘What really catches the attention is that from the very outset a brooding, menacing
sense of imminent disaster hangs over Frith-Walter’s journey. The possibility of an accident
never seems very far away.” 2° Frith-Walter feels that there is ‘Something wrong somewhere
[...] and society was sick’ (p. 5). The political and social problems embodied by the reek in
‘The Reek’, the issues left turking below the surface, unvoiced, and untreated, find their way
into Accident. Here the protagonist acknowledges and confronts the world suppressed by
‘The Reek’ and feels that social and class divisions, though not new, have increased and
sharpened in his lifetime and have become more visible: ‘ After all, there was nothing new in
these notions concerning the contrasts of existence. He had had them, vaguely, for years [....]
But of late these notions had been growing clearer in outline, less vague, more insistent: the
spirit of the age besieging, investing, the citadel of his conscience’ (p. 52-3).

Bennett’s portrait of an individual experiencing a sense of social and political
uncertainty, worried and insecure, does not last, however, and he spends the second half of
the novel re-suppressing such social concerns and re-affirming the established order of
confident, assured bourgeois individualism undisturbed by the world of politics. As John
Lucas says: ‘As we read the first half of Accident we feel that it is surely about the “vast
smug surface’ of society, below which are obscure, persistent and increasingly powerful

327

rumblings that at any moment will erupt into violent destructiveness.”*" Such an unsettled

% John Lucas, Arnold Bennett: A Study of His Fiction (London: Methuen. 1974), p. 213.

2 L ucas, Arnold Bennett, p. 217. By this stage, Lucas hadn’t yet linked the novel’s expressed social fears and
worries and its sense of imminent disaster to social history and the General Strike. He explained the
disturbances away as belonging to the spirit of the age: ‘Even more than the 1890s the spirit of the age at the
end of the 1920s must have seemed fin de siécle’ (p. 217-8). In his The Radical Twenties (Nottingham: Five
Leaves Publications, 1997), where he had an opportunity to return to Accident, he discusses the novel as a post-
General Strike event: ‘Accident is therefore a most instructive novel, because it so obviously testifies to the
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state 1s resolved by a clear shift of emphasis that occurs in the second half of the novel, a
shift away from these public disturbances and towards the realm of bourgeois domesticity
and domestic harmony. This feat is accomplished by Pearl, the daughter-in-law of Alan
Frith-Walter, who attacks Jack (her husband) for his excessive concern with politics and his
wish to join the Labour Party. She says: ¢ “As if all politics weren’t class war! And if there
isn’t class war, who’s going to begin one? It’s Labour that’s out for a class war. Not that 1
care so much about class. What I care about is my family, and yours too. When you really get
down to bedrock, the family is the most important thing’ (p. 255-6). Indeed, Jack is moved to
submission by his wife’s pleas for the sanctity of the family, leading the narrator to comment:
‘For Pearl had captured the whole of his sympathy by her appeal for the institution of the
family. The family for him was more sacred than anything else in the social structure. It was
the main article of his religion’ (p. 256).

Bennett’s rejection of the political for the domestic is a point also made by Lucas who
argues that the political rumblings and uneasiness among the socially conscious bourgeoisie,
represented by Jack, find their way into Bennett’s novel only to be rejected. Indeed, Bennett
shies away from the novel’s original impetus and direction, the engagement with the
‘disruptive forces’ of the political and public sphere. According to Lucas: ‘The whole book
does an abrupt about-turn. What had been a novel dealing with contemporary society now
becomes a novel operating on a purely domestic level’ 28 Politics is silenced by the call for
domesticity and the upholding and prioritising of the private sphere of the family. By turning

the novel around, Bennett guards himself and his characters against the world of politics and

sense of anti-climax which followed the ending of the general strike’ (p. 169). My argument is indebted to the
work of John Lucas.
% Lucas, Arnold Bennett, p. 218.
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conflict and moves swiftly to reaffirm the centrality of the private bourgeois sphere in his
conception of the novel.

Contemporary political developments disturbed him. His rejection of politics in
Accident is in line with his hostile political response to the General Strike, a time when
politics and class conflict dominated social life and impinged upon his own world of
bourgeois individualism. The General Strike upset the bourgeois separation of private and
public spheres, a separation which is very much upheld in ‘The Reek’, momentarily collapses
after that, and gets strongly reaffirmed in the second half of Accident. Accordingly, the
pattern of Bennett’s response to the General Strike can be traced as follows: in the Journals
he writes of revolution and crimes against authority and the established order; in ‘The Reek’
he, by contrast, over-determines the hegemony of the social order; and in Accident there is a
preliminary lapse, a collapse of the public into the private, leading to friction and possible
collision, and ending with the re-affirmation of bourgeois tradition and society, including the
re-affirmation of the private sphere of bourgeois individualism. Blissful domesticity is at the

end re-located islands away from Labour.”’

2 For a more radical conception of the public/private problematic and a rejection of the bourgeois de-
politicisation of the “private’ sphere see Ellen Wilkinson, Clash (London: George G. Harrap, 1929). This is a
unique novel, the only one in the interwar years which has the events of 1926 at the very heart of its thematic
construction. In its conception of politics and society, Clash is also a precursor of the cultural politics of the 30s.
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3.3.1 R. M. Fox and Working-Class Literature

R. M. Fox’s work first appeared in the NS in 1920. ‘Factory Life’ was a significant departure
from a dominant bourgeois mode of representing the working class as objects of pity and
‘deserving’ of charity. Having experienced modern industrial labour himself, in this, his first
piece to be published in the journal Fox goes directly to the factory in the hope of elucidating
to the reader the forces and daily pressures operating on the contemporary factory worker.
His declared intention is to demystify workers and make them more understood: their
motivations, collective daily struggles and conflicts with management, and the harsh
industrial conditions they work under are all considered.

Ruskin graduate and socialist, Fox is pre-eminently a working-class intellectual of the
20s.>® Throughout the decade, he responds to what he sees as the growing importance of the
urban working class in social life, and he traces the impact of changing work practices and
machinofacture on labour. His impressive critical analyses of working-class literature and
culture in the NS span major developments in drama and fiction, from Gorky’s vagabonds in
Russia to Upton Sinclair and Frank Norris’s novels about America. Before examining Fox’s
own working-class fiction published in the literary section, it is necessary to chart the
development of his ideas on working-class literature and society and examine closely his
analysis of the representation of labour in contemporary culture.

One essay in particular is central to understanding his thought. Published in the NS
early in 1927, ‘The Wage-earner in Literature’ outlines the changing representation of the
proletariat in fiction from the early literary conventions of the Victorians to Emile Zola’s

Germinal (1885) and Robert Tressell’s seminal The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists
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(1913). Fox argues that writers are ‘ever so responsive to the winds of thought sweeping
across the world’, and their fiction has reflected ‘the advancing status of the worker, which is
a marked characteristic of the age’.*! In effect, the conventional images and caricatures of
wage-earners in literature as ‘old gardeners and servants, family retainers’, as ‘cap-fumbling
workmen who cringe to their “betters” * (p. 445), as, basically, secondary characters of minor
importance to the development of the plot, have been challenged and have already started to
change. One of the pioneers of this revolution in representation is Emile Zola, who dedicated
a whole novel to the life and labour of the French miners of Anzin. For Fox, Germinal, with
its closely observed details, ‘still remains an ideal example of writing in a working class
milieu’ (p. 445), depicting as it does both the harsh realities of mining and the hope for
change.

Fox thus advocates a working-class literature that engages with the full complexity
and humanity of labouring life: ‘Working-class life is not all wretched, pessimistic or
protesting’ (p. 446), and this is where Tressell erred, he argues. Economic and political
struggle should be represented exactly because it is an intrinsic part of working-class
existence, but it is not the whole picture. Fox’s own conception and definition of working-
class fiction are spatial in thrust. He thinks of it as a literature that represents all the major
sites of working-class social interaction: ‘A literature dealing with the cottage, not the hall;
the tenement, not the drawing-room; the workshop, not the life of leisure — and viewing all
life from this new angle — is what is meant by working-class literature’ (p. 446). This

emerging mode, interested in workers’ habitations and workplaces, is also found in American

% For a brief biographical note see Tramps, Workmates and Revolutionaries, ed. by H. Gustav Klaus, pp. 175-6.
More recently, see Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (London: Yale
University Press, 2001), pp. 302-303.
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fiction, and the ‘literature of effort’ of Ernest Poole (7he Harbour) and Frank Norris
(Octopus) is cited with approval.

Fox’s account of the rise of late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century
working-class literature is admirable in its scope and comparative outlook, especially in its
engagement with continental and American literatures. However, it is a limited account,
suffering from serious omissions. For example, no reference is made to George Eliot’s Adam
Bede (1859) and Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure (1895), novels that should indeed feature
in an account of the changing representations of workers in literature. Dickens is only paid
lip service, and neither in this nor his other essays does Fox engage with English writers’
varied responses to the growing forces of industrialisation. Significantly, he omits from his
account English literature of the 1830s and 40s. Although he does go as far back as Dickens,
he fails to deal with either Chartist literature or with the industrial novels of the 1840 — such
as Mrs Gaskell’s Mary Barton, Disraeli’s Sybil, or Kingsley’s Alton Locke > As a result,
Zola is posited as the single most important figure who broke with the old conventions of
representation. In view of this, it is perhaps surprising that Fox never even raises the question
of Zola’s possible influence on late-Victorian attitudes to workers in fiction, clearly evident
in the naturalist fiction of George Gissing.> It is more difficult to understand, however, why

he never mentions D. H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers (1913) in his account of twentieth-

31 R. M. Fox, ‘The Wage-earner in Literature’, NS, 22 January 1927, pp. 445-6 (p. 445). Further references are
given after quotations in the text.

32 For a discussion of British industrial fiction see Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, pp. 87-109.

33 John Lucas, ‘From Naturalism to Symbolism’, in Romantic to Modern Literature: Essays and Ideas of
Culture 1750-1900 (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1982), pp. 188-205. Fox, at.the begipning, di_dn’t share the
defeatist pessimism of naturalist fiction (which Lucas elucidates), though h1§ narrative style isa form of
naturalist observation and reportage and he believes that workers are determmgd by factory circumstances and
environment, sufficiently so, as I’ll show below, to develop certain psyghologlqal-mental feat.ures and a certain
philosophy of life. There does, however, remain a strong element of resistance in his conception of labour, an
emphasis which disappears with the defeat of the General Strike.
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century literary developments, a novel that epitomises working-class fiction early this
century.

Nevertheless, Fox’s main argument, and his general outline of a newly emerging
naturalist-inspired mode of representation, remain valid. He is an important reference point in
the analysis of working-class literature precisely because he sees the rise and consolidation of
such fiction as part and parcel of the historical development of industrial societies in general.
His conclusion situates the increasing literary representation of the working class within its
growing significance as a social and political force, and he welcomes the proliferation of
experiments conducted in this mode of fiction:

Now that wage-earners are advancing in politics, in economics and in social

estimation, it is inevitable that they and their special problems should come to occupy

a larger place in literature, long the preserve of urbane, cultured men of letters who

have played beautifully with words. A whole new world, which cannot be crushed
into any slick formula, is now demanding expression. (p. 446)

Fox particularly praises the new experiments being carried out in America, an emerging
tradition strongly emphasised in ‘The Wage-earner in Literature’. In fact, he elaborates on
this new American literature in another piece that was published in the NS, where Jack
London, Frank Norris, and Sinclair Lewis are all admired for their forward-looking approach.
In ‘The Crowbar in Literature’, Fox argues that they are the most important figures writing in
America today. He welcomes their ‘challenge to [conventional] standardised ways and rules’
in literature, and argues that London, Norris and Sinclair are pointing in the new direction
that American literature is taking.’* This emerging fiction is briefly contrasted with post-war
European literature, whose practitioners suffer from a disfiguring ‘acute melancholia’, a state

their contemporaries in America were lucky to escape: ‘European literature since the war has
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been a City of Dreadful Night. The loud jeering laugh of the profiteer wilted up such scraps
of idealism as were left in the hearts of the young men when they limped home from the

trenches and joined the labour exchanges’ (p. 113).

3.3.2 Drama and the Triumphant Machine

Fox’s analysis of dramatic form follows a similar pattern. Yet, crucially, here he introduces a
new variable into the analysis of working-class society and culture: the domination of the
machine. His three essays on drama published in the NS, ‘The Machine Drama’, ‘Sean
O’Casey: A Worker Dramatist’, and ‘The Drama of the Dregs’, engage with representations
of the worker in contemporary theatre and explore the relationship between worker and
machine. His main ideas on drama are outlined in ‘The Machine Drama’, which, effectively,
is an extended attack on Italian and Russian Futurism.

Fox systematically rejects Marinetti’s Italian Futurism, his ‘geometric forms’,
‘mechanic lines’, and militaristic conception of human labour. Marinetti, he argues,
structures humanity and human drama as machines: ‘Marinetti tells us that machine forms
express the true spirit of the age. The machine contains all the finer attributes of man, and he
has only to assert the will to be a machine to recapture the best part of himself’ 2> For
Marinetti, machine movement and functions are forms which drama should reproduce and
express on the stage, an approach which found fertile ground in Russia, having been adopted
by Meyerhold and Foregger. Influenced by the industrialist ideas of Taylor on the

reorganisation of industrial labour according to the principles of Scientific Management,

R M. Fox, ‘The Crowbar in Literature’, NS, 7 May 1927, pp. 112-3 (p. 113). Further references are given

after quotations in the text. _
3 R. M. Fox, “The Machine Drama’, NS, 9 January 1926, pp. 383-4 (p. 383). Further references are given after
quotations in the text.
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Meyerhold and Foregger developed dramatic concepts and techniques, such as a ‘Taylorised
gesture’, to express machine movement and activity. ‘King Machine has been enthroned on
the Russian stage’, Fox states, and he refers disapprovingly to Huntly Carter’s The New Spirit
in European Literature: ‘The idealisation of the machine has gone so far that a sympathetic
investigator, Mr Huntly Carter, says in his book on the Russian theatre, “...they attribute to
the machine all their social and moral attributes... their own vitality, strength, courage,
clearness, steel nerves, persistency, precision, thythm, style, endurance” ’ (p. 383). A new
philosophy of dramatic movement is being celebrated by Carter: ‘ “bio-mechanics, the
science of the mechanisation of the body, assumes that the worker is an organised piece of
mechanism like a machine... and that he is so much accustomed to machine movements and
sounds that they form his natural modes of expression” (p. 383). Fox takes issue with this
‘natural mode of expression’ and argues that ‘there is nothing distinctively working class
about the glorification of machinery in drama’ (p. 384).

Against these dehumanising forces facing workers, Fox acclaims the new drama of
Sean O’Casey: ‘a drama derived directly from working-class experience’ (p. 384). He praises
O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock (1924) as a play where dignity and beauty are central. > In
O’Casey, humanity is not crushed by environment but celebrated instead. This is central to
Fox’s conception of working-class drama and its function as an art form:

The highest form of drama is that which enables people to develop as human beings —

which brings to them beauty, nobility, dignity, all those qualities which differentiate

men from machines and raise them above the beasts [....] Workmen, like other

people, will continue to crave for beauty, nobility, dignity, for those human attributes

of which they are deprived when they work and live in surroundings of sordid
ugliness. (p. 383)

*In Drama from Ibsen to Brecht (London: Chatto & Windus, 1953), pp. 147-153, Raymond Williams presents
a more critical reading of O’Casey, arguing that ‘the structure of feeling of the self-exile, still within a collective
action, which can be neither avoided nor taken wholly seriously; neither indifferent nor direct’ (p. 151)
characterises his 20s plays set in the backdrop of revolution and civil war.
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To progress and ‘to make people individuals’ is to satisfy these cravings for beauty and
nobility. For Fox, art should celebrate the triumph of man not the triumph of machine, where
triumphant man is seen as standing for democracy and machine worship an ally of
dictatorship.

His essay raises more issues than it resolves. It is clear that he resents any celebrating
of the machine as triumphant over humanity. His argument against Futurist representation of
the proletariat on the stage is strongly expressed. It is also clear that he finds O’Casey’s
theatre far more derived from the realities of working-class life than Futurist drama.
Questions arise, however, when he elaborates the standards against which he measures drama
or artistic production: nobility, dignity, and beauty. According to Fox, it is these values or
human attributes that the working class craves when surrounded by ‘sordid ugliness’.
Accordingly, these values should be re-affirmed in art, should even shine through the
‘darkness’ of the environment. But this avoids the problem of who decides what ‘dignity’ is,
or ‘beauty’ or ‘nobility’, and the standards by which they are measured. Are they bourgeois;
even, aristocratic? No evidence is produced to say that these qualities, defined from outside
of the working class, are desired by or even important to it. Fox seems to be imposing these
values on the working class just as much as the Futurists are imposing their own. He comes
dangerously close to defining the working class as a lack: a class that lacks beauty in its
surroundings, deprived from dignity and nobility by its labour.

Defining a class by what he thinks it does not have and by what he thinks it needs

goes a long way in explaining Fox’s hostility to Futurism. Machines and machinofacture take

away beauty from the working class and inflict, as it were, this lack upon it. His complete
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rejection of any idealising of the machine is clearly related to the way he perceives it as
having this damaging influence on labour. His conception of and attitudes towards the
machine are not substantially treated in his NS essays. In order to better understand his
position and the structure of attitudes and values that inform his hostility to Futurist drama, I
need to digress briefly to his The Triumphant Machine (1928), a book that fully incorporates
and builds on his NS essays.

In The Triumphant Machine, Fox charts the development of new forces operating on
modern industrial labour (such as Taylorism and Fordism) and assesses the negative impact
that machine technology has had on humanity. By fitting the worker into a pre-existing
mould and forcing him to conform to a pre-designed factory formula, modern industry has
‘reshaped life and thought’. Workers have as a result developed what Fox calls in naturalist
strain, following Thorstein Veblen, a mechanical ‘process view’, where human thought and
action conform to workshop standards and processes: ‘It has a bearing on social thought, on
religion, on politics, on literature, on history — on all those departments of human activity
which are being crushed into the factory formula’.>” Due to economic necessity and the
pressures to earn a living, today’s workers ‘are subordinated to the machine; their hours
arranged so that the machinery may be kept running. Their lives are shaped by the capacities
and needs of the machines and all rose-coloured machine talk is distinctly premature’ (p.
109). This, Fox argues, is a direct result of the shift in emphasis that has occurred through the

transition from tool work to machine industry; where in one, the former, ‘the man handling

7R M. Fox, The Triumphant Machine (London: Hogarth Press, 1928), p. 64. Further references are given after
quotations in the text. Fox seems to have been very well acquainted with Veblen’s views and social thought. He
even wrote his obituary for the NS (‘Thorstein Veblen’, NS, 13 September 1930, pp. 706-7), where- he _
emphasised the fact that Veblen coined the phrase ‘the process view’ in order to describ; the growing mﬂu;nce
of industrial society on thought processes. Veblen also wanted to convey the way in \thlCh'thlS new mdustnal
workmanlike perspective clashes with the old, traditional concern for and preoccupation with ‘mysteries or
miracles, with conventions or customs, with dignities or decorums’ (p. 707).
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his tools is the significant fact, in the other the machine or factory is all-important’ (p. 65).
Humanity has thus moved from the beauty of medieval cathedrals to the ugliness of factory
buildings. Effectively, according to Fox, the history of western civilisation has been a history
of loss, a loss of beauty, dignity and nobility:
But where can we find the beauty in a factory town to serve as a model for
inspiration? High, smoky chimney stacks, huddled rows of badly constructed houses,
alike in their dreary monotonous ugliness, tell better than any words of the rawness of
the life led there. The factory plants have obscured beauty and have come between
man and a clear view of life just as the smoke from the chimneys have come between
him and the sun [....] Mystery, beauty, reverence, awe, all hold little place in the
factory worker’s life, and he is poorer for the loss. It is not only the factory worker

who suffers in this way but all who come under the domination of the machine. A
slick, pitiful, commonplace vulgarity is the mark of our machine civilisation. (p. 76)

Fox wants to resist the ‘human recoil’ caused by the machine.*® In order to safeguard the
individual from being completely crushed by machine technology, medieval human values
should be re-affirmed in literature as much as in life. Armed with these values, and in the
name of preserving all things human, Fox seeks an accommodation with these irreversible
machine forces, a necessary synthesis of opposites that would safeguard the humanity of
‘man’.
Fox’s attack on Futurism should be understood in the context of his attitudes towards

machine civilisation. In order to counterbalance Futurist celebration of an all-triumphant

machine, he advocates a literature that re-affirms what he sees as important values for the

survival of humanity. The fact that these values hark back, in Ruskinian and Morrisite mode,

3 “The Human Recoil’ is the title of chapter 4 in The Triumphant Machine, which relies on Veblen to develop a
determinist and somewhat more defeatist conception of the domination of man by machinery. For example, Fox
argues, with nothing to distinguish him from the naturalists (as in ‘Factory Life’), that: “He [the worker] ceases
to struggle, submits, and shapes himself to the machine. So workshop realism is born’ (p. 62)_; or: ‘He sees only
the validity of those ideas which fit in with this mechanical “process view”. There is the makmg.of an iron
dogmatism here — a dogmatism which can be and is being applied to the whole life. It has a beanpg on soplal
thought, on religion, on politics, on literature, on history — on all those departments of human activity which are
being crushed into the factory formula’ (<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>