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The Commemoration of Nelson and Trafalgar
in St Paul’s Cathedral
Takeshi Nakamura*
1)

Abstract
St Paul’s Cathedral, the mother church of the diocese of London and the architectural
masterpiece by Sir Christopher Wren, became the most important site of royal and military
state commemoration in the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars periods. This paper
introduces a series of projects that commemorated Admiral Lord Nelson and the naval
victory at the Battle of Trafalgar in this metropolitan cathedral in 1805-6 in order to
improve our understandings about the cultural and political significance of the navy in
Hanoverian Britain.
In modern Britain, state funeral has been a rare public occasion except for the cases of
the royalty. It can be defined as a funeral superintended by the Earl Marshal and the
College of Arms at the public expense. Though Nelson’s state funeral followed a manner
of heraldic military funerals in the former period, there was a simultaneous attempt to
signal a departure from this tradition because of both the intention of the Pitt ministry and
the herald office and public opinion. It could be considered a naval ceremony: Admiral of
the Fleet as the chief mourner, a bond of many naval officers and an iconoclastic
attendance of veterans of HMS Victory and pensioners of Greenwich Hospital. Not only
were these naval presence and symbolism appropriate for the interment of the distinguished
naval hero, but they also affirmed British naval supremacy over Napoleon to the public.
Along with the discussion and preparation of funeral arrangements, the Pitt ministry
considered inaugurating a new order of merit as a reward for naval and military officers.
This order, as called the ‘Naval and Military Order of Merit’, had two prominent features:
an unlimited number of knights and the creation of an official ‘Trafalgar Day’. For the
latter, the choir of St Paul’s Cathedral was assumed as the chapel of this order and the
investiture ceremony would be held there on 21 October in every year. In spite of an
elaborate arrangement and a royal approval, however, the scheme to institute a new order
of merit was suddenly abandoned.
In that period, British parliament had continuously voted to erect monuments for the
departed heroes on an unprecedented scale. The entombment of Nelson was the sequence
of the state funeral and the institution of an order of merit, and generated a range of
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public debates as it was regarded as the focal point in this parliamentary effort. While
John Flaxman’s monument, which consisted of patriotic narrative and classic allegory to
fascinate emulation for later generations, only constituted a position amongst a ‘naval and
military pantheon’, the magnificent tomb occupied the most important site in St Paul’s ―
under the dome.
In later years, the authority of St Paul’s exceptionally permitted the burials of admirals
and Nelson’s kinsmen to enhance the sacred place of the national martyrdom. Furthermore,
as shown in public funerals of Wellington and other heroes, the tradition of military
commemoration affirms the significance of Nelson as the national hero in St Paul’s.
Keywords: Commemoration, Monument, Navy, Horatio Nelson, St Paul’s Cathedral.
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Horatio Viscount Nelson, the most renowned naval hero in Britain, visited St
Paul’s Cathedral twice at crossroads in his life. The first time, Nelson participated in
the Naval Thanksgiving held in this metropolitan cathedral in December 1797. The
second time, he came back to St Paul’s to complete his last journey after the battle
of Trafalgar: that is, the state funeral of Nelson in January 1806. In the years
between 1797 and 1806, Nelson was rising from a naval hero to the naval hero, and
naval patriotism was sublimated in the period of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic
Wars.1) As a case study of cultural and political significance of the navy in
Hanoverian Britain, this paper attempts to argue this most singular instance among
naval commemoration in this period.
Stimulated by the Trafalgar bicentenary in 2005, historians examined not only the
life of Nelson and his final battle with new insights but also the making of Nelson’s
‘myth’ and ‘legend’ and its historical memory.2) From the latter’s point of view, the
state funeral of Nelson is a suitable research subject. Though Timothy Jenks,
Marianne Czisnik, Laurence Brockliss and others, for instance, have already explored
Nelson’s funeral to consider the contested nature of patriotism and British/English
national identity,3) they have scarcely studied it in the context of naval and military
commemoration at that period. There is a more serious problem. St Paul’s
Cathedral, the site of Nelson’s funeral and burial, is often regarded as the
ontological condition in these studies.
In order to improve our understanding about the navy and its heroes in British
political culture, this paper will not only investigate the organization of the state
funeral of Nelson and its aspects of naval ceremony but also look at a series of
* The place of publication is London unless otherwise stated.
1) Gerald Jordan and Nicholas Rogers, "Admirals as heroes: patriotism and liberty in Hanoverian
England," Journal of British Studies, xxviii (1989), 201-24; Margarette Lincoln, Representing the
Royal Navy: British sea power, 1750-1815 (Aldershot, 2002), esp. chapter 3; N.A.M. Rodger, "Queen
Elizabeth and the myth of sea-power in English history," Transactions of the Royal Historical
Society, 6th ser., xiv (2004): 153-74; Timothy Jenks, Naval engagements: patriotism, cultural politics,
and the Royal Navy, 1793-1815 (Oxford, 2006).
2) David Cannadine, ed., Admiral Lord Nelson: context and legacy (Basingstoke, 2005); Cannadine, ed.,
Trafalgar in history: a battle and its afterlife (Basingstoke, 2006); Holger Hoock, ed., History,
commemoration, and national preoccupation: Trafalgar 1805-2005 (Oxford, 2007).
3) Timothy Jenks, "Contesting the hero: the funeral of Admiral Lord Nelson," Journal of British
Studies, xxxix (2000): 422-53; Marianne Czisnik, Horatio Nelson: a controversial hero (2005), 1-14;
Laurence Brockliss, John Cardwell and Michael Moss, "Nelson’s grand national obsequies," English
Historical Review, cxxi (2006): 162-82.
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projects to commemorate Nelson and Trafalgar: the invention of an official
‘Trafalgar Day’ and the erection of his monument and tomb. Simultaneously, this
paper will suggest the significance of St Paul’s as the site of naval and military
commemoration.

St Paul’s as a naval and military pantheon
After the news of victory and Nelson’s death arrived, the Pitt ministry began to
make arrangements for his funeral. The funeral of this distinguished naval hero
would have to be a magnificent and solemn one with all marks of military and
national honours. In his letter to George III, Lord Hawkesbury, the Home Secretary
who was entrusted with the arrangement of Nelson’s funeral by Pitt, explained why
St Paul’s was a more appropriate burial place for Nelson than Westminster Abbey,
the conventional burial place for the nation’s prominent figures:
As Westminster Abbey is at this time so very crowded with monuments, and as it was
thought proper to lodge the Standards taken from your Majesty’s enemies in the different
naval victories in the last war in St Paul’s, your Majesty will perhaps consider that Cathedral
as the fittest place for this melancholy ceremony, as well as for the erection in future of such
monuments as it may be determined to raise to the memory of those who may have rendered
considerable naval and military services to their country.4)

As Hawkesbury indicated, there was a tradition of commemorating British
victories in St Paul’s from the medieval period. In particular, he recollected the
Naval Thanksgiving of 1797 as a recent and impressive instance. Immediately after
the Battle of Camperdown in October 1797, the Foreign Secretary Lord Grenville
communicated with Lord Spencer, the First Lord of the Admiralty, to suggest a naval
procession to St Paul’s for morale enhancement. After Spencer accepted Grenville’s
proposal, Prime Minister Pitt also agreed to this idea, but he furthermore demanded
to expand its scope by including naval victories at Camperdown as well as the
‘Glorious First of June’ (1794) and St Vincent (1797).5) The Naval Thanksgiving thus
illuminated the ministerial effort to exploit naval patriotism rather than mere royal
4) Arthur Aspinall, ed., The later correspondence of George III, 1783-1810, 5 vols (Cambridge,
1962-70), iv: 364-65: 3153, Hawkesbury to the King, 10 November 1805.
5) Julian Corbett, ed., The private papers of George, second Earl Spencer, 4 vols (1913-24), ii: 195-96:
Grenville to Spencer, 13 October 1797; ii: 213-15: Pitt to Spencer, 22 October 1797.
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ritual.6) Although the Pitt ministry also planned another naval thanksgiving just after
the battle of the Nile (1798), it could not help abandoning it because of the fear of
the invasion from Revolutionary France.7)
In the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars periods, furthermore, the
British parliament had continuously voted for the erection of national monuments
amounting to 37, from 1793 to 1823 at a total cost of £119,175 (See, Table and
Figure).8) While four monuments placed in Westminster Abbey were to commemorate
naval captains and statesmen such as Pitt the Younger and Spencer Perceval,
thirty-three monuments erected in St Paul’s were exclusively dedicated to
high-ranking naval and military officers. Considering that parliament only approved
the erection of four monuments before 1792 and seven after 1824, this official
involvement in naval and military commemoration was unique and unprecedented in
modern Britain, and comparable to the transformation of the Sainte-Geneviève
Church into the Panthéon in Revolutionary Paris at the same period. St Paul’s was
reinvented as a ‘British naval and military pantheon’, in which naval and military
heroes were collectively commemorated.9)

6) Linda Colley argued this naval thanksgiving as a example of public royal ritual to imitate the
Revolutionary France festival but she was mistaken to consider that the King was responsible ‘for
the initial decision to hold a thanksgiving’. See, Linda Colley, Britons: forging the nation, 1707-1837
(New Haven, 1992), 215-16.
7) The Times, 2 November 1798, 2; William Eden, Baron Auckland, The journal and correspondence of
William, Lord Auckland, 4 vols (1861-2), iv: 59: Pitt to Auckland, 4 October 1798.
8) "Return of monuments erected in Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s, at the public expense, from
1750 to the present time," House of Commons Parliamentary Papers (hereafter, HCPP), 1837-8, 36
(116), 471; "Report from the select committee on national monuments and works of art; with
minutes of evidence, &c.," HCPP, 1841 Session 1, 6 (416), 437; "Return of sums voted by
parliament since 1792, for the erection of monuments in honour of public services performed,"
HCPP, 1842, 26 (559), 505.
9) For naval and military monuments in St Paul’s, Alison Yarrington, The commemoration of the hero
1800-1864: monuments to the British victors of the Napoleonic Wars (1988), chapter 1; Holger
Hoock, "The British military pantheon in St Paul’s Cathedral: the state, cultural patriotism, and the
politics of national monuments, c.1790-1820," in Panthoens: transformations of a monumental idea,
eds. Richard Wrigley and Matthew Craske (Aldershot, 2004), 81-105; Eveline G. Bouwers, "Whose
heroes? The House of Commons, its commemorative sculptures and the illusion of British Patriotism,
1795-1814," European Review of History, xv (2008): 675-89. See also, Takeshi Nakamura, "Rulers of
the sea: naval commemoration and British political culture, c.1780-1815" (Unpublished PhD
dissertation, Osaka University, 2007), chapter 3. For a recent argument of ‘pantheons’ in
nineteenth-century Europe and its cultural and political functions, see, Eveline G. Bouwers, Public
pantheons in revolutionary Europe: comparing cultures of remembrance, c.1790-1840 (Basingstoke,
2012).
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<Table> National Monuments in St Paul’s Cathedral voted by Parliament, 1793-1823
Name

Rank in service

Voted

Cost (£)

Sculptor

4,200

Rossi, John Charles Felix

(1) 20 December 1798, contracted
1

14April1795
(30April1795)

Faulknor, Robert

Captain RN

2

Dundas, Thomas

Major-General

5 June 1795

3,150

Bacon,John,theYounger

3

Burgess, Richard Rundell

Captain RN

3 November 1797

5,250

Banks, Thomas

Banks, Thomas

(2) 26 and 29 April 1803, contracted
4

Westcott, George Blagdon

Captain RN

21 November 1798

4,200

5

Howe, Richard, Earl Howe

Admiral of the Fleet

3 October 1799

6,300

Flaxman,John

Riou, Edward

Captain RN

Mosse, James Robert

Captain RN

16 April 1800

4,200

Rossi, John Charles
Felix

Abercromby, Sir Ralph

Lieutenant-General

18 May 1801

6,300

Westmacott, Sir Richard

6,300

Flaxman, John

6
7

(3) 29 October 1807, contracted
8

Nelson, Horatio, Viscount
Nelson

Vice-Admiral

28 January 1806

9

Cooke, John

Captain RN

28 January 1806

1,575

Westmacott, Sir Richard

10

Duff,George

Captain RN

28 January 1806

1,575

Bacon,John,theYounger

11

Cornwallis, Charles,
Marquis Cornwallis

General

3 February 1806

6,300

Rossi, John Charles Felix

12

Moore, Sir John

Lieutenant-General

25 January 1809

4,200

Bacon,John,theYounger

Captain RN

18 May 1809

1,575

Manning,Samuel

(4) 7 December 1810, contracted

13 Hardinge, George Nicholas

(5) 2 September 1811, contracted
14

Rodney, George Bridges,
Baron Rodney

Admiral

17 June 1793

6,300

Rossi, John Charles Felix

15

Collingwood, Cuthbert,
Baron Collingwood

Vice-Admiral

8 June 1810

4,200

Westmacott, Sir Richard

7 June 1811

1,575

Chantrey,SirFrancisLegatt,

24 June 1811

2,100

Bacon,John,theYounger

2,100

Bacon,John,theYounger

(6) 15 August 1812, contracted
16
17

18

Houghton, Daniel

Major-General

Mackenzie, John Randoll

Major-General

Langworth, Robert

Brigardier-General

MacKinnon, Henry

Major-General

10 February 1812

Craufurd, Robert

Major-General

22 February 1812

(7) 3 and 8 August 1814, contracted
19

Le Marchant, John
Gaspard

Major-General

3 December 1812

1,575

Smith, James

20

Brock, Sir Isaac

Major-General

13 July 1813

1,575

Westmacott, Sir Richard

21

Cadogan, Henry

Colonel

13 July 1813

1,575

Chantrey, Sir Francis
Legatt

22

Bowes, Bernard

Major-General

13 July 1813

1,575

Chantrey, Sir Francis
Legatt

23

Myers, Sir William

Lieutenant-Colonel

13 July 1813

1,575

Kendrick, Josephus

1,575

Kendrick, Josephus

(8) 19 December 1815, contracted
24

Ross, Robert

Major-General

14 November 1814
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(9) 30 August 1816, contracted
Pakenham, Sir Edward
Michael

Major-General

5 June 1815

Gibbs, Sir Samuel

Major-General

21 June 1815

26

Picton, Sir Thomas

Lieutenant-General

27

Ponsonby, Sir William

Major-General

25

2,100

Westmacott, Sir Richard

29 June 1815

3,150

Gahagan, Sebastian

29 June 1815

3,150

Theed, William

(10) 6 December 1816, contracted
28

Gillespie, Sir Robert Rollo

Major-General

21 June 1815

1,575

Chantrey, Sir Francis
Legatt

29

Hay, Andrew

Major-General

21 June 1815

1,575

Hopper,Humphrey

Gore, Arthur

Major-General

Skerrett, JohnByne

Major-General

21 June 1815

2,100

Chantrey, Sir Francis
Legatt

(11) 5 August 1819, contracted
30

(12) 18 December 1823, contracted
31

Eliott, GeorgeAugustus,
BaronHeathfield

Lieutenant-General

17 June 1793

2,100

Rossi, John Charles Felix

32

Duncan, Adam, Viscount
Duncan of Camperdown

Admiral

26 March 1823

2,100

Westmacott, Sir Richard

33

Jervis, John, Earl
St.Vincent

Admiral of the Fleet

26 March 1823

2,100

Baily, Edward Hodges

Sources: Journals of the House of Commons; House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, 1837-38, 36(116), 471; 1842,
26(559), 505; The National Archives, The Treasury, Long Papers, T1/4029.19961, 26118.

We can observe an instance of correlation between the memory of navy and its
heroes and St Paul’s even before Nelson’s funeral: the erection of the monument to
Admiral Richard Lord Howe, the victor at the ‘Glorious First of June.’ Just after
Howe’s death and burial in his family vault at Nottinghamshire in 1799, the
parliament unanimously resolved to erect his monument at public expense. In this
debate, Henry Dundas, the Secretary of State at War, voiced his preference to erect
his monument in St Paul’s rather than Westminster Abbey by pointing to the enemy
standard lodged as a war trophy and the thanksgiving service held for Howe’s
victory: ‘the remembrance of his victory might accompany the remembrance of that
solemnity with which the colours taken by him on the first of June were placed in
that Cathedral’.10) Whilst the naval thanksgiving to celebrate his victory gave a
strong sense to St Paul’s as a site for naval commemoration, its sacred memory
simultaneously fascinated the erection of the monument to the departed admiral
hero there.

10) The parliamentary register, or, history of the proceedings and debates of the Houses of Lords and
Commons ... during the ... session of the eighteenth parliament of Great Britain, x, 94-5: Commons,
3 October 1799.
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<Figure> St Paul’s Cathedral: Positions of National Monuments voted by
Parliament, 1793-1823
• Monuments erected over 3,150 pounds.
쉑 Monuments erected below 3,150 pounds.
￭ Tablet monuments erected below 3,150 pounds.
Source: Anon., Popular Description of St Paul’s Cathedral, including a Brief History of the Old
and New Cathedral, with Explanations of the Monumental Designs, and other Interesting
Particulars, 18th edn (1829), vi-vii, 14-42.

Nelson’s funeral as a naval ceremony
Nelson’s funeral was often described as a ‘state’ funeral without detailed
consideration. The ‘state’ funeral has been a rare public occasion except for the
case of royalty in modern Britain. According to John Wolffe, it was defined as a
funeral superintended by the Earl Marshal and the College of Arms at the public
expense.11) Contrary to this, funerals of the sovereign and the royal family became
‘private’ occasions and were mainly organized by the Lord Chamberlain and his
office.12) Apart from Nelson, the following personnel have received the honour of a
11) John Wolffe, Great deaths: grieving, religion, and nationhood in Victorian and Edwardian Britain
(Oxford, 2000), 287; Wolffe, "National occasions at St Paul’s since 1800," in St Paul’s: the
cathedral church of London 604-2004, eds. Derek Keene, Arthur Burns and Andrew Saint (New
Haven, 2004), 381-91.
12) Paul S. Fritz, "From ‘public’ to ‘private’: the royal funerals in England, 1500-1830," in Mirrors of
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state funeral since the Restoration: the Duke of Albemarle (1670), the Earl of
Sandwich (1672), Admiral Sir Cloudesley Shovell (1707), the Duke of Marlborough
(1722), the Earl of Chatham (William Pitt the Elder, 1778), William Pitt the Younger
(1806) and William Ewart Gladstone (1898) in Westminster Abbey, and the Duke of
Wellington (1852) and Sir Winston Churchill (1965) in St Paul’s.
The role of the Lord Chamberlain and his office was surely important in
organizing the complete interment service to grieve the dying hero.13) As the daily
newspapers such as the Morning Chronicle and the Sun indicated, however, the role
of the Herald’s college was also essential in Nelson’s funeral. Contemporaries
anticipated that ‘the whole Cavalcade’ would be ‘ordered and regulated by the
College of Heralds’ and ‘there shall be a grand funeral procession, with all military
and national honours, made out by the College of Arms’.14) This heraldic
organization, of mediaeval origin, exercised control over the choreographed aspects
of a state funeral: the heralds set up the heraldic protocol in compliance with the
title and status of the deceased, and chiefly determined the hierarchical order of
participants, the disposal of banners and standards in the procession, and
ceremonial procedure. But such a protocol did not follow precedent or an
entrenched style. It could respond to necessary alterations due to public opinion.
The public were particularly concerned with the heraldic devices surrounding
Nelson’s body and the procession at the funeral. The ministers and Sir Isaac Heard,
the Garter King of Arms, who shared responsibility to consider the heraldic devices
and order of procession, also paid special attention to these choreographed
representations. The state funeral of Nelson led to a departure from ordinary
heraldic military funeral.
In the order of the funeral procession, the position of chief mourner was
principally noticed and discussed by newspapers and magazines as well as by
ministers and the Herald’s office. Conventionally, the immediate heir of the
deceased became the chief mourner to emphasize the lineal succession and to claim
the heir’s legitimacy in inheriting the deceased’s title and status. This convention
also gave emphasis to the hierarchical order of society.15) Yet it was out of the
question that any member of Nelson’s family should become the chief mourner. The
mortality: studies in the social history of death, ed. Joachim Whaley (1981), 61-79.
13) Brockliss, Cardwell and Moss, "Nelson’s grand national obsequies."
14) The Sun, 14 November 1805, p. 3; Morning Chronicle, 14 November 1805, 3.
15) Clare Gittings, Death, burial, and the individual in early modern England (Sydney, 1984), esp.
chapter 8.
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organizers of Nelson’s funeral considered the Prince of Wales or Charles Middleton,
Lord Barham and the First Lord of the Admiralty, as chief mourner.16) In December
1805, they thought of Sir Peter Parker, Admiral of the Fleet and Nelson’s early
mentor, as a candidate and subsequently settled on him.17)
The choice of Admiral Parker as the chief mourner apparently affirmed Nelson’s
funeral as a naval pageant rather than a heraldic one. This decision illustrated that
the Royal Navy and its officer corps would assert the succession of his genius and
bravery. The aim of the organizers was to emphasize that the British navy was more
prodigious than those of other European powers.18) We have to notice that this
decision was made after Napoleon’s victories at Ulm and Austerlitz (October and
December 1805). Furthermore, if Barham, a member of the Pitt ministry, filled the
position of chief mourner, the public would regard it as a show of political
partisanship. Surely Pitt and his fellow politicians wanted to appropriate the
meaning of Nelson’s death for their political cause, for the popularity of the present
ministry had been greatly undermined by the Melville Affair.19) Any kind of
indication of political selection might have the opposite effect in such national
occasion. In that light, Admiral Parker was a more suitable pick than Barham.
Following the choice of the most senior naval commander as chief mourner, it
became clear that many naval officers would attend the funeral procession and the
interment service. Admirals Lord Hood and Lord Radstock were assigned as
supporters of the chief mourner and thirty-one admirals attended as pall-bearers,
canopy-bearers, or assistant mourners; while a hundred and one captains and thirty
three lieutenants, including Thomas Masterman Hardy and Rear-Admiral Sir Eriab
Harvey who had fought with Nelson at the Battle of Trafalgar, attended to bear the
standards and banners.20) Such a naval presence at Nelson’s funeral made it greatly
different from former heraldic military funerals of Albemarle, Sandwich, and

16) The College of Arms (hereafter, CA), Funeral of Viscount Nelson MS, RRG LXIII A, fo. 106:
Notes, dated 20 November 1805. I am indebted to Robert Yorke, the archivist of the College of
Arms, for being able to read papers relating to Nelson’s funeral and the order of merit.
17) CA, Funeral of Viscount Nelson MS, RRG LXIII A, fo. 1: William Pollock to [Sir Isaac Heard],
n.d. December 1805; fo. 108: William Marsden to Sir Isaac Heard, 20 December 1805; Morning
Chronicle, 16 December 1805, 3; The Times, 23 December 1805, 3.
18) See also, Jenks, ‘Contesting the hero’, pp. 427-9.
19) E.g., Cobbett’s Weekly Political Register, viii, 16 November 1805, col. 740.
20) For the account of the funeral procession in the London Gazette, 14-8 January 1806, 53-60.
However, we have to notice that such a funeral account was not the actual practice but the plan and
program suggested by the organizers.
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Marlborough.
However, the most striking feature of Nelson’s funeral was that a cohort of
Greenwich pensioners and veterans of the Victory participated in the funeral
procession. At a traditional heraldic funeral, ‘poor’ people were summoned to attend
and one was chosen for each year of the deceased’s age.21) The sailors included in
the funeral service were substitutes for them. Though the attendance of the
Greenwich pensioners was expected by the arrangement that the lying-in-state
would be held in the Painted Hall at Greenwich, this decision was both symbolic
and patriotic: those who had sacrificed their limbs in the service of their country
were associated with Nelson’s figure ― he had also lost his eye and right arm in
the naval service. The organizers of Nelson’s funeral also decided to include some
ordinary sailors and marines of the Victory in the funeral procession. The crew of
the Victory might have been rewarded for their loyalty to Nelson, or perhaps this
decision responded to public opinion.22)
Not only did admirals, naval officers and sailors participate in the funeral service
but 10,000 men of military regiments under Lieutenant-General Sir David Dundas
marshalled the funeral procession on the route guarded by volunteers. These soldiers
were mainly from regiments ‘that fought and conquered in Egypt, and had
participated with the departed Hero, the glory of delivering that part of the world
from the tyrannic ambition of the French’.23) Amongst the troops, the 92nd and
79th, two Scottish Highland regiments, participated in the procession and burial
service.24) They were considered to have played a prominent part in that expedition
to Egypt under the command of the Scottish General Sir Ralph Abercromby, who
died in a battle near Alexandria.25) The presence of these armed forces evoked for
the public both Nelson’s victory at the Battle of the Nile and the late British victory
over Napoleon in 1801. As well as many attendants of the naval profession, the

21) Gittings, Death, burial, and the individual, 27-29.
22) Jenks, "Contesting the hero," 436; Colin White, "The immortal memory: the development of the
Nelson legend from 1805 to the present," in The Nelson companion, ed. C. White (Stroud, 1995),
7-8.
23) Adam Collingwood, Anecdotes of the late Lord Viscount Nelson; including copious accounts of the
three great victories obtained over the combined forces of France, Spain, &c. off the Nile,
Copenhagen, & Trafalgar, … an authentic account of his death, … to which is added, the
ceremonial of his funeral, … also select poetry (1806), 112.
24) Collingwood, Anecdotes of the late Lord Viscount Nelson, 113, 125; The Times, 10 January 1806,
3-4.
25) Cf. Piers Mackesy, British victory in Egypt 1801: the end of Napoleon’s conquest (1995).

12

East Asian Journal of British History, vol. 2 (2012)

military forces in procession alleviated the fear of invasion and hence displayed
British naval and military prowess over Napoleonic France:
The grand display of
ever beheld, gratified
with such defenders,
attack, no enemy, or
invade.26)

troops, infantry, cavalry, and artillery, the finest soldiers the universe
the eyes of the British public, and satisfied their understandings that,
ready to repair, at a moment’s warning, to any threatened point of
combination of enemies, could make any impression in the attempt to

The public paid attention to the devices surrounding Nelson’s body as well as the
funeral procession: the coffin and the funeral car. After the arrival of the Victory
off the Nore, the remains of Nelson were removed from a leaguer of spirits to a
plain coffin, made from timbers from the French flagship L’Orient at the Battle of
the Nile, which was presented to Nelson by Captain Benjamin Hallowell. This coffin
was enclosed in an ornamented and elaborate outer coffin designed by Ackermann
brothers under the direction of the Herald’s office. There were many devices to
indicate Nelson’s coat of arms, the orders of chivalry, his trophies, and other
symbols. For instance, a crocodile and sphinx were depicted as attributes of the
battle of the Nile; in the centre of the coffin, there were ‘Britannia and Neptune
riding triumphant on the ocean, drawn by sea-horses, and led by Fame’ to represent
Nelson’s immortality.27) This magnificent coffin was laid in the Painted Hall,
Greenwich, and shown to the public from 5 to 7 January 1806.
In the funeral procession on 9 January from the Admiralty to St Paul’s, this coffin
was laid on a funeral car designed by Ange Denis Macquin, a friend of Sir Isaac
Heard. Such a funeral car was the prominent feature of a heraldic military funeral
in England. Nelson’s funeral car was also specially designed to recall Nelson’s
exploits and career: it was shaped in the form of Nelson’s flagship, the Victory, and
its head was adorned with the figure of Fame; there were many decorations such as
ostrich feathers, black velvet bordered with a magnificent gold fringe, and heraldic
escutcheons as well as the outer coffin; its canopy was supported by four columns
representing palm trees; on one side of canopy was inscribed Nelson’s motto,
‘Palmam qui meruit ferat’ [Let he who has earned it bear the palm] and on the
other, ‘Hoste devicto requiesit’ [The enemy having been defeated, he rested]. On the
back and front of the canopy were the names ‘Nile’ and ‘Trafalgar’. This funeral car

26) Collingwood, Anecdotes of the late Lord Viscount Nelson, 113.
27) Collingwood, Anecdotes of the late Lord Viscount Nelson, 102-104.
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served as a remembrance of Nelson and deeply impressed the spectators at the
funeral procession.28)
We can observe that many prints to illustrate the magnificent coffin and funeral
car with their captions were produced and distributed. For example, The Times on
10 January 1806 devoted a large space to describe the scene of the funeral
procession and the interment service as well as illustrations of the coffin and
funeral car.29) Prints illustrating the coffin, funeral car, and funeral procession were
very popular and served to share the memory of the departed national hero among
Britons. After the funeral service, the funeral car was presented to Greenwich
Hospital and displayed in the Painted Hall, becoming another destination for Nelson
pilgrimage until its decay.30)

The invention of an official ‘Trafalgar day’
The state funeral was not the only ministerial effort to commemorate Nelson.
Along with the discussion and preparation of the funeral arrangements, the Pitt
ministry considered inaugurating a new order of merit as reward for distinguished
naval and military officers. From early November, cabinet members such as Pitt,
Hawkesbury, Mulgrave, Castlereagh and Barham, had frequently met to argue for the
inauguration of a new ‘Naval and Military Order of Merit’ at Downing Street and
instructed Sir Isaac Heard to write a draft of statutes for this order.31) There was a
remarkable point in the creation of this order: the invention of an official ‘Trafalgar
Day’ with a solemn investiture ceremony in St Paul’s Cathedral.
There had been attempts to create a new order of merit as a reward for naval
and military heroes before the Battle of Trafalgar. Immediately after the arrival of
news of victory at St Vincent in 1797, Charles Small Pybus, a Lord of the Admiralty,
proposed to Lord Spencer to create a new ‘Naval Order of Merit’.32) In his proposal,
28)
29)
30)
31)

Collingwood, Anecdotes of the late Lord Viscount Nelson, 118-19.
The Times, 10 January 1806, 2-3.
The Times, 15 January 1806, 2.
CA, Order of Merit MS, RR59b, fo. 1: Lord Barham to Heard, 9 November 1805; fo. 2: William
Pitt to Heard, 10 November; fo. 3: Note on the Paper received from Mr Pitt, dated 11 November
1805. Here I chiefly depend on the copy of statutes, proposed by Heard to Lord Spencer in June
1806, included in the Liverpool Papers in British Library (hereafter, BL), Add MS 38378, fos. 19-47.
See also, The National Archives (hereafter, TNA), Chatham Papers, 2nd ser., PRO 30/8/144/1, fos.
7-8: Heard to Pitt, 21 November 1805.
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Pybus suggested that distinguished gallantry and conduct in the navy should be
rewarded with this honour, which was divided into three graduated ranks,
corresponding to the succession of flags in the fleet: red, white and blue. It is
uncertain whether the Pitt ministry considered this proposal but the plan to create
an order of merit was suddenly revived in December 1804. According to Joseph
Farington, a landscape painter, George III intended to establish a ‘New Order of

Honour of Naval Knights’. There is no doubt that Napoleon’s Legion of Honour,
whose first investiture was held in July 1804 at the Invalides, triggered this
intention.33)
The victory of Trafalgar and the death of Nelson stimulated the creation of a
new order of merit to promote naval and military heroics on an unprecedented
scale. According to drafts written by Heard, the ‘Naval and Military Order of Merit’
would be headed by the Sovereign and two Grand Masters and divided into three
ranks: Knights Chiefs, Knights Commanders, and Knights. These ranks, in unlimited
number, would be bestowed for distinguished service and would correspond to ranks
in the services. While the rank of knight was to be conferred on commissioned
officers in both naval and military services, subordinate officers such as midshipmen,
non-commissioned officers, and ordinary sailors and soldiers could receive gold and
silver medals. In particular, master’s mates and midshipmen with the honour of a
gold medal were entitled to the rank of knight just after their promotion to
lieutenant in the navy.34)
In an early memorandum of the ministerial meeting, Pitt had already proposed
that the investiture ceremony of this order of merit would be held in the choir of
St Paul’s, and thus that the dean of this cathedral would also assume the deanship
of the order in the solemn ordination ceremonies.35) Banners and plates inscribed
with names, arms, titles, ranks and dates of achievements would be fixed in the
choir. Despite the removal of the banners after the death of officers for the
32) The following descriptions depend on Corbett, Private papers of George, second Earl Spencer, ii, pp.
205-7: Mr Pybus’s Proposal for a Naval Order of Merit. Strength upon the Establishment of an
Order of Naval Merit, dated 7 March 1797.
33) Kathryn Cave, Kenneth Garlick, and Angus Macintye, eds., The diary of Joseph Farington (hereafter,
FD), 16 vols. (New Haven, 1979-84), vi: 2461, 1 December 1804.
34) CA, Order of Merit MS, RR59b, fo. 5, et passim; BL, Add MS 38378, fos. 23-7, 45-7.
35) CA, Order of Merit MS, RR59b, fo. 3; TNA, PRO 30/8/144/1, fos. 9-10: Observations concerning
the Officer of the Order of Merit to be called “Victory”, by Heard, dated 16 December 1805; fos.
15-6: Heard to Pitt, 16 December 1805. See also, CA, Order of Merit MS, RR59b, fo. 31: Copy of
Letter: Heard to Pitt, 16 December 1805; BL, Add MS 38378, fos. 23, 36-40.
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reception of another knight, the plate was to remain there as ‘a lasting Memorial’.
More significantly, the creation of the ‘Naval and Military Order of Merit’ was to
constitute the official ‘Trafalgar Day’. According to the fourteenth clause in the
statutes, the 21st of October in every year would be ‘the Anniversary of the glorious
and ever memorable Victory near Cape Trafalgar’ and ‘all such Knights of the three
Ranks, who may be attended, shall repair to the said Cathedral’.36) Like the
investiture ceremony of the Order of the Bath in Westminster Abbey, the investiture
of the new ‘Naval and Military Order of Merit’ would be accompanied by solemn
ceremony and a military procession. The inauguration of the ‘Naval and Military
Order of Merit’ would provide another opportunity for naval and military
commemoration to associate with the memory of Nelson at St Paul’s.
Although the draft of statutes, and designs for badges, collars, insignia and
dresses were prepared in the winter of 1805-6, and the royal warrant published, the
inauguration of the new ‘Naval and Military Order of Merit’ was suddenly
abandoned. The most significant reason of this failure might have been the death of
William Pitt in January 1806, who earnestly exploited naval patriotism for ministerial
cause. In later years, William Wilberforce lamented that the plan for the new order
remained to be premature after his friend’s death.37) The ‘Trafalgar Day’, the
convention to commemorate Nelson and Trafalgar every 21 October, failed to
penetrate Britons until the end of the nineteenth century.

Naval and military pantheon or Nelson’s mausoleum?
Just after the death of Nelson, the British public did not only want a state funeral
for the dying hero. They also desired the erection of public monuments to Nelson.
Although we take it for granted that his contemporaries attempted to erect many
monuments to Nelson, this momentum was an unprecedented phenomenon ― no
naval or military heroes in the eighteenth century were honoured in such a manner
except in a few instances. There were both local and national movements to erect
monuments to Nelson.38) For instance, there was a project to raise a massive
national monument funded by nation-wide public subscription, a precedent for the

36) BL, Add MS 38378, fo. 38.
37) Parliamentary debates, 1st ser., xiv, cols. 611-2: Commons, 18 May 1809.
38) Yarrington, The commemoration of the hero.
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project of the Nelson Column at Trafalgar Square in later years.39)
In any case, the public were particularly fascinated by the scheme to erect a
public monument to the memory of Nelson in St Paul’s, which could become the
focal point of a British naval and military pantheon. Although the designs and forms
of the monument were deliberated in newspapers and magazines, the consideration
of many commentators chiefly focused on the site to place the monument in St
Paul’s. Some insisted that Nelson’s monument should be placed beneath the centre
of the dome. Robert Mylne, the architect and surveyor of St Paul’s, proposed to
Lord Hawkesbury and the dean and chapter to erect his monument under the dome.
This proposal was based on the historical ground that Sir Christopher Wren seemed
to have desired his monument to be erected under the dome of that cathedral. If
Mylne’s project were approved, ‘a large stone pillar will rise from the grave a
considerable distance, a colossal figure of the deceased on the top of it’.40) His
suggestion was an attempt to confer special meaning on the memory of Nelson in
the space of St Paul’s. Numbers of people supported such plans and believed that
Nelson’s monument should be erected in the most conspicuous site in St Paul’s.41)
The plans to raise a monument there were opposed on architectural, aesthetic
and religious grounds.42) In particular, members of the Royal Academy of Arts were
strongly opposed to having the monument erected in the centre of the crossing.
When George III, through Lord Hawkesbury, informed the Royal Academy of his
desire that ‘the members of the Academy would make designs for a monument to
the Memory of Lord Nelson for His Majesty’s selection’, the members of the Royal
Academy met to discuss the issue of Nelson’s monument in compliance with the
intention of the King on 13 December 1805.43) At that meeting, John Flaxman, who
was the sculptor selected to erect the Nelson’s monument in St Paul’s, opposed the
prevailing idea that the monument should be erected beneath the crossing on
religious grounds. According to Farington, Flaxman considered that it would become
an obstruction to observing the choir and lead to ‘present as a first object in a
place formed for the Worship of the Almighty the figure & the idea of Mortal Man
as the principal object of attention’. The portrait painter John Hoppner supported

39)
40)
41)
42)
43)

The Times, 6 January 1806, 3.
The Times, 30 November 1805, 3; 7 December 1805, 2.
Gentleman’s Magazine, lxxv, December 1805, 1119-20. Cf. The Times, 26 December 1805, 3.
Ibid., 30 December 1805, 3; 6 January 1806, 3.
BL, Fraxman Papers, Add MS 39791, fos. 15-6: Richards to Flaxman, 19 December 1805 and a
copy of letter from Hawkesbury to Richards, 11 December 1805; FD, vii: 2658, 11 December 1805.
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Flaxman’s statement and feared that it would not leave similar honours for a
national hero in the future. He warned against a strong hero cult and the excessive
scope of a naval and military pantheon.44) Though many Britons agreed that the
exploits and merit of Nelson should be rewarded with the honour of a national
monument in St Paul’s, there were different opinions concerning the exact site.
After the last honours and tributes had been paid to Nelson, and after a long and
fierce argument relating to funeral honours for Pitt the Younger at the opening of
parliament, a vote of thanks to the victors at the battle of Trafalgar and an address
to erect monuments to the memory of Nelson were unanimously resolved on 28
January 1806. In next year, the Treasury contracted with Flaxman for the commission
to erect Nelson’s monument at the cost 6,000 guineas in October 1807.45) After a
long delay due to his other commissions, Flaxman’s Nelson monument was finally
unveiled in May 1818.46) As he desired, the site for this monument in St Paul’s was
not at the centre under the dome but in the great piers between the dome and the
choir, similar to Rossi’s monument to the Marquis Cornwallis.
This monument, in an immense pyramidal design, was a mixture of the
contemporary and the allegorical: it consisted of a colossal statue of Nelson in naval
uniform raised on the pedestal; a figure of Minerva instructing two young naval
cadets and a crouching British lion on each side below Nelson’s statue; the front of
the pedestal was carved with the names ‘Trafalgar’, ‘Nile’ and ‘Copenhagen’ and was
engraved with three Sea Gods in relief, representing the Atlantic, the Mediterranean
and the North Sea. It was also evident that Flaxman had idealized the figure of
Nelson in his monument. Although Nelson’s right eye in that statue was as intact as
in other portraits, statues and busts, his lost right arm was carefully concealed by a
pelisse which Nelson had received from the Grand Signor.47) Contemporaries
scarcely appreciated this monument but its narrative of allegory was obvious: heroic
Nelson was the exemplar to fascinate younger generations in the navy.48)
On the other hand, the body of Nelson was buried in the crossing of the crypt
under the dome, the most important site in that cathedral. This was due in part to
44) FD, 2660-1, 14 December 1805.
45) Parliamentary debates, 1st ser., vi, cols. 97-107: Commons, 28 January 1806; TNA, The Treasury
General Out-Letter Books, T27/60, fos. 152-3: Henry Wellesley to William Huskisson, 4 September
1807.
46) Gentleman’s Magazine, lxxxviii, May 1818, 462; The Times, 14 May 1818, 3.
47) BL, Flaxman Papers, Add MS 39790, fos. 19-20: Flaxman to Mrs Flaxman, February 1806.
48) Cf. George Lewis Smyth, The monuments and genii of St Paul’s Cathedral and Westminster Abbey;
comprising naval & military heroes, poets, statesmen, artists, authors, &c. &c. &c. (1826), 684-85.
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the proposal by Robert Mylne. Although Mylne, James Wyatt and even Italian sculptor
Antonio Canova suggested the design of a tomb, the board of the Treasury instructed
the diversion of a black marble sarcophagus, made for Cardinal Wolsey in the
sixteenth century and long reserved in Windsor Castle, with the least alteration.49) A
viscount’s coronet and a cushion were placed on the sarcophagus and the following
words were inscribed in letters of gold metal on one side of the pedestal:
‘HORATIO. VISC. NELSON’. The work for Nelson’s tomb proceeded concurrently
with that for his monument, but seems to have been finished in early 1810.50)
In the same year, St Paul’s received another admiral hero of Trafalgar. Admiral
Lord Collingwood, the second command to Nelson and commander-in-chief of the
Mediterranean Fleet as his successor, died of disease on his voyage and was buried
beside the tomb of Nelson in the crypt of St Paul’s. Although not organized as a
state funeral, Collingwood’s funeral was performed along the same lines as Nelson’s:
a lying-in-state in the Painted Hall, Greenwich Hospital, and a funeral procession
with the attendance of Greenwich pensioners. There were many important naval
figures such as Lord Mulgrave, the First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord St Vincent, the
superior officer of Nelson and Collingwood, Sir Peter Parker and Lord Cochrane, a
radical leader.51) In June 1831, Lord Northesk, the third in command at Trafalgar,
was buried at the other side of Nelson’s tomb.52)
Even if the dean and chapters of St Paul’s tolerantly permitted the erection of
naval and military monuments, they did not approve the burial of naval and military
heroes until the 1850s. The funerals of Collingwood and Northesk were exceptionally
admitted because of their connection with the memory of Nelson and Trafalgar. In
addition, two of Nelson’s kinsmen, William Earl Nelson and his son Horatio Nelson,
‘Lord Trafalgar’, were also buried near the tomb of Nelson in the crypt. Contrary to
the monument, which did not attract sufficient public concern, his tomb not only
occupied the most important place in St Paul’s; the burial of naval heroes and
individuals was permitted to enhance the characteristics of this mausoleum of
national martyrdom.
49) Morning Herald, 16 January 1806, 2; TNA, T27/61, fo. 47: George Harrison to James Wyatt, 9
February 1808; The Treasury, Minute Books, T29/91, fo. 389: 13 August 1807; T29/93, fo. 266: 2
February 1808; T29/122, fo. 526: 6 April 1813.
50) E.g., David Hughson [David Pugh], London: being an accurate history and description of the British
metropolis and its neighbourhood to thirty miles extent, from an actual perambulation, 6 vols
(1805-9), vi: 596.
51) Naval Chronicle, xxiii (1810): 383-84; The Times, 12 May 1810, 4.
52) The Times, 7 June 1831, 3; 9 June 1831, 5.
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The state funeral of Nelson was a watershed both in the history of state ceremonial
in Britain and of St Paul’s Cathedral. Not only was it the first state funeral held at
St Paul’s but it was regarded as an unprecedented occasion by contemporaries. For
example, the Naval Chronicle insisted: ‘Thus terminated one of the most impressive
and most splendid solemnities that ever took place in this country, or perhaps in
Europe’.53) It could not estimate the number of people who visited the lying-in-state
in Greenwich or who viewed the funeral procession. An eyewitness remarked on the
public respect and grief for Nelson, beyond class and rank, observed in London:
‘During the whole of this solemn ceremony, the greatest order prevailed throughout
the metropolis; and as the Remains of the much-lamented Hero proceeded along,
every possible testimony of sorrow and of respect was manifested by an immense
concourse of spectators of all ranks’.54)
This series of projects to commemorate Nelson and Trafalgar in 1805-6 the state
funeral, the invention of official ‘Trafalgar Day’ and the erection of his monument
and tomb can be considered to have reconstituted St Paul’s into a national shrine
dedicated to the memory of the greatest naval hero rather than a naval and military
pantheon. This memory was simultaneously perpetuated and privileged through this
metropolitan cathedral. Although this meant the expansion of the potential and
scope of naval and military state commemoration in Britain, there was a danger of
strong hero-worship to Nelson.
Without any effort of continuance, the conjunction of St Paul’s with the
pantheonization of the hero might be contingent on the period of the French
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, the ‘first total war’.55) As shown in public
funerals of Wellington and other military heroes in later years, however, traditions
of commemoration are thus revealed as living forces, which are shaped and
reshaped in every generation; it further affirms the significance of Nelson as the
national hero in St Paul’s, which was ‘our Pantheons, our Valhalla, our Chapel of
the Invalides’.56)

53) Naval Chronicle, xv (1806): 233.
54) Gentleman’s Magazine, lxxvi (1806): 71. E.g., The Times, 7 January 1806, 3; 9 January 1806, 3; 10
January 1806, 4; Archibald Duncan, A correct narrative of the funeral of Horatio Lord Viscount
Nelson (1806), 47.
55) J.E. Cookson, The British armed nation, 1793-1815 (Oxford, 1997), 246; David Avrom Bell, The
first total war: Napoleon’s Europe and the birth of modern warfare (2007).
56) E.g., The Times, 21 September 1852, 4.
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The Status of Socialism in Public Debate in Britain in the 1890s*
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Abstract
This study is an attempt to approach the history of socialism in Britain in the late
Victorian period from the perspective of discursive analysis. It analyses how the language
of socialism was understood and defined by political commentators in major periodicals and
newspapers in Britain in the 1890s. Existing historical research on socialism in Britain has
not paid enough attention to the fact that the public debate, usually around Westminster, on
‘Socialism’ was not led by socialists but by anti- or non-socialist political commentators.
Most of the political commentators who used the term ‘Socialism’ at the time were not
interested in the activities of British socialists, while censuring radical policies for its
‘Socialist’ tendency. The discursive analysis of their intentions and their results will provide
a new explanation for how the term ‘Socialism’ came to refer to the Liberal social reforms
rather than the activities of real socialists in the late Victorian period.
Keywords: Britain, 1890s, socialism, discursive analysis, periodicals, newspapers.
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Introduction
This article pays attention to the public debate in which various interpretations of
‘Socialism’ influenced each other, rather than to theoretical discussions by
politicians or political thinkers on socialism or social reform. For this reason,
periodicals, and sometimes newspapers, with various political orientations are the
main sources for this article. There were a large number of periodicals in Victorian
Britain, varying from the right to the left of the political spectrum. Although the
history of these periodicals is important, it is not necessary to allocate much space
to that subject in this article; the analysis of the socio-economic or political
backgrounds of the reviewers, editors, and proprietors is not the primary objective
of this article. Nevertheless, it is necessary to explain why some periodicals are
considered more important than others.
One of the most valuable sources for the history of Victorian periodicals is The

Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals, 1824-1900.1) This well-organised reference
work provides not only the indexes to important periodicals but also a brief but
detailed history of each one. In the Victorian age, periodicals were one of the most
important means through which many intellectuals expressed and exchanged their
opinions about various subjects. Indeed, they are ‘remarkable record[s] of
contemporary thought in every field, with a full range of opinion on every major
question ― a range exceeding what could be found, in many cases, in such books
as were devoted to the topic being investigated.’ Not least because this article is
interested in how various interpretations of ‘Socialism’ influenced each other,
periodicals through which intellectuals exchanged their opinions are its most
important sources.
According to The Wellesley Index, the most influential periodicals in the Victorian
age were the Quarterly Review, the Edinburgh Review, and the Westminster Review.
Their political orientations were tory, whig, and radical respectively. Because this
article focuses on the differences between various definitions of ‘Socialism’ made by
non- or anti-socialist commentators, the three most influential periodicals with
distinctive political orientations are its main sources. However, such categorisation
of political orientations of periodicals is by no means an absolute criterion by
which this article analyses various definitions of ‘Socialism’. As it approaches the
history of socialism on a discursive level, the political interests of authors, editors,
1) W. E. Houghton, ed., The Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals, 1824-1900 (Toronto, 1966).
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and proprietors or their relationship with political parties are not regarded as the
cause of changes in definitions of the term ‘Socialism’. For example, this article
does not assume that the prime reason why articles in the Quarterly Review used
the term ‘Socialism’ in order to criticise the Liberal social reforms was that the
socio-economic or political interests of the author and the Quarterly Review were in
line with the Conservative Party. This kind of explanation does not fully answer the
question of why some other articles in conservative periodicals did not use the term
‘Socialism’ when they criticised the Liberal social reforms, or why there were
different definitions of the term ‘Socialism’ even in the same periodicals. In other
words, periodical articles were not controlled by political parties. Nor was the term
‘Socialism’. Thus in order to answer this question, one should not seek to establish
a causal relationship between political activity and political discourse. From a
linguistic perspective, as Stedman Jones emphasises, to analyse the socio-economic
or political interests of the authors, editors, and proprietors is merely to repeat the
question.2) Instead, we should perform a discursive analysis of the relationships
between various definitions of ‘Socialism’. This is not least because the political
orientations and intentions of those who used the term ‘Socialism’ were articulated
only through discourse.
This article also looks at some other periodicals and newspapers dealing with the
topic of ‘Socialism’. John Mason has observed that seven journals including the
three above were most important in Britain from 1865 to 1914. The other four were
the Contemporary Review, the Fortnightly Review, the Nineteenth Century (and
After), and the National Review. However, with the exception of the National
Review, these periodicals rarely used the term ‘Socialism’ when dealing with the
political situation in Britain. They tended to restrict the usage of this term to
socialism in foreign countries or socialism as a political theory which was not
relevant to politics in Britain. This was also the case with the Westminster Review.
Because this periodical used the term ‘Socialism’ more frequently than other
non-conservative periodicals and because this was the oldest of them, this article
mainly compares the Westminster Review with conservative periodicals while only
occasionally drawing attention to other periodicals.
As for the National Review, although it frequently used the term ‘Socialism’ when
dealing with the question of social reform in Britain, its influence on the public

2) G. Stedman Jones, "The Determinist Fix: Some Obstacles to the Further Development of the
Linguistic Approach to History in the 1990s," History Workshop Journal 42 (Autumn, 1996): 19-35.
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debate was not as great as that of the Quarterly Review or the Edinburgh Review.
According to the Newspaper Press Directory, the Quarterly Review was advertised as
‘Essays on General Literature, Politics, Reviews (Conservative)’; the Edinburgh Review
as ‘Essays on Literature, Science, and Politics (Liberal)’; and the Westminster Review
as ‘General Literature and Politics (Liberal)’, throughout the Victorian and Edwardian
periods.3) On the contrary, the Contemporary Review was advertised as ‘Theological,
Literary, and Social’; the Fortnightly Review as ‘Politics, Literature, Criticisms
(Mthly.)’; the Nineteenth Century (and After) as ‘Original Articles on Topics of the
Day, by Eminent Writers’. It follows that these periodicals were not considered as
politically serious as the three older periodicals. The National Review was advertised
as ‘Political (Conservative), Literary’ between 1884 and 1910, and as ‘Political and
General’ between 1910 and 1914; it was not constantly regarded as a Conservative
periodical. In addition, the pattern of the usage of the term ‘Socialism’ in this
periodical was not very different from that in the Quarterly Review. This was also
the case of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine (Maga), which was advertised as
‘Political (Conservative) and general Literature’. For this reason, the National Review
and of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine deserves the attention of this article.
Articles in the National Review, however, do not appear in this article, as they
rarely used the language of socialism in the 1890s.
After Gladstone introduced the Irish Home Rule Bill in 1886, a group of Liberals
defected to form their own Liberal Unionist party in opposition to his policy and
won the general election of the same year allied with the Conservatives. This group
consisted of radical Unionists led by Joseph Chamberlain and moderate Unionists
who followed the Marquess of Hartington, most of whom were from the landed
class. Thereafter, the Liberals and their Irish Nationalist allies were occasionally
called ‘Home Rulers’, while the Conservatives and the Liberal Unionists were
grouped as ‘Unionists’.4) The Liberal Party was now completely dependent upon
support from the Irish Nationalists in order to come to power. Indeed, Gladstone
won the general election of 1892 with their support and proposed a second Home
Rule Bill, which was rejected by the Lords. He retired in 1894 and was succeeded
by Lord Rosebery. After he lost the general election of the following year, the
Liberal Party had to remain as the opposition party for a decade.
From the Unionist point of view, the Liberal Party was now a pure Radical party

3) B. Bros, Newspaper Press Directory (London, 1849-).
4) They were merged officially in 1912.
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because it had driven out a large number of whigs while retaining many radicals
despite the defection of Chamberlain.5) Under such circumstances, ideological
differences between tory and whig periodicals were blurred even further and both of
them began fervently to accuse the Liberal Party of sacrificing national interests for
its electoral success. Alexander Michie, in Maga, regarded the Irish Home Rule Bill
as ‘surrender to the Irish.’6) In terms of the interests of the landed class, the
question of Ireland was closely related to the nationalisation of land because both of
them were based on the idea that ‘land is the common inheritance of all, and
should be secured for the use of all.’7) Therefore, to conservative commentators,
‘surrender to the Irish’ was a prelude to surrender to the radical demand for the
nationalisation of land. Clement M. Bailhache claimed that ‘Land Nationalisation,
then, is more than a reform; it is a revolution ― a complete reversal of the
economic laws and ideas obtaining among all civilised nations.’8)
In the 1880s, some conservative commentators had already alleged that the
radical demand for land reform was influenced by socialism. In the 1890s, they
began to feel that such an influence, unchecked by the old whigs, might rapidly
develop. They also feared that the leaders of the Liberal Party, who had already
compromised with the Irish Nationalists, would easily commit similar errors when
dealing with socialism. Some of the commentators believed that a number of
unleashed socialists were secretly spreading through the political network of the
Liberal Party. Based on this belief, they began to ascribe as many Liberal policies as
possible to the growing influence of socialists.
However, conservative periodicals did not pay much attention to the activities of

5) The defection of the whigs had already begun before the Home Rule Bill, which accelerated this
process: M. Pugh, State and Society: A Social and Political History of Britain 1870-1997, The
Arnold History of Britain (London, 1999), 29-30.
6) A. Michie, "The Gladstonian Myth," Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine 155 (July 1894): 581.
Alexander Michie (1833-1902): writer on China; born at Earlsferry, Fifeshire, on 1 March 1833; only
son of Alexander Michie, a weaver, by his wife Ann Laing; on his father's death his mother married
again; Robert Thin, M. D. Edinburgh (d. at Shanghai in 1867), and George Thin, M.D. Edinburgh,
of London, were Michie's stepbrothers; educated for commercial life at Kilconquhar school; left
England to join Lindsay and Co., merchants, at Hong-Kong (1853); became a partner of his firm
and its representative at Shanghai (1857); subsequently transferred his services successively to
Chapman, King and Co., to Dyce, Nichol and Co., in which he obtained a partnership, and finally
to the leading Chinese firm, Jardine, Matheson and Co; a prominent member of the Chamber of
Commerce, Shanghai, and a chairman for some years.
7) C. M. Bailhache, "Land Nationalisation," Westminster Review 137 (May 1892): 513.
8) Bailhache, "Land Nationalisation," 513.
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British socialist organisations. They were more concerned about the probable
connection between the Liberals and socialists than about who these socialists were.
It was the Westminster Review that dealt with socialism as the main topic most
frequently. The number of articles that included ‘Socialism’ or ‘Socialist’ in their
titles increased from 6 in the 1880s to 9 in the 1890s. By contrast, it diminished
significantly in conservative periodicals: only 1 in the Quarterly Review, and none in
the Edinburgh Review.9) Therefore, the intensification of the conservative allegation
that socialists were working together with the Liberal Party was not accompanied by
an increase of interest in socialism per se.

Growing Fear of Fabian ‘Permeation’
While fear of socialism was building up in conservative periodicals, the actual
influence of British socialist organisations diminished further. With the exception of
the ILP, founded by Keir Hardie in 1893, most socialist organisations were not
capable of sending their own members to parliament.10) This was mainly because
they did not want to compromise with trade unionism, on the grounds that it did
not aim at the collapse of capitalism but just tried to improve the living standards
of the working class within the existing capitalist system. The SDF, led by Hyndman,
was particularly antagonistic to trade unionists. Although William Morris generally
supported trade unionism, many other members of the Socialist League, such as
John Lincoln Mahon and Fred Jowett, preferred more revolutionary methods, which
made Morris leave them in 1890 to begin his ‘Socialist Unity’ movement.11) Such
9) H. H. Henson, "The New Christian Socialism," Quarterly Review 179 (July 1894): 1-26. These
figures are calculated from the title indexes in The Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals,
1824-1900. Blackwood' Edinburgh Magazine and the Nineteenth Century presented two and three
articles about ‘Socialism’ respectively: G. D. Campbell, "Christian Socialism," Nineteenth Century 36
(November 1894): 690-707; W. H. Fremantle, "Individualists and Socialists," Nineteenth Century 41
(February 1897): 311-24; Y. Guyot, "Socialism in France: Its Present and Future," Nineteenth Century
34 (December 1893): 860-74; E. A. Irving, "Primitive Socialists [in Malaya]," Blackwood’s Edinburgh
Magazine 168 (July 1900): 42-57; W. R. Lawson, "A Sham Socialist Budget," Blackwood's
Edinburgh Magazine 155 (May 1894): 729-44.
10) Although four future members of the ILP, including Hardie, had been returned as independent labour
members at the general election of 1892, none of its 28 candidates were elected in the 1895
election.
11) K. Laybourn, The Rise of Socialism in Britain, c. 1881-1951 (Stroud, 1997), 19. John Lincoln
Mahon: socialist, president of the ILP. Frederic William Jowett (1864-1944): the first Labour MP for
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divisions made it more difficult for socialism to spread through the working class in

Britain .
By contrast, the ILP took much more favourable attitudes towards trade unionism.
Its main concern lay in the representation of the working class in parliament, not in
the realisation of socialism, although its members frequently asserted that their
ultimate goal was socialism.12) In this sense, the ILP was the least socialistic of all
the British socialist organisations. It did not even use the term ‘Socialist’ in its
name. Nevertheless, because its political activity was much more successful than that
of other socialist organisations conservative reviewers tended to regard it as a more
powerful socialist organisation than the SDF or the Socialist League, which were, by
this process, alienated further from the conservative debate on socialism.
It was the Fabian Society that was most frequently connected to the Liberal Party
in conservative periodicals among British socialists. According to Laybourn, the main
feature of Fabian socialism was that it negated Marx’s labour theory of value and
his emphasis upon class conflict while supporting Henry George’s emphasis upon
rent, which involved the nationalisation of land and progressive taxation. In other
words, the Fabians aimed to ‘play down the importance of class conflict and to
stress the need to extend gradually the control of the state and municipal
authorities in order to redress the economic imbalance.’13) In order to ‘gradually’
control the state, Sidney Webb stressed the need to permeate the radicals and
Liberals; it was this strategy that alarmed conservative opinion.14) In consequence,
some reviewers began to suspect that many socialists, directed by the ‘permeation’
strategy of the Fabians, were secretly and gradually taking control of the Liberal
Party. Therefore, it seems that the doctrine of the Fabian Society was responsible
for a large part of the conservative fear

of the spread of socialism in the Liberal

Party. In this sense, the influence of the Fabian Society upon the development of
socialism was significant.
However, although Laybourn observes that Fabian Essays in Socialism (1889) was
selling many copies, the actual influence of the Fabian Society upon the Liberal
Party is quite difficult to estimate. Even when it was suspected by some conservative
reviewers that the Fabians were behind the Liberal policies, the target of the Fabian
Bradford in 1906.
12) For more details, see D. James, T. Jowitt, and K. Laybourn, eds., The Centennial History of the
Independent Labour Party: A Collection of Essays (Halifax, 1992).
13) Laybourn, The Rise of Socialism, 22.
14) Laybourn, The Rise of Socialism, 23.
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Society oscillated between the ILP, the Labour Party, and the Liberal Party, before
finally landing on the Labour Party during the First World War.15) In other words,
they hardly succeeded in permeating any of the parliamentary parties before the
First World War. Nor did any of these parties officially embrace the socialist
doctrine of the Fabian Society. Indeed, Beatrice Webb seemed frustrated when she
observed that it was not easy to persuade Liberals to accept socialism: ‘it is only
Conservatives who can make revolutions nowadays, and they are, if anything, more
susceptible to democratic pressure than the Liberals.’16) Therefore, even though the
Fabian Society had been attempting to permeate the Liberal Party, the extent of its
actual influence was rather restricted.
Here, an important point needs to be made about the relationship between
conservatism and socialism. Although Beatrice Webb saw a possibility that the
Conservative Party could take more positive attitudes towards radical social reforms
than the Liberal Party, it does not change the fact that it was the Liberal social
reforms which were described as ‘Socialistic’. In other words, even when the
Conservatives took up socialistic ideas when drawing up their own social reform
policies, they did not identify such reforms as ‘Socialism’. By the same token, the
fact that conservative commentators criticised the Liberal social reforms for being
‘Socialistic’ does not mean that the Conservatives opposed social reform, including
some socialistic measures. Historical research on socialistic aspects of the
Conservative social reforms belongs to another study.
Arthur Elliot in the Edinburgh Review speculated that the Liberal Party was
influenced by Fabian socialism.17) Alarmed by the further radicalisation of the
Liberal Party, Elliot suspected that socialists were growing under the shelter of the
Liberals:
For the time being they recognise the weakness of outspoken Socialism, but the Socialists are
a growing party, and one of these days they will feel strong enough to stand alone. When
that day comes they foresee, though they do not shrink from, “the denunciations of Radical

15) Laybourn, The Rise of Socialism, 23.
16) Beatrice Webb, Diary, 26 July 1897: quoted in E. H. H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism: The
Politics and Ideology of the British Conservative Party, 1880-1914 (London, 1996), 145.
17) A. Elliot, "The Individual and the State," Edinburgh Review 174 (July 1891): 271-94. Arthur Ralph
Douglas Elliot (1846-1923): politician; brother of fourth Earl of Minto; BA, Trinity College,
Cambridge; called to bar (Inner Temple), 1870; Liberal Unionist MP, 1886-92; MP, Durham,
1898-1906; financial secretary to Treasury, April to September 1903; edited the Edinburgh Review,
1895-1912.
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wirepullers and the now so complaisant and courteous Radical press. The alliance will be at
an end.” All this they are prepared to face rather than to swallow some possible Radical
programme which is not truly Socialistic. The split is inevitable, and it will lead to the
formation of a “definitely Socialist party ― i.e. a party pledged to the communalization of all
the means of production and exchange, and which is prepared to subordinate every other
consideration to that end.”18)

This kind of view was becoming more popular among conservative reviewers. They
presumed that a large part of recent Liberal social reform was designed to pamper
to socialist factions in the Liberal Party, as it had to count on every possible
political force in order to constitute a majority in parliament. Elliot observed that
there was an ‘unstable equilibrium of the party which is supposed to be led by Mr.
Gladstone, and which advocates Repeal of the Union .’ That is, the coalition of the
Liberals and the Irish Nationalists stood on a very weak basis after the defeat of the
Irish Home Rule Bill. Because the Liberals had lost their political vitality, they would
‘engage its opponents on any other ground than that of Home Rule.’ Therefore, the
author contended, ‘to Socialistic pledges the Gladstonian candidate looks for success,
regardless of time when their fulfilment will be called for, when these very pledges
“will come home to roost.”’19) Thus he warned that the Liberal Party was fostering
socialists unaware that they would soon be its most powerful enemy.
As proof for this allegation, the author provided the socialist doctrine of the
Fabian Society, emphasising that parliament was divided between those who
supported it and those who were opposed to it:
The writers of “Fabian Essays in Socialism” claim fairly enough that the trend of things
towards an era of absolute Socialism is seen in the changed attitude of men towards State
interference and control. They frankly remind us, however, that State control does not imply
Socialism. “Socialism is the common holding of the means of production and exchange, and
the holding of them for equal benefit of all.” It is upon this principle that men’s politics are
in truth divided. In the present Parliament, for instance, were Home Rule left out, it is absurd
to pretend that the “political parties consist of two bodies of men differentiated from each
other by the holding of fundamentally different principles.” “The Whig” has by no means
disappeared, “the daily democratic shouting of the Radical newspapers” to the contrary
notwithstanding. It is the Tory who has gone from amongst us, and left the arena to be
contested between men whose opinions are Whig and men whose opinions are Socialist.20)

18) Elliot, "The Individual and the State," 293.
19) Elliot, "The Individual and the State," 294.
20) Elliot, "The Individual and the State," 293.
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The Fabian Society was not the one and only socialist organisation at the time.
There were also other socialist organisations whose strategies, if not their ultimate
goals, were different from each other. The reason why the author chose the Fabian
Society as the culprit for the political upheaval was that it overtly stressed the
importance of permeation through parliament. While other socialist organisations
had their own political representatives, the Fabians seemed to prefer to brainwash
and manipulate existing politicians. As a result, conservative reviewers feared that
the political activity of the Fabians was very hard to notice. These circumstances
made them suspect anyone whose political stance looked similar to socialism.
Indeed, conservative reviewers scarcely asked exactly who in the Liberal Party
were connected to the Fabian Society. Instead, they concentrated on the socialist
tendency of the Liberals in general. All that they provided was the speculation that
there must be socialists within the Liberal Party because its policy was apparently
socialistic. For example, W.R. Lawson in Maga criticised Sir William Harcourt’s
Budget proposals for being socialistic without providing any specific reasons.21) In
particular, the author was provoked by the levy of graduated death duties:
It had been reserved for him to discover that even deficits have their uses. This one furnished
him with an admirable opportunity for ventilating a few socialistic ideas on class taxation,
which he had long been nursing for just such a chance to let loose. A Chancellor of the
Exchequer with a big surplus in hand has no excuse for putting on more taxes. Even
progressive economists do not advocate graduated taxes for their own sake. There must be
some pretext for levying them, and it was only to be found in a bad year. Commercial
depression and the recent naval scare produced a situation bad enough even for the saturnine
soul of Sir William Harcourt. He smiled grimly on his declining revenue and his swelling
estimates. They were preparing the way for a new era of democratic finance, of which he
was to be the high priest.22)

Under the title of ‘A Sham Socialist Budget’, the author just assumed that readers of
this review would automatically agree that the use of the term ‘Socialist’ was
appropriate if only he could expose a class-biased (against the landed class) and
21) Lawson, "A Sham Socialist Budget." Sir Wilfrid Lawson, second baronet (1829-1906): politician and
temperance advocate. Sir William George Granville Venables Vernon Harcourt (1827-1904): some
historians argue that he would have been Prime Minister but for Queen Victoria’s preference for
Archibald Primrose, Earl of Rosebery. However, because the Queen did not ask Gladstone’s opinion
about who would succeed him, this argument does not seem to be persuasive. Harcourt’s Budget of
1894, which introduced the principle of graduated taxation, indicated the way forward in the
financing of social reform.
22) Lawson, "A Sham Socialist Budget," 729.
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democratic character of the Budget. Because graduated death duties would certainly
be detrimental to the interests of the landed class and could be one of the
stepping-stones towards the nationalisation of all the means of production, the
author implicated that the Liberal Budget was tantamount to socialism. His intention
was, therefore, not to prove that the Budget was socialist on a theoretical level but
just to claim on quite a superficial level that it was as dangerous as socialism. The
term ‘Socialist’ here was not used to signify any concrete body of thought but was
used simply as a synonym of ‘sham’.
Most conservative reviewers did not pay as much attention to those who were
clearly related to socialist organisations as to the alleged socialists in the Liberal
Party. In most cases, there were no socialists but only the threat of socialism.
Before the Home Rule Bill, conservative commentators had occasionally regarded
Chamberlain as the culprit of the spread of socialism in the Liberal Party. Now that
he had left, had their observation been correct, the Liberal Party should have been
liberated from socialism. On the contrary, the conservative reviewers continued to
claim that the Liberal Party had come even closer to being a Socialist party.
Therefore, no matter who was in the leadership of the Liberal Party, insofar as their
policies were at odds with the interests of the landed class, they were regarded as
socialists.
In some cases, indeed, they provided their own interpretations of socialism. In
the Quarterly Review, for example, Mallock defined socialism more favourably to the
conservative suspicion. He observed that ‘Socialism is the word that in contemporary
politics comes next in power after Democracy.’23) He argued that although the
public regarded socialism as a ‘newly discovered force,’ the truth was the opposite:
Not only is Socialism as old as the oldest civilization, but there is no civilization of which it
has not formed a part. The principle of Socialism, the very meaning of the word admitted to
be such alike by its apostles and its critics, is the support by all of institutions for the use of
all; and without some such institutions no civilized community can exist. There is no more
complete example of a Socialistic institution than a street. Socialism, in fact, is as essential to
civilization as individualism; and the only question that can be debated by any rational man is
not which of them shall supersede and expel the other, but in what proportions the two can
be best applied under a given set of circumstances.24)

This was one of the rare occasions when conservative reviewers dealt directly with
23) W. H. Mallock, "Conservatism and Democracy," Quarterly Review 176 (January 1893): 282.
24) Mallock, "Conservatism and Democracy," 253.
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socialism, analysing its history and principles. However, this explanation was not
based on actual facts such as who had created the concept of socialism and who
was spreading it. Instead, Mallock diminished the significance of socialism by
defining it very broadly. His definition of socialism was much closer to that of
collectivism in that it was positioned against individualism, not against capitalism.
He implied that because every aspect of society was related to socialism as well as
to individualism, a ‘rational man’ would not adhere to only one of them, but would
always try to keep the balance between them. Then he suggested that only
Conservatives were capable of sustaining the balance: ‘when Conservatives are
threatened with Socialism by fanatics who call themselves Socialists, their proper
reply will be, And we are Socialists also; and when they are taunted with Socialism
by those who call themselves Individualists, their proper reply will be, And you are
Socialists also.’25) Mallock was the one who had written the first conservative article
in which socialism was connected to radicalism in 1883.26) Now it looked as if he
was the most authoritative person that could define what socialism was, overriding
the authority of socialist organisations. By this process, the conservative debate on
socialism was detached further from the activities of socialist organisations.
Because socialism was treated in conservative periodicals less with theoretical
interest than with current political interest, few explained what exactly socialism
meant. It was only when they dealt with socialism in foreign countries that they
showed even a little theoretical interest. For example, the Nineteenth Century
featured Y. Guyot’s ‘Socialism in France ; Its Present and Future’ and Blackwood’s
Edinburgh Magazine featured E.A. Irving’s ‘Primitive socialists in Malaya’.27) Although
these cases were very rare and had little to do with the political situation in Britain,
they do suggest that interest in socialism in general was beginning to develop.

Poor Status of British Socialist Leaders
In contrast to the frequent invocation of Fabian socialism, the overall influence of
British socialist organisations upon conservative debate on socialism was becoming
even more insignificant than in the 1880s. Many historians regard Hyndman as the

25) Mallock, "Conservatism and Democracy," 283.
26) W. H. Mallock, "Socialism and England," Quarterly Review 156 (October 1883): 353-93.
27) Guyot, "Socialism in France: Its Present and Future"; Irving, "Primitive Socialists [in Malaya]."
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culprit for the divisions between British socialists.28) Henry Collins observes that
Hyndman’s antagonism towards trade unionism was the main reason for the
alienation of the SDF from the labour movement.29) Stanley Pierson also points out
that Hyndman’s national socialism was not compatible with other forms of British
socialism, most of which were much closer to utilitarianism.30) On the contrary,
Martin Crick argues that the influence of Hyndman in the SDF was not as dominant
as other historians suggest.31) However, Laybourn observes that all these approaches
are agreed that ‘Hyndman’s character was still fundamental to many of the problems
of the SDF.’32) More importantly, however, most of these researches, including
Laybourn’s, imply that if Hyndman had taken more amicable attitudes towards other
socialists and the trade unionists, the SDF and even British socialism as a whole
might have developed better. All these observations, however, are confined to the
small circle of socialists. In the eyes of those outside this boundary, the activities of
Hyndman and the SDF were simply of no interest. In addition, as shown above,
since his Marxist tendency seemed less directly targeted on the landed class than
Fabian socialism, his activities scarcely drew the attention of conservative reviewers.
For example, The Times mentioned Hyndman only three times in the 1890s while
it dealt with socialism at least 123 times in the same period, most of which were
about socialism on the continent.33) Moreover, two of the three cases were not
28) The most important historical research on Hyndman is as follows: M. Bevir, "H. M. Hyndman: A
Rereading and a Reassessment," History of Political Thought 12 (1991): 125-45; M. Bevir, "The
British Social Democratic Federation 1880-1885: From O'Brienism to Marxism," International Review
of Social History 37 (1992): 207-29; M. Bevir, "Republicanism, Socialism, and Democracy in Britain:
The Origins of the Radical Left," Journal of Social History 34 (2000): 351-68; G. Brown,
"Correspondence from H. M. Hyndman to Mrs. Cobden-Sanderson, 1900-1921," Bulletin of the
Society for the Study of Labour History (1971), 11-16; N. Etherington, "Hyndman, the Social
Democratic Federation, and Imperialism," Historical Studies 16 (1974): 89-103; C. Holmes, "H. M.
Hyndman and R. D. Blumenfeld: Correspondence in 1913," Bulletin of the Society for the Study of
Labour History (1972), 27-29; T. Lloyd, "Morris v. Hyndman: Commonweal and Justice," Victorian
Periodicals Newsletter 9 (1976): 119-28; W. Wolfe, "A Century of Books on the History of
Socialism in Britain," British Studies Monitor 10 (1980): 46-65, (3) 18-46; J. D. Young, "H. M.
Hyndman and Daniel De Leon: The Two Souls of Socialism," Labor History 28 (1987): 534-56.
29) H. Collins, "The Marxism of the SDF," in Essays in Labour History, eds. A. Briggs and J. Saville,
vol. 2 (London, 1971), 67.
30) S. Pierson, Marxism and the Origins of British Socialism (London, 1973), 273.
31) M. Crick, The History of the Social Democratic Federation (Keele, 1994), 296.
32) Laybourn, The Rise of Socialism, 3-13.
33) Calculation based on The Wellesley Index. H. M. Hyndman, "Beginning of State Socialism," The
Times, 18 November 1891, 6, col. f; Hyndman, "BOOKS: Economics of Socialism," The Times, 27
February 1896, 6, col. a; Hyndman, "The Liberal Party and Socialism," The Times, 14 September
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articles about him but letters sent by him. In 1896, for instance, Hyndman sent a
letter to The Times, provoked by the conservative criticism of the Irish Home Rule
Bill for involving excessive state interference. He retorted that ‘what is being done
in Ireland by direct State intervention for the benefit, as Ministers contend, of the
people of that country can scarcely be wholly harmful to the people of Great

Britain .’34) Some other contributors also supported state interference. The Marquess
of Huntly, for instance, regarded ‘State Socialism’ as a practical idea, contrasting it
with unpractical ‘Revolutionary Socialism’.35) In 1897, The Times gave Hyndman
another opportunity to talk about socialism:
The growth of Socialism in the constituencies has rendered it
Liberals or Radicals to hold office again unless the Socialists
therefore, that unless the Liberals and Radicals wish to remain
impotence they had better begin to study and assimilate what we
Social Democracy.36)

quite impossible for either
chose. ... It seems to me,
in a position of permanent
conceive to be the truths of

Whether Hyndman was actually threatening the Liberal Party or not, it seems
obvious that this kind of article would have made the readers of The Times believe
that socialists were growing enough to threaten the Liberal Party. Indeed, though
The Times rarely dealt seriously with the activities of Hyndman himself or his SDF,
it did imply several times that he was threatening the Liberal Party. In other words,
even when The Times infrequently mentioned Hyndman its interest lay in his
dangerous intentions rather than in his real achievements, which were rather
insignificant. In this sense, the attitudes of The Times towards socialism were
becoming increasingly similar to those of the conservative periodicals.
William Morris is also frequently mentioned as an important figure in the
development of British socialism.37) Laybourn claims that ‘William Morris was, like
1897, 9, col. b.
34) Hyndman, "Beginning of State Socialism."
35) Huntly, "Socialism," The Times, 7 March 1891, 6, col. f. Charles Gordon Huntly: born
Orton-Longueville, 5 March 1847; Eldest son of 10th Marquis; Captain of Hon. Corps of
Gentlemen-at-Arms, 1881; Lord Rector of Aberdeen University, 1890, 93, and 96; County Councillor
for Huntingdonshire and Aberdeenshire.
36) Hyndman, "The Liberal Party and Socialism."
37) The most important historical research on Morris is as follows: R. P. Arnot, William Morris: A
Vindication (London, 1934); M. Bevir, "William Morris: The Modern Self, Art, and Politics," History
of European Ideas 24 (1998): 175-94; F. Boos, "William Morris’s Socialist Diary, Edited, Annotated,
and with Introduction and Bibliographical Notes," History Workshop Journal 13 (1982): 1-75; F.
Boos and W. Boos, "The Utopian Communism of William Morris," History of Political Thought 7
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Hyndman, a vital figure in the emergence of socialism in Britain in the late
nineteenth century.’38) Ever since E. P. Thompson first drew attention to Morris’s
socialistic aspirations, many historians have tried to find out more about his
theories and activities for the realisation of utopian socialism.39) However, it
appears that his contemporaries were not so interested in his political career.
Indeed, the status of William Morris as a socialist was even worse than that of
Hyndman in the public debate. For instance, the split of the Social Democratic
Federation and the following foundation of the Socialist League by William Morris
hardly drew any attention from conservative commentators. In general, he was
scarcely mentioned when periodicals were dealing with the question of socialism. It
was only when he died in 1897 that periodicals wrote about him. But even in this
case, he was not regarded as a genuine socialist.
In the Edinburgh Review, for instance, H.H. Statham described him as ‘poet and

craftsman’.40) ‘The author of “The Earthly Paradise” ― the production with which his
name is most widely and popularly associated ― has left behind him a reputation of
very unusual quality.’41) He regarded Morris as a poet, not as a political activist. He
never mentioned political aspects of Morris’s life in this article. The Quarterly
Review also presented an obituary of William Morris. Robert Steele described him as
‘poet and artist’, not dealing with the political activities of Morris.42)
The Westminster Review also described Morris mainly as a poet.43) Although it
mentioned his socialist activity, it was described as a personal devotion. His Socialist
League was never mentioned. The author described Morris as a utopian and

38)
39)
40)
41)
42)
43)

(1986): 489-510; C. Harvey and J. Press, "William Morris: Art and Idealism," History Today 46
(1996): 15-21; R. Kinna, "William Morris: Art, Work, and Leisure," Journal of the History of Ideas
61 (2000): 493-512; K. Kumar, "News from Nowhere: The Renewal of Utopia," History of Political
Thought 14 (1993): 133-43; T. Lloyd, "The Politics of William Morris’s News from Nowhere,"
Albion 9 (1977): 273-87; E. P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (London,
1976); C. Wrigley, "William Morris, Art and the Rise of the British Labour Movement," Historian
67 (2000): 4-10.
Laybourn, The Rise of Socialism, 13.
Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary.
H. H. Statham, "William Morris, Poet and Craftsman," Edinburgh Review 185 (January 1897): 63-83.
Henry Heathcote Statham (1839-1924): writer on art, architecture and music.
Statham, "William Morris, Poet and Craftsman," 63.
W. R. L. Robert Steele, "William Morris, Poet and Artist," Quarterly Review 190 (October 1899):
487-512. Robert Steele (1860-1944): man of letters.
D. F. Hannigan, "William Morris, Poet and Revolutionist," Westminster Review 147 (February 1897):
117-19. Denis Francis Hannigan (1855-1938/39): Irish barrister, miscellaneous writer; King’s Inn
Library Records, Dublin; disappeared from Thom in 1939.
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humanitarian:
William Morris, in the latter portion of his career at least, was an avowed Socialist; but his
was not the cast-iron Socialism of the author of Looking Backward. His ideal was an epoch
of peace and sweet enjoyment as a cure for the restless and feverish excitement which, at the
present time, make true happiness impossible and, in many instances, produce misery,
discontent, and an inevitable tendency towards self-destruction. This is the keynote of his
marvellous “Utopian romance” entitled News from Nowhere.44)

When he compared Morris’s Chants for Socialists with his other poems, he asked,
‘who can deny the noble humanitarianism that inspires these simple chants?’45) It
shows that Morris was remembered more as a humanitarian than as a socialist.
Consequently, the fact that Morris drew attention from periodicals does not mean
that his socialism also took the spotlight. Nevertheless, the Westminster Review did
mention his career as a socialist, whereas conservative periodicals strictly confined
their topics to his talent as an artist. This fact suggests that, while conservative
reviewers were interested in socialism mainly as a disturbing force in the Liberal
Party, radical reviewers regarded socialism as less connected to party politics.

Why Radicals Turned against Socialism
Indeed,

unlike

conservative

periodicals,

the

Westminster

Review

scarcely

connected socialism to the Liberal Party. This was mainly because the Westminster
Review was supporting radical demands. Although radicals were sympathetic to some
of the socialist ideas, they did not embrace socialism as a whole. In the 1880s the
Westminster Review had taken an ambiguous attitude towards socialism, but in the
1890s, it seemed to be alarmed by the possibility that the realisation of radical
demands might be thwarted if they were described as an equivalent to impractical
and revolutionary socialism. Thus the Westminster Review also began to take a
sceptical attitude towards socialism.
Unlike conservative periodicals, however, the Westminster Review focused on
theoretical defects of socialism. For example, J. Endean criticised socialism because
it would deteriorate, rather than improve, social conditions in Britain.46) He
44) Hannigan, "William Morris, Poet and Revolutionist," 117.
45) Hannigan, "William Morris, Poet and Revolutionist," 119.
46) J. R. Endean, "Will Socialism be a Remedy for Present Social Ills?," Westminster Review 139 (May
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analysed society into seven classes, arguing that naturally and inevitably the state of
society was unequal: the submerged classes, the labouring classes, the artisan
classes, the lower middle classes, the middle classes, the wealthy classes, and the
aristocratic classes.47) He approved of this class system on the grounds that all these
classes were governed well by laws that could not ‘prevent the humblest from rising
to the highest honours in the social scale.’48) He worried, however, that this balance
was in danger of collapse:
But society is somewhat nervous as to its future. Within itself it sees forces at work anxious
to re-organise it from foundations upwards; there is a spirit of discontent spreading among the
masses inimical to the public weal. Statesmen, poets, politicians, demagogues, socialists are
peering into the future, vainly endeavouring to forecast with precision the social arrangements
by which peoples, nations, empires shall be governed, or shall be free from government, as
this term is now understood.49)

Although the author was as sceptical about socialism as conservative reviewers, what
he was opposed to was socialism in general, not a particular form of socialism
allegedly spreading in the Liberal Party. In other words, while conservative
periodicals used the term ‘Socialism’ as an adjective for describing the radical
tendency of the Liberal Party, radical periodicals confined it to overtly socialist
ideas, most of which were found on the continent.
Indeed, it was not the activities of Fabian Society, let alone those of the SDF or
the ILP, but foreign socialist cases that Endean counted on for theoretical analysis
of socialism. He observed that in order to understand the meaning of socialism ‘it is
scarcely possible to appeal to any higher authority than Dr. Albert Schäffle, a past
Minister of Finance in Austria.’50) Then he introduced Schäffle’s explanations of
socialism over five pages, during which he ignored the authority of British socialists
on the question. After summing up several implications of socialism from Schäffle’s
point of view, Endean concluded that the dream of an equal society would not be
realised:
Nothing is offered by Socialism as a panacea for present social ills but the lifting up of the

47)
48)
49)
50)

1893): 508-25. James Russell Endean: born in 1826.
Endean, "Will Socialism be a Remedy for Present Social
Endean, "Will Socialism be a Remedy for Present Social
Endean, "Will Socialism be a Remedy for Present Social
Endean, "Will Socialism be a Remedy for Present Social

Ills?,"
Ills?,"
Ills?,"
Ills?,"

510.
512.
512.
516.
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lowest classes to the level of the artisan, and the bringing down of every class above that
level to the same plane, and as the evils it would create are manifestly far greater, vastly
more onerous, and profoundly more mischievous and demoralising than any at present existing,
it follows that every attempt to establish its principle is opposed to the best interests of the
individual, of society, and of the State; that Socialism is visionary, unpractical, destructive,
and repulsive to every civilised community, and therefore its condemnation as a system for
the betterment of humanity cannot too strongly be pronounced.51)

Apparently, he agreed with conservative commentators that socialism was harmful to
society. Nonetheless, he did not suggest that it was the Liberal Party which spread
socialism in Britain. Nor did he mention socialist organisations in Britain. He was
just concerned about socialism in general.
Another article in the Westminster Review also paid more attention to the
continent.52) It dealt with Y. Guyot’s La Tyrannie Socialiste because ‘the book is a
most valuable contribution towards the solution of a very burning question of the
day.’ The anonymous reviewer stated, ‘M. Yves Guyot makes a valiant effort to stem
the wave of State Socialism which is threatening to engulph [sic] all European
nations alike. The state of things which is revealed in France by this book is, if we
are to accept M. Guyot’s statements, far graver than in England.’53) It was the
extension of the role of the state that had provoked the Conservatives to brand
radicalism as socialism. Here, a radical reviewer also emphasised the danger of
‘State Socialism’. Interestingly, at the time when conservative periodicals were
accusing the radicals of being socialistic, radical reviewers were also criticising
socialism.

Walter Lloyd, in ‘The collapse of Socialism’, also dealt with La Tyrannie Socialiste.54)
He started his review by quoting Guyot’s figures to show the increase of the number
of socialists in three countries. ‘Taking Germany first, the Socialist votes obtained at
an election for the Reichstag in 1871 were about 100,000; in 1893 they were
1,800,000. In France in 1889, the united Socialist vote was 90,000; in 1893, 500,000
or 600,000. In England the trade unions in conference have passed resolutions in
favour of Collectivism; and other countries show similar results.’ In this quotation, it
is important to notice that he did not point to socialists but trade unions, and not

51)
52)
53)
54)

Endean, "Will Socialism be a Remedy for Present Social Ills?," 525.
"The Tyranny of Socialism," Westminster Review 140 (October 1893): 404-406.
"The Tyranny of Socialism," 404.
W. Lloyd, "The Collapse of Socialism," Westminster Review 143 (July 1895): 597-602. Walter Lloyd
(1844/45-1907): Unitarian preacher, clerk at Somerset House.
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‘Socialism’ but ‘Collectivism’ when he talked about England whereas he used
‘Socialists’ in the case of Germany and France. This reveals that radical reviewers
were very cautious about using the term ‘Socialism’ in domestic political affairs. The
author made this point even clearer by stating that, despite the increase of such
figures, socialism was already on the decline, not least because there was no
consistent and universally accepted body of doctrines about which all socialists were
agreed, and which might be regarded as representing the views of socialists
everywhere.55)
Therefore, although both radical and conservative reviewers were sceptical about
socialism, there was an important difference between them: radical reviewers tended
to minimise the influence of socialism in Britain while their conservative rivals
tended to exaggerate it. This was because their political interests were different
from each other. The radicals wanted to show that their political programme was
different from foreign, impractical, and revolutionary socialism, denying the
conservative allegations that it was closely connected to socialism.
Not all the articles about socialism in the Westminster Review took sceptical
attitudes towards socialism. Significantly, however, most of these exceptions were
written by those who did not represent the official opinions of the Westminster
Review. For instance, ‘Socialism from an Outsider’s Point of View’, signed by A.F.B.,
took a rather positive attitude towards socialism.56) The author distinguished
moderate socialism from more revolutionary socialism and advocated the former.
The definition of moderate socialism was quite broad:
We scarcely realise how far in these last few years we have gone on the path of Socialism.
Mr. Hanbury, in January 1897, in answer to a deputation which waited on him, said:
“The [Conservative] Government ought to be a model employer of labour.” Is not this the
Socialists’ aim? And yet what exclamations it would have evoked a few years ago! Free
elementary education is a great advance; free secondary education has yet to follow. If it is
true and it seems so that the stipendiary magistrates of the London Police Court and
elsewhere are infinitely better than of the old unpaid magistrates and J.P.s of the country, the
latter will soon cease to exist. Justice will be administered by public servants everywhere, as
the highest is already, and in the train of this reform would probably come a great
simplification of law.57)

55) Lloyd, "The Collapse of Socialism," 597.
56) A.F.B., "Socialism from an Outsider’s Point of View," Westminster Review 152 (August 1899):
144-51.
57) A.F.B., "Socialism from an Outsider’s Point of View," 147-48.
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Although this article was similar to conservative articles in that it regarded a wide
range of reforms as socialism, it did not associate socialism exclusively with the
Liberal Party. The definition of socialism was even broader than that of conservative
periodicals. It looks as if the author contended that criticising Liberal policies for
being socialist was meaningless because the moderate sense of socialism could be
applied to any reform politics of any parties. Nevertheless this article surely risked
the Westminster Review appearing to agree with socialism. Perhaps that was why it
had given this article the title of ‘Socialism from an Outsider’s Point of View’.

No Socialism in Britain: the Daily Telegraph
Like the Westminster Review, most newspapers did not describe Liberal policies as
socialist, although several articles in The Times continued to follow the Conservative
discourse that ‘State Socialism’ was spreading among the Liberals. In general,
newspapers still paid more attention to socialism in foreign countries. For instance,
The Times used the term ‘Socialism’ in its headings 123 times and the term
‘Socialist’ 99 times from 1891 to 1900, most of which were about foreign countries:
at least 80 and 77 cases respectively.58)
The Daily Telegraph also usually confined the term ‘Socialism’ to the activities of
socialists on the continent.59) When it sporadically dealt with socialism in Britain, its
scope was confined to authentic socialist organisations. They rarely described the
Liberal Party as influenced by them. However, it sometimes reported on the
contention of British socialists that socialism was spreading in Britain:
A manifesto has been issued by the Independent Labour Party “To the Socialists of all
Lands,” in which they state that the cause of Socialism in the B ritish Isles is progressing
rapidly. The continued misery of the great mass of the people in the face of ever-increasing
abundance, and the apparent helplessness of so-called statesmen to relieve it, are inclining
many to join in the attempt “to break down the dominant power of the wealthy few and use
the machinery of the State, which in England is very perfect, to build up an industrial
commonwealth based upon the principles of Socialism.”60)

58) Calculation based on The Wellesley Index.
59) Compared with The Times, however, even socialism on the continent was not frequently reported. In
most cases, it was on socialism in Germany as in "German Anti-Socialism," Daily Telegraph, 9 May
1895, 5, col. g, and "Social Democracy in Germany," Daily Telegraph, 11 October 1897, 8, col. d.
60) "The Independent Labour Party," Daily Telegraph, 21 May 1895, 3, col. f.
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The correspondent, however, did not blow up the contention of the ILP to the
domination of the Liberal Party as Conservative commentators occasionally did. On
the contrary, he implied that socialism in Britain was in fact not developing as
smoothly as that in other countries, by reporting on the ILP’s envy of the successful
activities of ‘Russian Nihilist’, ‘Spanish Revolutionists’, and some other socialist
equivalents of France and Belgium. The correspondent thus made it clear that the
spread of socialism in Britain was just the propaganda of the ILP, rather than a
widely recognisable phenomenon.
Because the Daily Telegraph maintained a relatively neutral attitude to the
question of socialism, the activities of British socialists were reported more
accurately than in The Times. While The Times emphasised the contention of
Hyndman that the Liberal Party was losing to socialists, the Daily Telegraph was
more interested in the official activities of the SDF. In most cases, the link between
British socialists and their comrades on the continent drew more attention than the
relationship between the socialists and the Liberals:
Anarchists and Trafalgar-square
Mr. David Nicholl, secretary of the Walsall Amnesty Association, has asked and obtained
from the Chief Commissioner of Police authority to convene a meeting in Trafalgar-square for
3.30 on Sunday afternoon next. The object of the meeting is declared to be to advocate the
release of the Walsall and Spanish “political prisoners,” usually spoken of as the Walsall and
Spanish Anarchists. Members of the Social Democratic Federation and the Independent Labour
Party are expected to be among the speakers; but, so far as can be ascertained, there is no
intention to invite the deported Spaniards to take an active part in the demonstration.61)

In February 1886, the Daily Telegraph and The Times alike had reported on a
violent demonstration of British socialists, and their subsequent prosecution.62) After
that incident, many people would naturally expect a violent scene when public
meetings were held by socialists. This was why the Daily Telegraph drew attention
to the schedule of this socialist meeting.
Three days later, however, the correspondent described the scene as dull but
well-ordered, which was exceptional compared with the usually violent image of

61) "Anarchists and Trafalgar-square," Daily Telegraph, 17 September 1897, p. 6, col. f.
62) T. Hughes, "State Socialism in England," The Times, 17 February 1886, 7, col. c.; "The Riots at the
West-end," Daily Telegraph, 18 February 1886, 2, col. d-h.
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socialists:
A resolution ... was submitted to a well-dressed and essentially good-humoured crowd, which
had manifestly gathered round the Nelson monument in the hope of deriving some amusement
from the speeches. They were wofully [sic] disappointed. It may also be said that they were
exceedingly patient. Such, indeed, were their powers of endurance that they allowed one
speaker, who in appearance emulated the true Adelphi Anarchist, to hold forth in the language
of his kind for close on an hour without uttering so much as one protest. For the rest, it is
only fair to add that the other speakers, who included one female orator, were discreet of
utterance and mild in their vocabulary. The inevitable hat was passed round, and for a brief
moment ― in which the countenances of the prominent Socialists were wreathed in smiles ―
a shower of coppers on to the plinth.
After a display of eloquence extending two hours the resolution was declared carried, and
the onlookers quietly dispersed.63)

Compared with conservative publications, the attitude of this article towards British
socialists was quite positive, noticing the improvement of their manners. In addition,
the Daily Telegraph hardly commented on the relationship between socialist
activities like this occasion and the radicalisation of the Liberal Party. Instead, it
confined itself to what actually happened, confining the influence of socialist
demands among the socialists themselves.
Not only the Liberal Party, but also the question of labour was detached from
socialism in the Daily Telegraph. In general, it did not describe the development of
labour politics in terms of socialism. Perhaps it did not want to, or more likely, did
not need to drive the Liberal Party into a crisis over the question of its identity by
describing labour politicians, most of whom were collaborating with the Liberal
Party, as socialists. For example, when a large number of the working classes called
for the minimum wage, which was one of the most frequent targets of conservative
commentators, the Daily Telegraph remained aloof from the question of socialism:
The Minimum Wage
A meeting about 3,000 workman employed in the Royal Arsenal was held in the Drill
Hall of the Royal West Kent Volunteers, Woolwich, last night, for the purpose of urging the
Government to adopt a scale of 21s for a week of forty-eight hours for labourers in
government employment. Mr. Arthur Harris, secretary of the Labour Protection League, was
chairman of the meeting.64)
63) "Socialist Meeting and Anarchists," Daily Telegraph, 20 September 1897, 7, col. g.
64) "The Minimum Wage," Daily Telegraph, 19 January 1897, 4, col. c.
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There was not a scintilla of hint that this meeting was connected to socialists or
that it was secretly supported by Liberal leaders. In most cases, the paper’s report
on labour unrest did not involve the language of socialism.65)
The Daily Telegraph also refrained from using the language of socialism when
dealing with the question of state interference. R.W. Hanbury, as a financial
secretary of the treasury in the Conservative government at the time, interfered with
several labour issues so actively that, two years later, his activities came to be
considered quite similar to socialistic demands in the Westminster Review:66)
The Government and Trade Unionism
Mr. R. W. Hanbury, replying, at the Treasury, to a deputation of trade unionists, said he
was determined that the House of Commons resolution should be carried out very strictly, and
if a Government contractor failed in any respect to carry out the resolution he lost his work.
If there was any suspicion of work for Treasury contracts being underpaid, they would act
vigorously and at once and the contractor would be dealt with. The decided policy of the
country was free trade, but he thought it ought to be known what things came from abroad
and what did not, and the information was being gathered as to what goods came from
abroad, though they were supplied by English firms. It had been for some time recognised by
the Treasury, said M. Hanbury, that when wage-earners had to give evidence they should
receive some payment, and there was a Board of Trade and Home Office scale to allow up
to 10s a day, and he thought that was not unfair.67)

Because this case was related to the question of state interference and the principle
of free trade as well as the question of labour, Conservative commentators might
have invoked the language of socialism in order to exaggerate the spread of
socialism even among some Conservative politicians. Or, as the supporter of
socialism did in the Westminster Review, socialist commentators might have used
this occasion as a proof that socialist demands were practical and acceptable
enough to be implemented even by the Conservative government. However, the
Daily Telegraph correspondent did not use the term ‘Socialism’ to describe the
situation, not only because the question of state interference in this report did not
directly involve the question of land but also because the paper was basically not
interested in relating the question of state interference or that of labour to
65) "Coroner and Trade Unionists," Daily Telegraph, 1 January 1897, 4, col. d.
66) See the article above by A.F.B. in the Westminster Review.
67) "The Government and Trade Unionism," Daily Telegraph, 20 January 1897, 5, col. b.
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socialism. The correspondent reported on this event in quite unbiased terms.
Therefore, the actual status of socialism and socialists in Britain in this period was
probably most accurately reflected in the Daily Telegraph.

Conclusion
In the 1890s, most periodicals, regardless of their political orientations, took
sceptical attitudes towards ‘Socialism’. The fact that more conservative reviewers
began to use the language of socialism to criticise the Liberal Party discouraged
radical reviewers from supporting socialism. As a result, it appears that writers in
the Westminster Review began to divert attention from the question of British
socialism to that on the continent. For they were careful not to make Liberal
policies appear to be impractical, violent, foreign or even absurd by associating
them with socialism. By this process, the role of British socialist organisations in the
public debate on the development of socialism diminished even further.
Although ‘Socialism’ was becoming a popular political term by which conservative
commentators attacked the Liberal Party, there were many other cases when they
chose not to use it. When Gladstone retired in 1894, Alexander Michie wrote an
article about his political career in Maga: ‘Mr. Gladstone’s position during the last
quarter of a century has been that of the destroying angel of British politics.’68) The
main purpose of this article was to criticise Gladstone for his radical policies:
Whether Mr. Gladstone imposed on his adherents with malice aforethought, or was carried
away by his devotion to his latest adopted purpose, may well be left a mystery; but recent
experiments in Radical legislation, rash in so old a man, seemed to have broken down the
prestige of transcendent morality which has so largely supplied him with political capital; for
in the haste suggested by age it was not possible for him to maintain respect for the
decencies of form which belong to high policy.69)

Of Gladstone’s radical policies, the Irish Home Rule Bill was most severely criticised.
‘Even if he had convinced himself of the national necessity of surrender to the Irish,
it would have been in harmony with political tradition for him to have left the
actual surrender to the hands of others not so deeply pledged as himself to the

68) Michie, "The Gladstonian Myth," 573.
69) Michie, "The Gladstonian Myth," 580-81.
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opposite course.’70) However severe the criticism was, he did not suggest that
Gladstone had been connected to socialists, whether in theoretical or personal terms.
There are many other examples in which conservative commentators did not use
the language of socialism when they dealt with the further radicalisation of the
Liberal Party after 1886: R. E. Prothero used the term ‘demagogues’ when he
attacked the Liberal Party in the Quarterly Review; F.H.S. Escott, in the same
periodical, saw the radicals as ‘cosmopolitans’.71) Even Arthur Elliot in the
Edinburgh Review, one of the most frequent users of ‘Socialism’, did not use the
term ‘Socialism’ in other occasions such as in ‘The English Radicals’.72) Therefore,
the term ‘Socialism’ was just one of many expressions available for describing the
radicalisation of the Liberal Party. However, not least because ‘Socialism’ was newer
than others, it produced more possible definitions and implications.
Perhaps socialism itself had been developing in Britain since the early 1880s
because several socialist organisations were endeavouring to spread their ideas.

Indeed, not only some Liberals but also some Conservatives seemed to be sympathetic
to the socialist demands of the Fabian Society. Some of them even had personal
relationship with the Fabians.73) Other socialist organisations such as the SDF were
also active. It began to grow rapidly in the provinces from the late 1890s.74) The
ILP was also sufficiently developed as to field 28 candidates in the general election
of 1895, although none of them were elected. Even so, British socialists were still
seriously divided: the fact that William Morris started a ‘Socialist Unity’ movement in
the 1890s reveals that socialists themselves were also aware that the divisions
between them were holding back the development of socialism in Britain. As a
result, they failed to provide an authoritative definition of socialism in unison.
Nevertheless, the language of socialism was gradually becoming familiar, not least
because many political commentators had been writing about socialism on the
continent. Like in the 1880s, socialism on the continent still had the image of
revolution, nihilism, anarchism, and other extreme political ideas, most of which
70) Michie, "The Gladstonian Myth," 581.
71) R. E. Prothero, "Demagogues in British Politics," Quarterly Review 178 (January 1894): 553-69.
Rowland Edmund Prothero, Baron Ernle (1851-1937): administer, author, and minister of agriculture;
brother of Sir George Prothero (1848-1922, historian). F. H. S. Escott, "Cosmopolitans in the House
of Commons," Quarterly Review 185 (January 1897): 149-72. Thomas Hay Sweet Escott (1844-1924):
journalist, editor of the Fortnightly Review.
72) A. Elliot, "The English Radicals," Edinburgh Review 191 (January 1900): 207-25.
73) G. R. Searle, The Liberal Party, British History in Perspective (Hampshire, 2001), 57-58.
74) Laybourn, The Rise of Socialism, 29.
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were considered impractical. Under such circumstances, the authority to define
socialism was moving from British socialist organisations over to conservative
political commentators. This process was facilitated by the absence of socialist
parties in Westminster: none of the exiting parties supported socialism, nor was
there an independent Socialist party. Although the ILP took the most favourable
attitude towards socialism, it was the Liberal Party that conservative commentators
regarded as the culprit of spread of socialism. At the same time, some socialist
organisations pledged themselves to permeate the existing parties. Under such
circumstances, socialists looked both ubiquitous and absent at the same time,
making it easier for those who had more tangible and influential political
organisations to define what socialism was, who were socialists, who supported
them, and what they intended to do.
The Conservatives were no doubt the most influential party during the last two
decades of the nineteenth century, not least because they remained in power in
most of the period in both Houses. Alarmed by increasingly radical demands of the
Liberal Party, they felt that existing expressions were not enough to reveal the
extreme danger of such demands and that it was necessary to apply the most
shocking but not clearly defined expression to them: ‘Socialism’. Perhaps some
Conservatives consciously intended to create such a strategy, but it is more likely
that most of them were just following, accepting, and reproducing this quite
plausible allegation. For language controls the way people understand phenomena,
rather than just being a tool for describing existing phenomena. By this process, the
development

of

socialism

in

Britain

was

not

only

exaggerated

but

also

misunderstood to be intimately related to non-socialist groups such as the Liberal
Party.
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