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1
            ‘A WEEKEND BY THE SEA’

            PROLOGUE

         

         Late one July weekend in the 1870s, when – it was said – the London Season was ‘fast dying of the dust’, Laurence Oliphant invited what the Morning Post called ‘a select circle of friends’ to his seaside villa, a house of porticoes and pillars and statues very much in the Classical style. It was typical of the extent to which the Victorians appropriated the Classical world for their own purposes (in a way that might not convince our more sceptical eyes) that it should be seen – at least through the eyes of a fashionable female novelist of the time – as the sort of house in which the gormandizing Lucullus might have feasted, or the oversexed Clodius wreathed the brows of the super-accomplished Greek courtesan Aspasia with rose petals.1

         Oliphant was 33, some way past the days of his twenties, when his considerable talents suggested that he was likely to do something of note. An unkind observer might have hinted that he was heading for the time, though not just yet, when the consensus would be that he might have done anything if he had chosen to do so. He tells Isy Froude, whom we will meet during the weekend, that we are haunted with the power of imagining that there might be something worth living for, ‘and are pursued with the knowledge that there never is’. He so wants one great cause, but politics is just a petty, weary game, while religion post-Darwin is dead and replaced by Humanity (a poor deity). What should he labour for? He hates wasted moments: ‘I could do something…. I feel I have powers.’

         Everyone had arrived by dinner on Saturday evening. One of the guests, who looks very like William Hardinge – an aesthete, a wryly romantic writer and, less charitably, nicknamed the ‘Balliol bugger’ in Oxford, where he had a troublesome relationship with the art historian Walter Pater – found Laurence in the library contemplating a pile of menu cards in front of him.

         These cards were not concerned with matters of cuisine; the cook had that matter fully worked out. Instead, a different kind of fare was at issue: a menu for conversation. There would be tongues for tasting, and there would 2be tongues for talking. The two men discussed the matter. What would be appropriate for soup – ‘the first vernal breath of discussion that is to open the buds of the shy and strange souls’ gathered at the table? ‘Love’ proposes Hardinge. Too ‘strong’ at the beginning, too ‘real’ counters his host. ‘Religion’ was surely more suitable. But Hardinge suggests that, too, would be ‘rather strong meat for some’.

         The ice broken, they then make rapid progress. The ‘Aim of Life’ is decided upon for the soup, then ‘Town and Country’ – where best to achieve an objective – with ‘Society’ a natural sequel. For entrées there would be ‘Art and Literature’, ‘Love and Money’, ‘Riches and Civilisation’. ‘The Present’ would be ‘solid and satisfying’, as indeed it was, leaving mere dalliance of an insubstantial kind for the entremets, focused on ‘The Future’.

         Who was to be present at this ‘feast of reason’? It was soon to become clear that the company included many figures of distinction. Here was Darwin’s bulldog, T.H. Huxley, with a formidable-looking face, copious black whiskers and bushy eyebrows, but by no means Darwin’s poodle when it came to popularizing his ideas, rather using them as a vehicle to support the importance of science and scientific education for all. Like many of those among the company, his public profile and changes of mood could easily mislead; as he had written to Kate Amberley – mother of the philosopher Bertrand Russell – some years earlier, his protoplasm was ‘by no means the unstable and semifluid character you imagine’, but alas he was unable to take up her invitation because his excitable family would object to his absence on his birthday. That at least gave him the chance to offer evidence that he did, after all, have ‘the ordinary natural affections’.2

         Here, too, John Ruskin, who writes so divinely that God should surely not feel threatened by scientific discovery, ‘a prophet for his age’ because he teaches realism, rather than the vagueness that comes from ‘the mists of feeling’, according to the young George Eliot – rather misleadingly – in 1856; and Walter Pater, who found Ruskin’s Modern Painters inspirational when he read it as a schoolboy, but had been rather crushed when another undergraduate at Oxford (allegedly W.H. Mallock) passed his correspondence with William Hardinge to the formidable Master of Balliol, Benjamin Jowett. Jowett sent Hardinge down for ‘keeping and reciting immoral poetry’, sonnets for a male lover.3 Pater, depicted in the house as a ‘pale creature, with large moustache, looking out of the window at the sunset’, was nevertheless to become an important influence on the modern evolution of art criticism and literature, even if he did have to remove the Conclusion to his 1873 major work, The Renaissance, after an outcry against its amoral hedonism. The 3ever witty G.K. Chesterton summed up: ‘In Pater we have Ruskin without the prejudices, that is, without the funny parts.’4

         Pater, whether on academic matters or life itself, was all for a subjective, relativist approach, unlike another key Victorian figure present that evening, Matthew Arnold, with his hard, moralistic and – as he thought – objective mode of instruction. There was something very Victorian about the way he combined the roles of very considerable poet and man of letters with the direct experience of earning his living as a School Inspector, enabling him to experience new ways of life for an employment that involved using the railways, reading while waiting for trains, reading in diverse hotel rooms, as well as putting him in touch on the ground with one of the great issues of the age: how to educate the rapidly growing population and who was to fund that – church, philanthropist, state? In the end, he asked too much, a point made less kindly by his contemporary, Sir Joshua Girling Fitch (himself a brilliant educationist), when he described him as a ‘man who held a moral smelling-bottle at his nose, and exacted an impossible standard of life from a busy and strenuous people who had a living to get’.5

         
            
[image: ]1 Benjamin Jowett. Behind the gentle and unworldly demeanour of Spy’s 1876 caricature lay a man with a subtle yet steely determination, used to create a small army of pupils destined for public service at home and across the globe. In a letter to a friend two years earlier, Jowett had called for the working classes to be ‘taught to demand a free education – free and compulsory’.

            

         

         Arnold, son of the celebrated headmaster of Rugby, was another Balliol man, though it was many years after his time that a further member of the house party, Benjamin Jowett, became Master of the College and acquired the tag, ‘All there is to know I know it.’ Jowett was certainly a considerable theologian, university reformer and Platonist, though not surprisingly, his suggestion that platonic love eschewed sex was not Pater’s conclusion.6 4Not much liked by some of those present, Jowett was nevertheless an outstanding Victorian: not just a brilliant Greek scholar, but wonderfully skilful in trying to navigate the church through difficult challenges raised by the many discoveries of modern science by arguing for ‘the spirit of inquiry into historical facts’, thereby ‘bringing to light…inconsistencies’ in the ancient testimony that underpinned accepted theology, and above all by helping to foster a new class of public servants and other kinds of leader with the integrity and skills to contribute wisely to the needs of a society facing any number of changes. Moreover, as a young man, after being made a Fellow of Balliol as an undergraduate, he made a series of expeditions to France and especially to Germany in order to be fully informed about Continental scholars and their involvement in shaping the future through a better understanding of the past. The modern assumption that leaders of British thought were parochial is one of the many myths about Victorian Britain.

         It would be unfair to describe such luminaries as mere observers – on the contrary, we shall see how they helped to mould the future – but there was certainly something distinctively different about the representatives of the scientists at the gathering. John Tyndall, who did so much to bring experimental physics to a receptive wider audience, succeeded Michael Faraday, pioneer of our understanding of electricity, at the Royal Institution, which had been founded in 1799 to introduce new technology and science to the general public. Tyndall had recently, in 1874, stridently told the Belfast gathering of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, founded in 1831, that science’s position was now impregnable and that it would take from theology ‘the entire domain of cosmological theory. All schemes and systems which thus infringe upon the domain of science must, in so far as they do this, submit to its control, and relinquish all thought of controlling it.’ And W.K. Clifford, also a member of Laurence Oliphant’s weekend party, whose work has been increasingly seen as important to geometry, mathematical physics and computing, was a fervent atheist, who was scathing a few years later in The Ethics of Belief (1877) about conviction based on ‘insufficient evidence’.

         Another guest, George Herbert, Disraeli’s Under-Secretary for War (albeit briefly, 1874–75) and the 13th Earl of Pembroke – a peerage going back to 1339 – was a literal reminder that aristocracy still had a voice and seemed to be skilfully exploiting that in new circumstances. At a dinner in Salisbury in April 1874, he accepted that ‘everybody, or nearly everybody’ now believed in progress of different kinds, some of which was produced by scientific understanding. But while he was sure that John Bull was ‘willing to consent to really necessary reforms’, when it came to a mere following of theories, 5‘he showed that he had no notion of doing anything of the kind’.7 To the annoyance of radicals, he was broadly correct. Also present was the beautiful Mary Singleton, later Baroness Currie, better known under her novelist’s pen name Violet Fane, from a character in Disraeli’s early novel Vivian Grey (1826) who dies tragically before the end. Her social skills enlivened any gathering; her poetry tended to focus autobiographically on illicit love affairs, of which she had many. At one point, she was empathetically to provide comfort to a depressed Oscar Wilde when he found the ‘sunless, loveless winter’ left him unable to write.

         
            
[image: ]2 Millais’s portrait of Carlyle had a turbulent history, attacked by the Suffragette Anne Hunt with a meat cleaver in 1913 because Mrs Pankhurst had been rearrested. The subject himself, by then (1877) aged 81, seemed to have lost his ‘passionate vehement face of middle age’, now with hints of his peasant origins, of tenderness and sorrow, according to the painting’s commissioner, J.A. Froude.

            

         

         And yet all was not quite what this description has suggested. These real and significant – most, but not all – figures from Victorian England in fact appeared in a book by W.H. Mallock titled The New Republic, which the Saturday Review was to call ‘a thinly veiled parody of the opinions, manners and personal appearance of a number of living persons famous in the world of science and letters’, first published in volume form in 1877 and dedicated to Violet Fane.8 They appeared under other names, and their weekend retreat recalled William Froude’s house at Chelston Cross, near Torquay, a focus for a stream of English, Continental European and American visitors of note. William was Mallock’s uncle and a noted engineer and naval architect; his brother J.A. Froude was perhaps the best-known historian in England after Macaulay’s death in 1859 and had introduced Mallock to Britain’s greatest polemicist, Thomas Carlyle.9 In his Chelsea drawing room, Carlyle, dressed 6in ‘a long, shapeless and extravagantly dirty dressing gown, offered a grunt as a greeting and crossed the room to the fireplace, lighting a pipe by sticking its head between the bars.’ Mallock noted the decrepit slippers close by with distaste, accentuated when they went for a walk and the great man ‘blew his nose in a pair of old woollen gloves’. ‘If you represent fame, let me represent obscurity,’ thought Mallock (and that is what history decided, supported by Carlyle, who expressed his own opinion when Mallock was leaving: ‘Oh, man! But ye’re a poor creature’10). Benjamin Jowett (Dr Jenkinson), who had a sister in Torquay, lunched at Chelston Cross. Mallock remembered him with blinking eyes, fresh pink cheeks, snow-white hair and a birdlike treble voice, coming ‘to inspect me and see how I should pass muster as one of his own disciples’. Evidently, he did pass muster, and at Balliol Jowett introduced him to the poets Browning and Swinburne, resulting in such an effervescent meeting that Jowett eventually had to throw them all out.

         Mallock’s book was the work of a conservative thinker, though he insisted in his memoirs that his characters were ‘drawn without any disguise’ and that ‘a definite fidelity of portraiture’ was essential to his plan. It reflected its period in underestimating the role that women were playing, both in contributing to progress and making their own progress against heavy odds. Violet Fane, as Mrs Singleton, is given an attractive personality as a social animal, with quick discernment of the foibles of her friends but with gentle skill in pointing them out, but she was still in the end a male caricature. Less so Francis Pattison (female, but from childhood favouring the male spelling of her first name) as Lady Grace, whose multiple brilliances – as art historian, writer on French politics, campaigner for female work and trade unionism – were expressed as optimism by Mallock: society was growing more cultivated in the broad definition of that word used by Matthew Arnold (though not nearly cultivated enough for the latter). In various ways, whether a slow but sure retreat from the way women had always been treated, a new care for animals, a movement away from dogma or voices speaking against war, the future was looking an exciting place.

         The real Miss Merton, Isy Froude – like her mother in thrall to Cardinal Newman and his impressive revival of Catholicism, and also cousin to Mallock, daughter of William – is treated kindly by Jowett, who tells her that in an age of change there are many things that will ‘pain and puzzle us’ – if they are allowed to – but that there have been many such ages before and will be many more in the future. ‘Our age is not peculiar.’ Miss Merton makes the acute point that their age was surely peculiar because of the extraordinary rapidity of the changes, not that Jowett takes the least notice. 7Mallock’s depiction may have been influenced not only by conventional male attitudes, but the possibility that Isy was the love of his life, though she was to refuse him.

         Because so much of the political and intellectual discourse in the 19th century focused on male views, we will need to dig deeper just to find the creative and determined ways so many women contributed to an evolving society without being given the authority to do so. Isy Froude was to move to Cambridge with her husband, Anatole von Hügel, in 1880. She campaigned for undergraduate admission for Roman Catholics; at home, she was at the centre of an intellectual powerhouse with her friends from the newly created colleges of Newnham and Girton; in the university, she donated much of her own money to found the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology. She worked tirelessly on improving living conditions for the poor and was quick to organize the taking in of Belgian refugees during the First World War. Was The Tablet being patronising in describing her as ‘minute in stature and delicately made’? It was, but at least it acknowledged her seriousness of purpose when exploring her many interests.

         Gender matters apart, figures in Mallock’s life who debated that fictional weekend, together with the subjects they explored and the assertions they made, will weave in and out of the pages that follow. What he does so cleverly, despite his own conservative position, is to make clear the range of opinions, albeit satirized, exhibited in the century’s great debates. Most of his protagonists – the aristocrats apart – were from the middle class. They set the agendas in a highly articulate and often dominant way, but they were not just preoccupied with themselves, conscious both of a still-powerful aristocracy and many voices from below that add different perspectives and who will be explored in this book not just for their intrinsic interest, but for their own role in making the future.

         Mallock’s book was for a while much commented upon, which isn’t to say everyone approved. Jowett observed that 99 men out of 100 could have written the book, but the hundredth was too much of a gentleman to have had it printed. Violet Fane was supportive of Mallock. Disraeli hastened to tell her that he would lose no time ‘in perusing the bright creations of your young friend’s pencil’. The Prime Minister ranked it highly for originality with his own The Voyage of Captain Popanilla (1827) – Disraeli silenced his immodesty with his charm – and with Laurence Oliphant’s Piccadilly (1870). Disraeli glanced at Oliphant, present at the time, when he said this; Victorian elites were close-knit.11 Oliphant shared some of the characteristics of the host, called Otho Laurence, in Mallock’s party; although he was in his forties 8at the time The New Republic was published (not the 33 of Otho Laurence), his character was, as we shall see, well drawn.

         The New Republic is significant for two reasons. With hindsight, it served as a significant bellwether for the way Victorian dreams and Victorian confidence had begun to go wrong, with consequences carrying through to the present day. On the other side of the world, many years later, when Mallock died in the 1920s, New Zealand’s South Island newspaper, The Press, put it bluntly: ‘He has seen plainly enough the clap-trap that is associated with the word and idea of Progress.’ But back in the several decades immediately after 1850, before The New Republic was published, the belief in Progress had become the dominant view, even though it had a long history in the evolution of ideas before that. Its heyday – unique in many ways this book will describe – was brief. Whatever else, The New Republic showed what a can of worms had been opened up both by literal progress in many areas of material endeavour and discovery and by the widespread adoption of the concept as a mantra. Mallock himself, in his later book on Socialism (1907), made plain that he wanted to maintain society as it was, though he did acknowledge that it is ‘capable of improvement’ – improvement being a safer word for him than progress.12

         
            
[image: ]3 T.H. Huxley in Vanity Fair, 28 January 1871. For him, science was simple common sense; it proceeded via accurate observation and was merciless when logic was fallacious. In the human ocean of inexplicability, we could in each generation reclaim a little more land.

            

         

         In the country house, the participants get to the subject early on, when T.H. Huxley (Mr Storks) asks gruffly whether anyone has found out the aim of life: ‘As he said this he looked about him defiantly, as though all the others were butterflies, that he could break, if he chose, upon his wheel.’ Undeterred, the mathematician W.K. Clifford (Mr Saunders) adjusts his spectacles and declares, 9‘The aim of life…is progress.’ Benjamin Jowett (Dr Jenkinson) interrupts coldly, as if he was stabbing Clifford with an icicle: ‘What is progress?’

         Clifford admits that, like poetry, progress has been ‘somewhat hard to define’, but confidently ventures that ‘progress is such improvement as can be verified by statistics, just as education is such knowledge as can be tested by examinations’. He makes the controversial proposition that a man is superior to a gorilla not because of the former’s belief in God (in freedom from superstition, the gorilla is the superior), but ‘in the hard and verifiable fact’ that man can build houses and cotton mills.

         In a lengthy debate with Ruskin (Mr Herbert), Clifford asserts that a good sewer is a far nobler and holier thing than the most admired Madonna ever painted, ‘for holy in reality does but mean healthy’. Were railways, telegraphs, gas lamps, the projected Channel Tunnel nothing? A generation that travels 60 mph was at least five times as civilized as one travelling 12 mph. Tyndall (Mr Stockton) objects that science ‘does not deal with moral right and wrong’; Clifford is quick with the answer: no, it shows that we are just ‘clockwork machines, wound up by meat and drink’. Huxley (Mr Storks) is happy to report that progress is there not to be rejected, but systematically investigated by using ‘firm, solid, verifiable knowledge’. His explicit implication, however, was that the word ‘sin’ retarded moral and social progress; science would establish ‘an entirely new basis for morality’, using ‘the sunlight of rational approbation’. Ruskin, voice of humanism, complains that all of importance to humans is banished or buried by the things now absurdly called ‘civilization’. He hopes there will be ‘a stop to this progress’. A debate had been opened up that would continue for ever. In our own time, we would perhaps describe it as ‘what best supports our “right to happiness”’; before the 19th century opened up the possibility, there was no ‘right to happiness’, or even prospect.

         The restless, troubled spirit of the host at the country house, Otho Laurence – so like the real-life Laurence Oliphant – is a prescient symbol of the modern world then being created.

         Twenty-five years before The New Republic was published, the prevailing atmosphere did not reflect these troubles: the idea of progress – like all ideas that sweep everything before them – was largely unquestioned, except by those found in every generation emotionally attached to the past and unable to remember its faults. Once there were calls for definitions and voices of doubt, a window of optimism perhaps unequalled in the history of the world began to falter.

         How all this came about, and its consequences for our lives today, is the theme of this book.
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            CHAPTER 1

            ‘WONDERFUL DISCOVERIES OF A WONDERFUL AGE’

            INTRODUCTION

         

         Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities was published in weekly instalments from April to November 1859 in Dickens’s new literary periodical, All the Year Round. The focus of Being Victorian is the period in which A Tale of Two Cities was written, rather than the period that it depicts (namely the French Revolution). I want to explore what it felt like to experience ‘the best of times’, and why it might have felt so, and whether those simultaneously experiencing something close to ‘the worst of times’ – especially as a consequence of the Industrial Revolution, or of discrimination by gender or race – had grounds for believing in progress towards a better future for them.

         Is the past a foreign country? It always will be if we want to view it through the eyes, the values and the aspirations of the present. To get closer, we need first to get to know these people who lived before we were born. What was it like for them 150 years ago? How did people drawn from all sections of society feel about their own past? For some, it was much worse if they looked back; for others, there was no past, just a grim present. In a different context, but much to the point, one of the 20th century’s greatest philosophers, Walter Benjamin, explained that a reproduction of a work of art lacked a defining feature of the artist’s creation: ‘its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be’.1 The same applies to human beings themselves.

         When, in each age, children and grandchildren make their parents feel, in Caitlin Moran’s discerning phrase, like immigrants ‘from another time’, the loss of understanding of the past has already begun.2 If we want to comprehend a context and how it might have shaped our present, we can legitimately identify underlying trends, impersonal forces as we have tended to think of them in modern times. But a people-centred narrative – listening 11to what they said, observing what they did – often provides essential clues to beginning understanding.

         There are many things that Being Victorian is not: not another survey of the whole age, of which there are so many; not an account built around the name of the monarch who gave the era its name. Rather, I want to discover what it felt like to be alive when an idea of ‘Progress’ – social, economic, political, technological, scientific, medical, cultural –was so deeply ingrained that it was found in the consciousness even of those makers of events normally suspicious of reflection; where that sense of progress came from; what justification there was for it; who believed in it and who didn’t. But also – despite strictures about hindsight – how its legacy played out in every area of life, with consequences through to the present day.

         The word ‘Victorian’ was very quickly applied to the monarch’s time after Queen Victoria succeeded to the throne in 1837. By 1860, an irritated art critic in the literary magazine The Athenaeum complained that the Queen’s name was being applied to ‘everything from a colony to a new science’.3 The entrenchment of the word made it easier for post-Victorians to characterize it.

         Perhaps the most exuberantly expansive and animated decades in all history, radiating out from the mid-19th century, have become associated – for reasons to be defined – with an uncomfortable stuffiness, with exaggerated formality and priggishness, and above all by hypocritical values that today we firmly reject. In fact, while The Times might be accused of smugness when it summed up the period in January 1859, it accurately described how many people felt, and in many respects how it was. Comparing one age with another is notoriously difficult, it argued, if you set out to be just: ‘We of the 19th century are accused of praising ourselves.’ That self-flattery might be true, but isn’t it odd, the article argued, at least to the extent that ‘we do not think it has ever been done before’.

         The pattern for all ages, as a matter of course, is to praise what came before and consider themselves degenerate; that has always been considered the proper thing to say. Yet today, old people ‘do not now praise the days of their youth…they say “Things are improved since those days”’.4 Fast forward to the 2020s and we have long since stopped believing that Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management was an innovative guide to sound, let alone adventurous, cooking, but that is because we think Victorians were fuddy-duddy, when in fact, in 1861, Beeton was offering recipes for coconut soup, sea kale and saffron curry.5

         Queen Victoria herself is not the presiding genius in the pages that follow, though her husband, Prince Albert, was intimately involved in helping to make 12some of the most exciting changes as mid-century was reached. Nor are any historical periods capable of rigid chronological definition: Jeremy Bentham, William Wilberforce, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Cobbett, all of whom influenced parts of the Victorian psyche, had all died by the time the young queen had come to the throne.6

         
            
[image: ]4 Queen Victoria and Prince Albert were both twenty at the time this photograph was taken in 1840, their marriage year. History remembers her for many reasons, but the father of her nine children (in sixteen years) might well have been called ‘the best king Britain never had’.

            

         

         It may be that the essence of Victorian times, certainly for two decades after 1850, is better defined as the ‘Age of Progress’, for ‘Progress’ permeated society both as an idea and as a largely visible reality, which is not to say that it was uniform in its achievements, or always successful in its consequences, or accepted either as a reality, or even a desirable objective, by everyone.

         The Annual Register for 1851, looking back on 1850, painted a reasonably accurate picture of the everyday life of the nation. In January, on the East Lancashire Railway, a passenger train of only one carriage left Preston at 8 o’clock in the evening. Many joined it at Ormskirk (only recently reached by rail, giving its famous gingerbread sellers a whole new market), so at Maghull an attempt was made to add an empty carriage standing in a siding. In the darkness, the sound of the approaching, fast-moving Liverpool train led several passengers to jump out onto the main line. Three were killed. Railways provided good lessons that new technology was not without its dangers.13

         In the same month, chloroform – newly introduced as an anaesthetic in operations – was used in Thrall Street, Spitalfields, by ‘Fat Beth’ Smith, later transported to the colonies for fifteen years, to rob Frederick Jewett, a solicitor, who was left ‘in a wretched apartment, and in a complete state of nudity’ except for an old piece of rag carelessly thrown over him. Chloroform crime, like railway accidents, was another warning that progress – in fact, all the defining features of a modern world – needed to be approached with care.

         There was a riot at a Protectionist meeting in Stafford (the freeing up of trade from tariffs aroused strong passions); a Chinese pirate fleet was destroyed (the global reach of the British naval power was increasingly apparent); on the Tibetan frontier of Bengal, the Rajah of Sikkim temporarily seized the British resident in Darjeeling, Dr Campbell, as well as the English naturalist Dr Hooker (Dr Campbell could probably be criticized for lack of subtlety or sensitivity, but Dr Hooker represented a passion for scientific investigation, not British hegemony; both were typical); Buchanan House, Scottish seat of the Duke of Montrose, was destroyed by fire after all the water in the cisterns and pipes had frozen (asbestos was widely used as insulation in factories as a by-product of the Industrial Revolution, and when the newspaper industry began at this time to generate large amounts of waste newsprint, many people used it ad hoc to fill cavities, in effect the precursor to cellulose insulation; scientific progress usually brought mixed benefits). The last entry for the year 1850 referred to the explosion of a Portuguese frigate in Macao. That had been long before on 29 September. News travelled slowly. But not for much longer; the era of the electric telegraph was shortly to begin.

         Certainly, and especially in the 1850s, Great Britain had progressed to a unique world position: commander of the seas and occupying the role later adopted by the US as the global power broker; the world’s dominant banker, financier and trader; investor, too, on a scale that no rival nation matched. Britain led the race to make a world on the back of technological progress and of a considered, if flawed and to many today objectionable, belief in a moral, civilizing mission. It managed also to modernize the state without recourse to revolution or authoritarianism.

         The young John Stuart Mill had succinctly set the agenda – though anonymously – in The Spirit of the Age (1831), first published in the radical magazine The Examiner: ‘mankind have outgrown old institutions and old doctrines – and have not yet acquired new ones’. Unlike our own times, especially since the dawn of the digital era, in which change happens largely in a historical vacuum, or where history is muddled into a general sense of ‘the past’, the 19th century in the years after Mill’s statement not only knew 14where it had come from, but was confident in its trajectory. If the steam trains that were so quickly to transform the ease and speed of travel began to outstrip the stagecoaches, then you could be sure that was just a beginning. If the ultimate truths of religion or ethics came under question through the increase of knowledge, reason in tune with intuition would take us forward. In matters of the economy, of politics, of science or even of aesthetics, there was the certainty of progress, energetically pursued.

         
            
[image: ]5 If Canary Wharf is today the financial capital of London, the London docks that preceded it (here warehouse and transit sheds on North Quay, c.1890) were a perfect symbol of Britain’s global trading dominance: a huge spectacle of power from a distance, though the home of appalling poverty close up.

            

         

         In our own time, much of this is dismissed. In Michael Ignatieff’s striking phrase, Progress ‘sits in the attic of our minds like a glorious Victorian antique, as magnificent as a stuffed moose head and just as useless’.7 But it felt very different in 1850, which isn’t to say that everyone was unquestioning. The barrister William Johnston, who tried to sum up England As It Is in 1851, explained that while there was a consensus that ‘the present century, and especially the last thirty years, had been an era of great “progress”’, there were different views about ‘the nature of that progress’. Across society, ‘activity’ had ‘accelerated’ to ‘a prodigious degree’, and some argued that ‘improvement’ 15could be related directly to ‘the quickened movement of society’. Others argued that the beneficiaries were the upper and middle classes, with doubt about ‘the masses’, even to the extent that ‘the great bulk of the people’ were worse off.8

         As we shall see, this last suggestion was not correct, and improvement in the quality of life of the poor and all the working classes provides a key, if complex, theme of this book. It would be more difficult to contest that there were abundant signs of a kinder society developing in Victorian times – not ‘kind’ in our absolutist definition of the word, but a large leap forward from any previous era in history, partly fuelled by Evangelical religion and a new sensitivity to suffering expressed in philanthropy, accompanied by a ‘seriousness’ that encouraged questioning of the social status quo.

         The Times, in 1859, was again helpful in providing perspective. In the past, it suggested ‘human want and misery’ were regarded ‘simply as facts, they were necessary, unavoidable, and so on’. Except for a few philanthropists, people stood by ‘with folded arms, and saw the ravages of wholesale disease and want’. Half a century before, a soldier might be given a thousand lashes ‘for the merest trifle’. Society saw not ‘the slightest severity in it’: judges, comrades, bystanders felt no obligation, much less horror. It was not that people were ‘exactly cruel’, the writer suggested; it was just law and custom: ‘They never reasoned, they took the world as they found it.’ But now there was ‘an active, inquiring, busy, penetrating intellectual spirit of benevolence’ in which people ‘question themselves, then others, then ferret out cases, then bring people together, systematize efforts and combine forces’. For the first time in history, misery could not just be called ‘an insoluble problem, as if that was all to be said or thought about it’.

         At its simplest, a sense of ‘Progress’ became embedded because the 19th century demonstrated that Enlightenment ideas of applying reason could be seen in practice in multiple ways. Writers like Thackeray and Dickens had rivalries, but were clear-headed in expressing their observations. If you lived in what Thackeray called ‘the age of steam’, you could see the gulf between the new and the old world. Yesterday was defined by ‘stage-coaches…riding horses, pack-horses, highway-men, knights in armour, Norman invaders, Roman legions, Druids, Ancient Britons painted blue’. Gunpowder and printing, he conceded, ‘tended to modernise the world’, but the railroad in itself had started a new era.9 Ideas that people can see and feel are usually genuine and the more powerful for that.

         The excitement was given frequent expression. In George Eliot’s first reputation-making novel, Adam Bede (1859), ‘even idleness is eager now – eager for amusement; prone to excursion-trains, art museums, periodical 16literature, and exciting novels; prone even to scientific theorizing, and cursory peeps through microscopes. Old Leisure was quite a different personage.’10 The very sounds of the new age were exciting: Thomas Carlyle, in his essay on Chartism (1839), described Manchester waking up on a Monday morning: ‘Hast thou heard…at half-past five by the clock; the rushing off of its thousand mills, like the boom of an Atlantic tide, ten-thousand times ten-thousand spools and spindles all set humming there as sublime as a Niagara, or more so.’11

         Of course, there was no ducking the problem of working-class discontent that occasioned Carlyle’s tract or its political expression, Chartism, a challenge that all Europe had been grappling with since the French Revolution, expressed – as he wrote to his friend Thomas Story Spedding in 1839 – by ‘revenge begotten of ignorance and hunger’. But while the challenges raised by the ‘Condition of England Question’, the division between the rich and the poor summarized by Carlyle’s widely influential phrase, were intractable, that was not to say there were no solutions or no expectation of making progress.

         
            
[image: ]6 Victorians were great letter-writers, but just seven years after the public unveiling of the daguerreotype, Carlyle was able to give a new dimension to what was to become a 40-year correspondence with the man Nietzsche thought of as the most gifted of the Americans, Ralph Waldo Emerson: he sent this image of himself to his friend in April 1846.

            

         

         Carlyle had figured in the original text of Mallock’s book, published in the magazine Belgravia, as Mr Rokeby, but was expunged from the book. He needs to be approached with caution as a witness. Ruskin, in awe of him as a young man and into middle age, calling him ‘Papa’, wrote to J.A. Froude that ‘he was born in the clouds and struck by the lightning’; Froude himself suggested he was ‘not meant for happiness’.12 In Past and Present (1843), Carlyle provided an introduction to what became an accelerating process: was materialism the only kind of Progress that mattered? Who exactly was ‘the wealth of England’ blessing, or making happier, or wiser, or ‘beautifuller’, 17or ‘in any way better?’ Earlier, his 1829 essay ‘Signs of the Times’ did admit to the idea of his age advancing. For one thing, it had ‘ceaseless activity’, knowledge and education were advancing, even the existence of discontent was a sign of promise. There was no going back – but it would be a struggle.13

         Carlyle’s conclusion that industrialization and utilitarianism were not the answer to social progress became deeply influential. Dickens used Bounderby and Gradgrind to spread that view in Hard Times (1854), which he dedicated to Carlyle.14 Yet Carlyle himself was not opposed to hard work, even factory work. To the contrary, it defined him. When as a poor man’s son he forms a relationship with Jane Welsh, he insists (in December 1824) that ‘It is no part of my plan to eat the bread of idleness so long as I have the force of a sparrow left in me to procure the honest bread of industry.’15 But he was distracted, both in his impatience with the problems created by industrialization and by his idea that only ‘great men’ could ward off anarchy and chaos. In a sense, the extent of change did require great men (and women) to set about painstakingly, bit by bit, making reforms of all kinds. That was not ‘the great’ that Carlyle meant, but – all too slowly, perhaps – the Victorians did eventually make progress for all. When Carlyle died in 1881, Matthew Arnold nevertheless admitted that he had never much liked him; he had preached earnestness to a nation that already had plenty of it by nature, but was lacking ‘in several other useful things’.
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         What didn’t get destroyed by a new focus on working-class conditions, or even the slow pace at which amelioration of their state continued, was a sense of excitement about the extent of changes made. Even those who did not believe in progress by the application of reason and scientific method were caught up in the enthusiasm. Benjamin Kidd, self-educated and in 18thrall to the role of Christianity in fostering human progress, looked back in his bestselling and widely translated Social Evolution (1893) to what had happened. In the beginning, man was ‘a brute, feebly holding his own against many fierce competitors’, with no wants above those of the beast. Then – so quickly! – he has ‘obtained mastery over the whole earth. He has organized the face of continents. The earth produces at his will; all its resources are his. The secrets of the past have been plumbed, and with the knowledge obtained he has turned the world into a vast workshop where all the powers of nature work submissively in bondage to supply his wants. His power at length appears illimitable.’16 Today, we have at last learned differently, but that is how it felt then.

         While it would be an absurdity to suggest that there was a uniformity of opinion in the 19th century (to the contrary, there was a ferment of different opinions, not least because of the spotlight that ‘progress’ put on poverty and so many other social ills), the pragmatic English, ever suspicious of abstraction and eager to use what they viewed as common sense to make ideas useful, were able to apply thinking about progress that was first developed during the Enlightenment to the visible progress of the following century. Viewed through today’s eyes, Kidd’s enthusiasm for ‘progress’ easily turns him into an apologist for white imperialism (which he was). Yet first we should fully explore what the context suggested to him, and why.

         In our own time, whether behaviour is expressed by thinkers or doers, almost everything is interpreted psychologically. Are we by nature optimists or pessimists? Is pessimism a weakness or even a failure induced by a lack of positive thinking? Do we need an ideas-based theoretical foundation for human optimism? Such questions would have been thought quaint in the Victorian heyday. After all, ‘the workshop of the world’ was deriving vast benefits from its advanced machine production of textiles, iron and, later, steel. No one yet fully realized what the effects were going to be either on the environment or the less-developed parts of the world.

         The positive news of these things, and the positive ideas they encouraged, were accelerated in dissemination by the growth of cities and accompanying improvements in transport and communications of all kinds. Isolation – the product of both low-tech and high-tech societies – was not an issue. ‘Various questions’, Charlotte Riddell’s novel Far Above Rubies (1867) noted, ‘go the round of families, little communities, large masses, the bulk of the population, the inhabitants of countries, all about the same time.’17 Social media, we might say, is just a feeble approximation of that process, diluted by reversing the command structure of human being and machine.19

         The past was slow; the exciting present was fast, easily satirized, but secure enough to survive that. Sir Edward Hamley’s Lady Lee’s Widowhood (1854) recorded it so: ‘We have fast speculators, fast statesmen, fast clergymen who have left the slow Church of England far behind – even history is written today by fast historians, only to show how incomparably superior the fast present time is to the past, and their works are lauded by fast readers and fast reviewers accordingly.’18

         To be captivated in these ways was a peculiarly Victorian experience. H.G. Wells, as so often, got to the heart of the matter in his ‘A Story of the Days to Come’, first serialized in Pall Mall Magazine in 1899, when he suggested that in the future ‘we have almost abolished wonder’.19 Of course, the discoveries of the present day far outmatch anything in the 19th century, but Victorians lived in the moment when the world moved on from the societies described by Sebastian Faulks’s Professor Putnam in his 2018 novel Paris Echo, in which the focus was not ‘progress and enlightenment, just that there should be no net loss of knowledge’.20 Neither a comforting sense that everything would remain the same, nor a sense of fast change that could easily finish up with the destruction of the planet and all its life forms could have the same appeal as the Victorian belief that Progress would continue into a brighter future.

         There was, nevertheless, a paradox at the core of living with Progress. Victorians wrestled with it, gave it a platform and endowed all succeeding generations with the challenge: how to reconcile materialism with morality.

         First, materialism and the associated prosperity – relative, of course (there were economic crises in 1857 and 1864, for example). In industry, in trade and control of shipping, in the creation of modern banking, in acting as the world’s clearing house, in investment in infrastructure, for a brief period Britain was the globally dominant nation. Some of the changes became apparent in the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution in the second half of the 18th century, but by the 1850s and 1860s, a modern world could be seen to be taking shape: in transport and other forms of communication, press and telegraph; in houses and hospitals and schools; or sanitation and other necessities of a fast-urbanizing country. Invention and discovery could be seen in every direction, both on the farm as well as in the town.

         Nevertheless, revelling in triumphalism omitted the key question attached to Progress: if there were winners, were there losers, too? And worse, those who had been exploited to achieve success and prosperity? The answer was undoubtedly ‘yes’, something that will be examined throughout this book. For the moment, the interesting question is how and why the social and political reform (from which many benefited) that accompanied prosperity (for more 20than a minority, but not for all) and which was part of the ‘Age of Progress’ took such a distinctive form. In 19th-century Britain, there were many continuities and many fundamental changes, but the remarkable thing is how the changes allowed, or even embraced on occasion, so many of the continuities.

         There is a clue to this odd inconsistency, in which opposing forces cohabit, in a book entitled The History of Progress, first published in 6d weekly parts from June 1859 to July 1860. Its writer, best known for the many editions of his Enquire Within Upon Everything, was Robert Kemp Philip (sometimes spelled Philp), a former Chartist who campaigned for reform and working-class rights. He is credited with drawing up the second of the three Chartist Petitions addressed to the House of Commons – this second document gathering over three million signatures and presented to the House in May 1842 (though Philip fell out with Feargus O’Connor and the more radical Chartists, a familiar story in later Labour politics). In his History, Philip is careful to say that ‘The work of the future is to perfect Progress, and to diffuse its benefits, since no power can resist its outward course, and its blessings are too many to be held in the group of monopoly.’21

         History loves revolutions for their apparent clarity. Yet here was a man who managed to be both part of what seemed like a revolutionary movement to the elites of his time and yet was in thrall to Progress, noting that ‘the hundreds and thousands of people who, in present days, visit our museums and galleries, or the Crystal Palace at Sydenham, are being schooled in the humanizing art of refinement, and trained to fitness for a higher standard of civilization’. There were lessons in ‘our very streets’ – modern shop windows packed with works of value and beauty, from all over the world and resulting from ‘every description of human skill and industry’. He exaggerates progress in mass education, but he can recognize that ‘the lamp of knowledge’ was enabling new generations to ‘see their way into the broad avenues of the Future’.22 By the century’s end, that really was becoming true.

         ‘Revolution’ is most usefully defined – and most emotionally satisfying – when it destroys the past in search of a perfect society. That isn’t what happened in Britain. The French historian and statesman François Guizot recognized the situation perfectly. Marx and Engels published their Communist Manifesto, in which Guizot was damned (together, and with more justice, with the Pope, the Tsar and the Austrian Chancellor Metternich) as a reactionary just before this conservatively liberal French Prime Minister was toppled in the 1848 Revolution. In Britain, the Tory Quarterly Review commented on Guizot’s ‘Pourquoi la Révolution d’Angleterre a-t-elle réussi’ of 1850. Guizot’s position was that the French Revolution had been ‘blind, 21wanton and sweeping’; England’s Revolution – referring to what happened in 1688 – succeeded because it was ‘as little as could be of a revolution’, ‘the least possible deviation from the existing system’. Endearingly, the anonymous reviewer admitted that he didn’t quite have Guizot’s confidence in Britain’s constitutional system.23 Still, Guizot’s view was reinforced by the admittedly more conservative French historian and critic Hippolyte Taine two decades later, when he compared France forcibly overturning and remodelling its governance every few decades to England lending itself ‘without perturbations to continued improvements’. In practice, this meant a tendency to make ‘good government, that which pays the most respect to individual initiative, and confides power to the most worthy’. Besides, he said, no press in the world was as well informed, nor assemblies as competent.24

         Thus, in trying to reconcile materialism with morality and individual freedom – yet another vital ingredient of Progress – we will find well-founded, if slow and often muddled, reform, not revolution. Slow reform, like everything else in the Age of Progress, did not mean that it was half-hearted. There were many like Tom in William Pickersgill’s The Belle of the Ball (1865): ‘Reform was Tom’s creed – his Bible – his whole political lexicon. He had written it as a copyhead at school, and since then it had been perpetually present in his mind. All the institutions of the country were lost for want of reform. He advocated parliamentary reform – municipal reform – educational reform – reform of the administration of mechanics’ institutes, teetotal and temperance societies, and public companies of every description.’25

         Given the Victorians’ reputation for pomposity and dullness, they could be very wry and funny about themselves. George Eliot, herself part of a new progressive elite, drew upon her experiences of provincial religion whilst growing up for the stories that became, after magazine publication, her first novel, Scenes of Clerical Life (1858), in which ‘well-regulated minds’ were not prepared to see ‘dear old brown, crumbling inefficiency’ make way for ‘spick-and-spam, new-varnished efficiency’ and all its diagrams, plans, elevations and sections.26 Progress took many forms, and there was no Victorian voice, but a cacophony of voices operating – as Taine also observed – in the same way as English boxing matches: the combatants mauled and knocked each other down, shook hands and bore no malice.27 That was not always true, and women in particular had to box hard in all circumstances to be heard. Even so, we are a very long way from the grim conflicts of the ‘Age of Social Media’.

         Consequently, the apparently destabilizing force of material and technological progress could be received as something reassuring, or at least 22less worrying, when it was accompanied by a social and political evolution that seemed to be going in the right direction. ‘Progress’ was specific when exhibiting an actual reform, but it was also highly practical because it was never an ideology (except in the hands of its arch-propagandists). It came out of experience – although all too slowly, because industrializing and urbanizing the country created casualties. At its best, it was wonderfully adaptable and pragmatic, enabling a transformation that was in many respects fast – just a few decades were decisive – but avoided authoritarianism.

         In our own time, we have guilt or anger about the past, worry or anger in the present, and fear of the future. In the 1850s and 1860s, many people across society (obviously, there are many exceptions, from the poorest to those struggling to reconcile their faith with evolution and scientific discovery) were happy to live in the present, not least because as a character in Charles Kingsley’s Yeast, first published in Fraser’s Magazine in 1848, puts it, ‘Your very costermonger trolls out his belief that “there’s a good time coming”’.28 Although the novel by this Christian Socialist reformer dwells on poverty, it also signals Progress. Moreover, while conformity, social conventions and doubt were built into Victorian society, that gave the prospect of testing the boundaries an edginess that it is difficult – given that everything has now been transgressed – to replicate today. Ironically, when Francis Fukuyama announced ‘the end of history’ in his 1992 book – inevitable progress into a peaceful and prosperous liberal democratic order – it was a lot less plausible than it might have felt in 1850, not least because there were abundant opportunities for you and you and you to ‘progress’ in the ‘Age of Progress’.

         There remains a book to be written that does not whitewash or gloss over the many Victorian imperfections, but which tries to take us a little closer to why it might have been an energizing, bold, exciting time to be alive, with an overall spirit that, as we shall see, cannot now be repeated despite all that we have learned in well over a century since Queen Victoria died in 1901.

         Not everything was complicated, however. Invention and discovery at every turn could be an exhilarating thing. The works of popular novelists spread the word. Mrs Henry Wood received the huge sum of a thousand guineas for her tale of the fall of the Godolphin banking family in The Shadow of Ashlydyat (1863). ‘Monkeys are discovered to be men – or men monkeys, which is it? [Darwin’s ideas had already entered popular culture.] A shirt is advertised to be made complete in four minutes (buttons, warranted fast, included) by the new sewing-machine; we send ourselves in photograph to make morning calls; the opposite sides of the world are brought together by electric telegraph; chloroform has rendered the surgeon’s knife something 23rather agreeable than otherwise; we are made quite at home with “spirits”, and ghosts are reduced to a theory. Not to speak of these other discoveries connected with the air, earth, and water, which it would require an F.R.S. to descant upon. Wonderful discoveries of a wonderful age.’29

         Were the discoveries wonderful? Was there reform? Was it ‘the best of times’ and, if so, for whom? In the pages that follow, we will first see why the idea that they were living in an era that was the apotheosis of progress touched so many people, before testing the validity of that assumption in every aspect of life and action – intellectual, economic and environmental, professional, political and governmental, social, moral and religious.

         There was a high point. Then much of it went wrong, leaving the very different assumptions by which the world lives today. In considering the latter, at least, there is a role for hindsight, for what began as a straightforward and largely pragmatic observation of progress turned into something very different.

         Progress first encouraged a blind optimism about the beneficial effects of technology, which quickly became questionable. There were, and have been ever since, many beneficial consequences, but it is apparent that we are unable or unwilling to predict the consequences of what we discover, especially the destructive consequences – as the misery of the First World War soon demonstrated. Continuing ‘progress’ has left us with the military capacity to destroy the planet many times over, but also with a (mostly) non-deliberate tendency to destroy the planet by other means, especially environmental. The lifestyle that goes with ‘progress’ – mobile, urban populations – mixed with ever more powerful medicines and medical techniques of an unpredictable kind raise the possibility of global plague. When Horace wisely suggested, over two thousand years ago, that Nature had the skill and inclination to fight back, he spoke of unwisely trying to expel it with a pitchfork. Our ‘pitchforks’ are the more powerful – and thus the more powerful in their consequences. Covid is not the end of the story.

         Second, what began as a cautious, pragmatic, worthy process – the development of liberal democracy – soon morphed into something much more ideological: a belief in the possibility of the perfectibility of our social, economic and political institutions and – by extension – of human beings themselves. During the 19th century, the great questions that were to frame politics throughout the modern period (never more so than today) were fully apparent for the first time. Capitalism and freedom were revealed as the twin engines of Progress, but not as an absolute good. Both needed moderating and questioning and clever regulation to protect the individual. As a battleground of 24competing interests, modern, urban societies need leadership that benevolently melds them together with something coherent and acceptable to the majority. In practice, leaders have not satisfied the feelings of their electorates; liberal democracy has been unable to sweep all before it. It was no easier in the 19th century. Some disappointed Victorians had exhibited eccentric utopian ideas; some others took Romantic comfort in an idealised past; and still more urged restraint in the progress towards democracy, conscious of the dangers of a manipulated mob or because of their selfish interests.

         From early in the 20th century, Progress was hijacked and fully transformed from pragmatic description to ideology, ideology that encouraged popular support for extreme political ideologies and their ruthless leaders, resulting in dictatorships, repression and violence, ostensibly to further the greater good on a scale that had never been seen before. There was also a more insidious consequence of a blind belief in perfection. We depend on our social, economic and political institutions for our welfare (in every sense of the word), but once they were assumed to be perfectible, the emotional pull of ‘the right to paradise’ displaced the reason that slowly and patiently made tomorrow better than today, albeit in a flawed fashion. The polarization of political discourse in Western democracies today, accompanied by an apathy induced by failed utopian promises that could never be realized, is traceable directly to an evolutionary process that began in the 19th century.

         Third, a combination of scientific discovery and the elevation of material values threatened to destroy belief systems, just as they were making some headway in reconciling the divine with the human-created within a tolerant framework. The effects of twentieth-century alienation, in response to the apparent reality of humans being no more than an aggregation of molecules in a meaningless universe, were compounded by the loss of many of the moral values previously accepted by moderate people and their replacement by a rampant materialism of a startlingly meaningless kind within greed culture. For the same reasons, those who refused to join the secular parade became easy prey for fundamentalists, able to disrupt societies of all political complexions (as we see so clearly today with the rise of radical Islam and multiple populist ‘beliefs’ that deny free speech to others).

         Fourth, the creation of a global economy and the accompanying imperialism led to the exploitation of innumerable people and bitter legacies. It is right that we examine that in detail, but we also need to apply a historical lens in a different way. H.G. Wells, whose life took in 35 years of Victorian Britain and 45 of the new century, put it convincingly in his Short History: in the 19th century, ‘energetic men grabbed the gifts of power and plenty that 25science gave them, with little gratitude and no suspicion of the price that might presently have to be paid for them. Now the bill is being presented. The scale of distances has been so altered, the physical power available has become so vast, that the separate sovereignty of existing states has become impossible. Yet we cling to it obstinately.’30 The tribe and the nation, together with technology, remain the most potent of forces. Imperialism threatened and damaged multiple tribes. Nationalism, expressed as imperialism, created clashes of civilizations. And the undiminished record of competing nationalisms which – with the possibility of economic gain – fuelled imperialism shows the full force of nationalism’s self-destructive character. No supranational alliance, save for helping trade, has yet come close to finding a way of protecting national, tribal or individual feelings.

         All of these things now feed into the new digital universe. Human beings have always had difficulty in distinguishing reality (there was plenty of fake news in the 1850s). But now, as we ponder the long-term effects of digitalization, any brave, if imperfect, attempts to identify ‘the truth’ or even ‘a truth’ – as many Victorians did – are hampered by the fact that, in many essentials, ‘reality’ has been replaced by ‘the screen’ and the propaganda of AI sludge and hallucination; free speech cannot operate when social media allows narcissism to substitute for reasoned debate; and ‘authenticity’ has become a mere game of Internet influencers and brands. Tech companies have become the new imperialists, colonizing not territory but people’s minds.

         The result is a very long way from the world of 180 years ago. We can trace the path from the one world to the other, but we need first to understand – and feel – what it felt to be alive in the first modern ‘Age of Progress’. In successive chapters, we join Victorians in making the globally dominant economy; in creating a free press; in hesitantly but surely creating something close to liberal democracy; in professionalizing all the country’s institutions and using modern science to develop new ones; in debating everything about their society armed with new and sometimes troubling knowledge; in making a start on tackling poverty and discrimination; in finally beginning to free women from their historically subservient role and developing education for all; in taking the notion of progress around the world, with many disastrous consequences. The issues arising from pursuing ‘the modern’ have shaped the history of the world ever since.

         Does this matter? As Prime Minister, Tony Blair – a man so very unlike his immediate successor, Gordon Brown – told the US Congress in 2003 that there had never been a time when a study of history provided so little instruction for the present day.31 How wrong he was.
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            CHAPTER 2

            ‘THE PECULIAR PRIDE OF THE PRESENT AGE’

            IDEAS OF PROGRESS

         

         Here is an odd thing. In an Age of Progress, of change and flux, the structure of society remained stable. The rise and rise of the middle classes and the new voices of the working classes did not lead to the demise of the British aristocracy. They received deference: the radical Richard Cobden reported the dismal news that merchants and manufacturers seemed to want riches just to prostrate themselves at the feet of feudalism.1 Aristocrats increased in number: in the House of Lords, from 366 in 1833 to 551 in 1900, especially because of the peerages given to businessmen and industrialists after 1870.2 They could be forward-looking (always ‘carefully on the side of what is called “Progress”’, as G.K. Chesterton put it).3

         Just before Christmas 1865, Lord Stanley, son of a three-time Prime Minister and soon to be the 15th Earl of Derby, told the Liverpool Chamber of Commerce that there was a union, a fusion of the mercantile and manufacturing classes and the landowners: ‘if we were to measure time, not by the lapse of years, but by the progress of ideas, we are essentially removed from the days when speakers could get up at public meetings and talk about being governed by a half-feudalised aristocracy, which looked down with contempt on trade, which was always ready to drag the country into quarrels, and multiplied military appointments for the sake of their relations and connections. If any man were to hold that language now, one would be tempted to ask him if he had fallen from the moon.’ Everyone now was interested in ‘the progress of the industrial enterprise’ and ‘the war upon our greatest national enemy – pauperism’.4

         Aristocrats invested in coal mines, in docks, in stocks and shares. They continued to be Prime Ministers and Cabinet Ministers (not, according to the Frenchman Hippolyte Taine, like the French aristocrats, ‘ornamental parasites’ with ‘antiquated minds’, but for 50 years governing not in the interests of 27their class but the nation, yielding to opinion, directing reforms).5 They were active in local government. The Duke of Norfolk, Premier Duke of England, was Mayor of Sheffield; Lord Rosebery, first chairman of the London County Council, only resigned when he became Prime Minister.6 They appeared to have reformed. Caroline Norton, granddaughter of the playwright Richard Brinsley Sheridan, wrote letters as ‘Libertas’ to the Morning Chronicle in 1848, at a time of working-class discontent, to demonstrate that the aristocracy had presided over ‘measures of improvement’; they had disputes, but were ‘honest pioneers of progress’; they are ‘workmen of intelligence, as you are workmen of production’.7

         This last would be seen today as patronising and parti pris, and all generalizations about class attitudes suffer, of course, because they are generalizations. There were many exceptions. Superficially, everything seemed to be about class in Victorian times, but the key point is something different: the social structure remained solid – an enormous help when everything else was changing. Understanding comes from exploring shifting patterns and relationships, not class or race slogans. Many people were self-consciously determined to rise within society; such characters fill the pages of novels, like the followers of ‘Marion’s code’ in Charles James’s The Bramleighs of Bishops Folly (1868): to establish a family in three generations, make money; unite money and an ability to attain ‘a certain station’ of power and social influence; lastly, fortify these with marriage. Time would do the rest.8 Others were more discerning and showed a rational pathway of progress to the future. John Saunders, in Hirrell (1869), dedicated to Gladstone, suggested that society was just ‘so many individual men and women’. If ‘wise, prudent, and beneficent legislation’ could help people to be born healthy, properly trained, given ‘the power to labour for adequate reward in a suitable occupation’, the power to marry, to become a citizen and to have a say in securing that the next generation should have the same, then there was no need to be concerned about ‘the fate of society’.9 The failure of Saunders’s magazines, The People’s Journal (1846) and The National Magazine (1856–57), was a sign that the destination was not yet reached. But it was on the right road.

         The middle classes effectively controlled the dominant narrative of the Victorian period, so we might not be surprised that, as Esmé Wingfield-Stratford observed – looking back in 1930 – a ‘robust optimism’ was ‘the prevailing sentiment’, expressed in the belief that the effect of all the great changes taking place ‘would be to make the world, and everybody in it, unimaginably better’.10 If this seemed to be too good to be true, it is perhaps 28best compared with the overall situation in the many millennia before the 19th century – for most people, a particular kind of equality: an equality of poverty and no prospects. You could not convincingly describe Victorian Britain like that.

         Who were the middle classes? They were themselves divided (but never precisely, however much they might want that) by income, by occupation, by lifestyle, by location. There were more of them in London and the south-east. With exceptions, the bankers and the merchants were richer than the manufacturers, even in Manchester. As nonconformists, encouraged to a moral lifestyle and abstinence from alcohol, the manufacturers tended not to make for country estates – at least not immediately – and many had homes not far from their factories and workers. Not all were as heartless as the novelists depicted them, but nor were they all like Titus Salt, the largest employer in Bradford and creator of the model village of Saltaire in the 1850s, with houses, almshouses, library, chapel, and an infirmary.

         
            
[image: ]8 The middle-class home in 1856. Three generations of the Frith family celebrate Alice (within the wreath) on her birthday. This was not quite ‘home, sweet home’, but it became so by the end of the century for many working-class people, too. The artist William Powell Frith in fact had a turbulent domestic life, but the image of home as a special place was enduring.

            

         

         We don’t much hear the voices of the manufacturers, mostly happily inarticulate and instead focused on their businesses; it is surely significant 29that Dickens’s much-loved heroes, where they found riches, did not make them from business and trade. Pride in being self-made probably spoke more powerfully to the working classes than the middle classes; increasingly, education counted for more. Matthew Arnold declared that the British middle classes were badly educated. To an extent, that related to his distaste for materialism encouraging social mobility: his Mr Bottles, in his 1871 Friendship’s Garland, who is ‘something in the bottle way’ and ignorant of everything except the infernal bottles, is a believer in Progress, the Manchester School of Liberals and the Daily Telegraph. But that was perhaps less significant than Arnold’s earlier assertion, when writing about Continental education, that the professional middle classes, unlike in any other country, were educated in aristocratic values.

         In 1850, The Gentleman’s Magazine avowed that it wanted to encourage ‘whatever is kind or generous, whatever is fairly meant and diligently pursued’. The ‘lofty arrogance of mere pretenders’ would receive ‘the test of a just and manly criticism’.11 In practical terms, this became expressed in a broad liberal humanitarianism, but it was also accompanied by a strong work ethic and an increasingly energetic reform or creation of professional institutions, though politically no espousal of taxation: the income tax rate of 1875–76 was just 2d in the pound, and though it had reached 7d when Peel reintroduced it in 1842, it applied only to incomes over £150 and enabled him to remove duties on perhaps 750 items. Aristocrats and the middle classes, whether professionals or manufacturers, were hostile to income tax; the working classes were unaffected by it and also benefited as tariffs were removed in the era of free trade. All classes could unite around what was projected as a national success story – Britain’s adoption of ideas of social progress (albeit with a very long way to go), individual liberty (a world leader) and a democratic government (with equivocation – how far should the country go in allowing everyone a vote?).

         Without a big state budget, how were the working classes to make progress? We will see that in detail when examining what happened to the deprived sections of society in Chapter 8, but while the fragile – of whom there were a multitude – continued to experience many of the wretched circumstances that they had known since the beginning of time, there were also many who took Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help (1859) and made it a reality, albeit sometimes with some help. Smiles himself has been almost wilfully misunderstood in our own time. Involved in Radical politics in the 1840s, he pushed for local action on education and sanitary improvements, as well as campaigning against money and power ostentatiously displayed. At the time, he supported 30universal suffrage, though later became disillusioned about political action as the key to change. His books Self-Help and Thrift (1875) are too often seen as equating their prescriptions with cruel self-righteousness. In fact, though he might well have derived his approach from being one of eleven surviving children of very strict Scottish Presbyterian parents, eking out a medical study only because his mother worked so hard to keep the family shop going after his father died of cholera in 1832, the connection is too simplistic.

         The origins of Self-Help lay with the invitation to give lectures that he received from the working men of a Leeds self-improvement society intent on making their own way, rather than relying on middle-class philanthropy (and, in some sense, control). Smiles himself didn’t quite see it like that; he emphasized ‘character’, ‘moral worth’ and ‘public spirit’, important for all sections of society and much more important than ‘manners’ or ‘fashion’. Progress depended on contributions from artisans, yes, but also manufacturers, politicians, philosophers, even poets. That had always been so; the ‘fortunate Great’ were remembered by biography, but many unwritten lives had also contributed to civilization. That was because they felt the need to act within a moral framework, applying themselves, paying attention to accuracy and method and punctuality.

         Did this just create a myth? If so, it was certainly a powerful one. Novelists got the point – endlessly. Some became famous, such as Dinah Craik’s John Halifax, Gentleman, which pre-dated by a few years Smiles’s book and was written by a female author herself determined to succeed, and in which the poor orphan is encouraged to try – ‘you can do anything you try’ – and duly becomes powerful and wealthy.12 In the forgotten How a Farthing Made a Fortune by Charlotte Bowen, Dick is born in a cellar in a London backstreet haunt of iniquity and misery, survives poverty, finds a benefactor and acquires ‘a considerable income’ as a landscape gardener.13

         But what about real life? First, there are many individual tales. Joseph Johnson, in Living to Purpose; or Making the Best of Life (1868) mentions several, including Dr Samuel Lee (1783–1852), born in poverty in Shropshire and starting work as a carpenter’s apprentice, impressing the Church Missionary Society with his linguistic skills, eventually becoming both Professor of Arabic and Professor of Hebrew at Cambridge, as well as playing a key role in a dictionary of the Māori language; and Samuel Drew (1765–1833), son of a Cornish farm labourer, beginning as an apprentice shoemaker, but on becoming a theologian and through adopting Methodism eventually acquired the nickname of ‘the Cornish metaphysican’.14 But second, as an impressed Taine noted, there were non-state-funded societies 31– for everything: houses for working men, protecting animals, emigration, studying economics, encouraging female teachers, advancing science, saving lives from drowning, helping savings banks. A German coalminer called Dükershoff, when writing about Northumberland later in the century, even suggested that, as a result of clubs and religious organizations, the middle and working classes are ‘on very friendly terms’.15 The most important institutions for the working classes were the Mechanics’ Institutes, providing books, lectures and discussion in the absence of adequate state-funded education. Education, to be discussed later, was itself the most concrete route for the poor and the wage-earners to progress.

         Smiles’s ‘character’ did not help the many that were more vulnerable. Even more needed a little help. Presciently, we might think today, the much-maligned future Edward VII suggested in a speech in June 1883 to inaugurate a new scholarship programme at the Royal College of Music, that ‘the tendency of increased wealth and increased civilization’ to widen social differences made it essential to work ‘most earnestly in bridging over the gulf between different classes’.16 Among the new scholars was a mill girl, a bricklayer’s daughter, sons of a blacksmith and a farm labourer. Similarly, Henry Swan, born in the West Country in Devizes in 1829 and apprenticed to a copper-plate engraver in London, was inspired by Ruskin at the Working Men’s College, Great Ormond Street, where he learned manuscript illumination. Ruskin asked him to engrave some of the plates for his Modern Painters: ‘Mr Swan,’ his obituary read, ‘was exceedingly in sympathy with all ideas of progress and reform.’ He had gone on to engrave many plates for the inventor of phonography, Isaac Pitman. Swan invented a system of musical notation and a system of writing English phonetically to be used in teaching children to read, and had had Louis Napoleon, the exiled Napoleon III, among his sitters, with a technique to replicate the effect of a stereoscope, but without the instrument itself, for viewing an image. As curator, eventually, of the Ruskin Museum, he taught ‘helpfulness, and beauty, and joy in life’.17

         It took a revolutionary, rather than a proselytizer for Victorian social values or bourgeois ideas of progress, to express – with huge frustration – the social change that gathered pace from the 1850s: ‘the English proletariat’, Engels wrote in a letter to Marx in October 1858, ‘is actually becoming more and more bourgeois, so that the ultimate aim of this most bourgeois of all nations would appear to be the possession, alongside the bourgeoisie, of a bourgeois aristocracy and a bourgeois proletariat.’18 From Marx and Engels to today’s social media algorithms, it has been a defining feature of ‘the modern’ to believe that society and social behaviour can be studied scientifically. It was 32a short step from scientific knowledge enormously enhancing understanding of the natural world – as it did with ever-increasing force in the 19th century – to apply the same thinking to human beings. George Eliot, in a letter at the end of September 1851, describes meeting ‘a Mr Herbert Spencer, who has just brought out a large work on “Social Statics”, which Lewes pronounces the best book he has seen on the subject’.19 Eliot and Spencer were to be close, though in the event it was George Henry Lewes, philosopher and critic, with whom she lived – unmarried – for 25 years. The effect of scientific progress on the economy was matched by a corresponding ferment of ideas about the study of society – in effect, the birth, if not the close definition, of sociology. Eliot, as Marian Evans, had come to London in 1850 and was staying with, and became the mistress of, the publisher John Chapman, who published Spencer’s book. Spencer worked across the street in the Strand as a sub-editor for The Economist; the social circle that developed also included T.H. Huxley and John Tyndall from Mallock’s country house.
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         For Spencer, Eliot was ‘the most admirable woman, mentally, I have ever met.’ In Social Statics, he was concerned with studying social structure and order, a starting point for studying progress within society; he argued, among many other things, for equality of treatment for women (though his views on political rights for them were to evolve). The two of them would walk on the terrace at Somerset House, overlooking the Thames, and talk and talk and talk.20 Many years later, at the time of his 70th birthday in 1890, the Pall Mall Gazette called him ‘the profoundest intellect of our generation’, ‘the first [among other things] to apply evolutionary method to the facts of society – to political organizations, ecclesiastical organizations, ceremonial 33institutions, domestic relations, and the rise and progress of moral ideas in humanity’.21 He was a voice for gradualism, slow modification, the pursuit of equilibrium, but only after endless minute changes of structure and function. So, no drugs that ‘act like magic’. It took another century to adopt a different idea of progress: instant gratification.

         Spencer, much misunderstood by the 20th century and accused at one time or another of being responsible for almost all the pernicious consequences arising from what came to be called Social Darwinism, suffered in his own time because of his over-confident dogmatism. Ruskin wrote to Frederic Harrison, another controversial but in his way brilliant intellectual, in 1884: ‘I was so furious at your praising Herbert Spencer that I couldn’t speak…I can’t think why you don’t go on steadily in social reform, instead of writing Theology – or neology – or me-ology, for what is Positivism but the Everlasting Me.’22

         Away from his ideas, Herbert Spencer could behave kindly and genially, a man with a hearty laugh. He was not a Social Darwinist or a Positivist (the philosophy that recognizes only what can be scientifically verified), but he did want to systematize, to organize everything in order to further human progress. At a dinner, John Stuart Mill said to Spencer that the radical and Classical historian George Grote would love his views on ‘the equilibrium of molecules in some relation or another’. After a short pause, Spencer then spoke ‘with unbroken fluency’ for a quarter of an hour or more. Grote was convinced; Mill thought it wonderfully lucid.23 But the sales of Spencer’s books, way beyond the elite – over a million copies in his lifetime, completely unprecedented for a philosopher – show his influence over Victorian debates about every aspect of progress.

         Spencer invented the phrase ‘survival of the fittest’ in his book Principles of Biology (1864). Yet he was anti-imperialist and anti-militarist, and certainly had no wish to (in some way) act to remove weaker members of society, or to see natural selection as the centrepiece of progress. Instead, if there was a struggle, it was an entirely positive and rational method of making things better; individual action rather than natural law. His own book on Progress (1857) emphasized how we had learned from mistakes that concern for others worked better than selfishness, that industrialization was better than making war; rational progress underpinned by scientific method. Just as organisms had evolved from simple to complex, so tribes had become industrializing, liberal and individualistic societies. Barbarian nomads had become urban but militarily expansive states; now we had to take another step forward.

         Nevertheless, because Spencer was a fierce believer in laissez-faire, his ideas were not a specific programme for action, but an aid to understanding. 34Reformers were abundant in Victorian society. In 1857, the National Association for the Promotion of Social Science was specifically founded to link the words of experts to the world of politics on such matters as public health, female education and local government. Its first secretary, Isa Knox, the mostly self-educated daughter of an Edinburgh hosier, overcame a great deal of prejudice against her appointment, was a significant campaigner for women’s rights and against slavery, and was to join the enormously talented women we shall meet in Chapter 9 at the Langham Place Group. Over twenty years later, when Lord Norton gave the presidential address at the Association’s annual congress, the overall momentum was as strong as ever. The ‘rapid progress of ideas’, argued Norton, had brought about the ‘general demand for improvement’ in all that concerns ‘our social well-being’, and ‘no one can fail to see that the progress is still more rapidly advancing…. The requirements of civilised life, and inventions to meet them, increase in geometric ratio.’24 That phrase, ‘geometric ratio’, would have been inconceivable before scientific method was favoured as a method of making progress. Idiosyncratic human beings, being idiosyncratic, can be delusional, just as they are today in their over-dependence on algorithms. But Victorians, understandably, were excited by it all: ‘Who can imagine,’ asked Lord Norton, ‘the condition of things 30 years hence?’

         The Idea of Progress had a long intellectual tradition. J.B. Bury, who came to adulthood in the 1880s, by which time the manifold discoveries of geology, astronomy and a host of other scientific disciplines had transformed our understanding of the planet, was specific in his inaugural lecture as Regius Professor of History at Cambridge in 1902 that history ‘is herself simply a science, no less and no more’. In his famous book on The Idea of Progress (1920), he summed up progress as a synthesis of the past and a prophecy of the future. From beginning as primitive and barbaric, mankind had gradually, if unevenly, improved knowledge and understanding, had found moral and spiritual value systems, and had thrown off many of the problems arising both from uncontrolled nature and from tyrannical governance. In fact, Bury’s book, coming out not long after the destruction of the First World War, marked the end of an easy acceptance of progress.

         While Francis Bacon, back in the 16th century, had argued that new knowledge enabled each generation to benefit – to progress – it was the Enlightenment that made the decisive step: applying reason, knowledge and the human will to the overall human environment; with it, government, education, the law, social structure and nature would result in improvement. Many politically active thinkers – certainly Turgot, Louis 35XVI’s Controller-General, and Condorcet, to some extent his protégé and often called the discoverer of the ‘law of progress’ – linked knowledge, well-being, economic growth and political liberty together. Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1766–88) addressed the question of whether civilization could collapse again, as it had done – in his view – because of the German barbarians. He is pleased to conclude that ‘every age of the world has increased, and still increases, the real wealth, the happiness, the knowledge, and perhaps the virtue of the human race’.25 That ‘perhaps’ was to be important. Turgot, unable to overcome aristocratic resistance to reform, was dismissed; Condorcet spent the last part of his life completing his posthumously published historical sketch of the Progress of the Human Mind (1795) while dodging the Jacobins, dying mysteriously after being imprisoned in the Bourg de l’Egalité (the equality borough).

         The idea of progress needed to be born, but it was the visibility of progress that finally captured to the full the attention of all classes of society in Victorian Britain at mid-century. By that time, ‘feeling’ the good life, itself now projected by an array of ‘facts’ derived from empirical observations, had gained considerable momentum. The analysis of the economic data showed that Providence was no longer in charge, though – in later chapters – we will need to ask whether ‘progress’ was achieved only on the backs of the deprived and the colonized. It was humans who had conquered the winds and distance with their steam-driven boats, smashed tunnels through mountains and placed giant structures across previously unbridgeable voids; it was humans who could use the same skills of applying their will to what reason and empirically derived knowledge revealed to improve society. ‘Improvement’ was what accelerated ‘progress’. The original meaning of the former, after the Norman Conquest, related to profitable land cultivation and, for the monarch, tax collection; it evolved to encompass any profitable investment. During the first half of the 19th century, it became essential to emphasize that mere change in every area of life did not signify progress; there needed to be – as the Radical manufacturer, politician and abolitionist Samuel Morley (1809–86) insisted – ‘improvement’.

         As the Victorian era developed, the chief problem was finding a consensus on the question of ‘progress for whom?’ For everyone? The Great Exhibition seemed to be one answer. ‘Unsurpassable, indescribable, unique, amazing, real!’ So said the London publisher and mapmaker John Tallis (1817–76). ‘Indescribable’ was perhaps the only inaccuracy in this summing up: few things have been so copiously described as the Great Exhibition in Hyde Park, held between May and October 1851. It was memorialized both by 36its progenitors and by newspapers, magazines, books, diaries and letters, within families and within whole communities, in Great Britain and across the world, as an icon of global progress – domestic progress, too, since this was not just a spectacle for Londoners: ‘Not a village, a hamlet, a borough, a township, or a wick’, according to Henry Mayhew’s novel 1851, but each had its shilling club, for providing their inhabitants with a three-day journey to London, a mattress under the dry arches of the Adelphi, and tickets for soup ad libitum. Even the horrors revealed in Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor, first published in book form and later expanded in the year of the Exhibition, could be mildly mitigated by the opportunities it provided. The milk-seller did not ‘understand about this Great Exhibition, but, no doubt, more milk will be sold when it’s opened, and that’s all I care about.’26
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         Nearly 800,000 square feet of glass, thousands of girders and iron columns – four times the size of St Peter’s in Rome – in which (if you used your imagination, as the Cambridge polymath William Whewell proposed) it was 37like a photograph of the surface of the whole globe, with all its workshops and markets, in one instantaneous, permanent picture.27 Abundance! National wealth! Power! Prestige! Fun! Aged hedgers and ditchers, scarcely familiar with the high street of their own country town, were seen in their clean smock-frocks, alongside gentlemen who had fallen in love at first sight, not in three-volume novels, but in reality, ‘actual reality’, with young ladies they had met in railway carriages on the way.28 A place that might herald peace – as Margaret Oliphant, biographer and at least distantly related to Laurence Oliphant, noted: surely ‘it was impossible, in the face of civilisation, steamboats, and the electric telegraph, to entertain the faintest idea of a war.’29 Politically, though Britain was unthreatened by revolution in practice, so soon after the 1848 Revolutions in Europe, it was psychologically helpful for Lord John Russell’s Liberal Government to have a completely undivisive event, free from all party influence, as the Manchester Guardian asserted, controlled by a Royal Commission with Prince Albert’s enthusiastic participation, and even – eventually – persuading Disraeli, previously an exponent of protectionism, that ‘The spirit of the age tends to free intercourse.’ If anyone knew that ‘no statesman can disregard with impunity the genius of the epoch in which he lives’, it was Disraeli in his practical politics. Prince Albert was brilliantly well informed, thorough, enthusiastic, able to be cogent when talking about architecture, or engineering, or chemistry, or fine art, as well as seeking to encourage his not easily encouraged Coburg family of the value of political liberalism and supporting industry.30

         Victorian success! And there was a specific symbol of it: the Exhibition’s late choice for architect, Joseph Paxton, leading the opening-day procession in top hat and tails, the runaway seventh son of a farmer, whose first job was as a garden boy, about to be knighted, soon to become a Liberal MP, an affluent railway investor. It is often said that Victorians replaced reality with myth; if so, Joseph Paxton turned that myth into reality. Did no one object to the whole enterprise? They always do. Years later, after the Crystal Palace had been moved from Hyde Park to Sydenham Hill, Upper Norwood, Ruskin compared entering a room in the Louvre (‘an education in itself’) to taking ‘two steps on the filthy floor and under the iron forks, half-scaffold, half gallows, of the big Norwood glass bazaar’. The result? That debased ‘mind and eye at once below possibility of looking at anything with profit all the day afterwards.’31 Others complained about girders giving way, panes of glass being broken by the wind, birds getting into the building, imported goods not getting into the building but stuck in the docks. Moreover, any building that was effectively a giant greenhouse got hot in the summer, though Paxton did 38experiment with cooling ideas. Still, it was perhaps no tragedy that, as The Times reported on 30 June 1851, many visitors ‘spent the greater part of the afternoon in eating ices and drinking lemonade and soda-water’.

         Once accepted, the point about ‘the idea of progress’ was that it knew no limits, in grand matters or mundane, from politics and the evolution of democracy to cut-price tailoring. James Webster, of 86–88 Argyll Street, Glasgow, used the new power of advertising to complain about London tailors who targeted only the wealthy, while the only way of forming a correct idea of ‘the progress of civilisation’ was to make sure ‘the Dress, Language and Manners of the People’ were not neglected, the first to be achieved by his Scotch Tweed Trouser Scheme (with the trousers under a pound), the others to come about via educational support reaching beyond the rich.32

         Were there dissenters? Some. But there were many to rebuff them. James Sully, an underrated contributor to the Victorian development of modern psychology, gave them short thrift in Pessimism (1872). Social progress was also individual progress, for ‘society is merely a congeries of individuals’. The progress that had been made defeated the main premise of pessimism, which argued that the world was bad and incapable of amendment except by self-destruction, in the manner of Schopenhauer’s and von Hartmann’s prescription of the renunciation of the will to live as the only remedy for the malady of the universe. Look at the evidence, suggested Sully: since the first dawn of social life, the world had gone in the opposite direction, ‘multiplying pleasures and mitigating pains’. Pessimism is ‘contrary to experience’. Yet he did also provide a warning, which came home to roost in the modern world: optimism that depended on ‘an indolent and unworthy habit of over-estimating the blessings of civilization and progress’ wasn’t any better.33

         There was also the conservative view. Catherine Gore, a prolific novelist unconvincingly labelled ‘the wittiest woman of her age’ in her obituary in The Times in 1861, spelled it out in her Progress and Prejudice (1854). Once, we were ‘happy and sociable’, ‘no disproportion, no envy, no jealousy’; now, ‘we are grown more locomotive, more enlightened, more grand, and more selfish’.34 Of course, as in any age, there were many who feared change was the same as making things worse, including those with vested interests. Even more were just uneasy about the scale of disruption and were perhaps trying to combat that by making monumental buildings, adorned with statues, and making use of long-abandoned styles: a search for stability. Romanticized conservatism, seen in Coleridge’s poetry, or Carlyle’s Past and Present (1843), in which monastic life in medieval times was uncorrupted by river pollution or the ravages of giant coal and iron industries, was a variant. 39Anti-industrialization continued to be expressed by highly able writers, from Ruskin to William Morris.

         ‘What is Progress?’ – the question posed in Mallock’s country house – impinged on class, social reform, politics, religion, morality, economics, everything. An attempt to make a rational economic case for it was expressed in the Aberdeen Weekly Journal in 1884. True line fishermen had to face new trawlers damaging their lines and their livelihoods. But to try to ban trawlers ‘would be absurd, and against all ideas of progress’. There was a similar problem for sailing vessels engaged in trade and facing competition from steamboats, just as the railways had destroyed the jobs of stage-coachmen and country carriers. Yet there were new jobs and also remedies – off the coast of Banffshire, there were fishers who were taking to trawling in their sailing boats and earning more money. Progress could be creative: ‘we see the changes that are taking place, and were trying to keep up with the times’.35

         Even so, that was disguising the moral issues attached to money-making on a grand scale and the extent to which it corrupted and encouraged all the worst characteristics of greed. All the great novelists, from George Eliot to Dickens, filled their books with stories built around that view and its consequences. Laurence Oliphant’s Piccadilly spoke of ‘the commercial effluvium of Plutocracy’, with expediency replacing principle, conscience crushed out of consideration in ‘the lust of gain’.36 Ruskin complained that Nelson’s ‘England expects every man to do his duty’ was replaced by every man to do ‘the best he can do for himself’.37 Not everyone agreed. Trollope, in his Autobiography (1883), published shortly after his death, deplored ‘the wailing and gnashing of teeth’ from Carlyle and Ruskin when material comfort, health and education had improved nationally.

         There were implications of this debate for political liberty and rights, for the self-appointed guardians of morality, the churches, for social and educational reform. In a sense, the differences of opinion were less important than the fact that, for the first time in history, there could be a peaceful national debate about the question that underpins everything involved in the organization of a modern society: the balance between materialism, morality and liberty. Middle-class voices were the most heard, precisely because their numbers grew fast through access to wider affluence and education. But it would be a mistake to write them off because their own lives were much freer from want than those of the ever-increasing working-class population. Robert Kemp Philip, who, as we have seen, played a key role in the Chartist movement, was very clear in his History of Progress in Great Britain that ‘the perfection of our manufactures and the universality of our trade’ would 40lead to the ultimate diffusion of ‘intelligence, morality, and peace among all mankind’.38

         In fact, while the political battles to extend the franchise and to bring about social reform were mostly conducted paternalistically by the middle and upper classes, throughout the Victorian era the working classes became more and more engaged in a constructive way. Even in 1848, when there was considerable hysteria about social disorder, The Midland Progressionist, a periodical ‘for the People, devoted to popular enfranchisement and progress’, was full of well-mannered debate in its first volume. Its mission statement, in this year of revolutions, referred to ‘the unparalleled advantages of our age’; its concern was with ‘Opportunity’, not destruction. ‘The lower orders’ made no claim to educational accomplishments or Classical refinement, but they were clear-headedly anti-fraud and injustice, anti-slavery, pro-peace, pro-female influence, and with ‘the march of the intellect’, ‘our countrymen are beginning to think en masse’, with ‘multitudes’ beginning ‘the work of self-culture’ (an interesting variant on ‘self-help’).39 These editors and their correspondents had no illusions about how much needed to be done, but the road they were taking was plainly never going to intersect with that of Karl Marx, finding safety in London for the next 34 years and dreaming up the dictatorship of the proletariat. Within a year, he and Engels had written their ‘Address of the Central Committee to the Communist League’, rejecting any collaboration with bourgeois parties and advocating ‘revolutionary workers’ governments’. It might be said that this was the moment when the two political propositions for the modern world were set out: seven decades passed and Lenin was being chauffeured in a Rolls-Royce while in process of banning all opposition parties, closing any press that was unsupportive and executing anyone who stood in his way; in Britain, by contrast, the first Labour Party Government would shortly be in power.

         Nevertheless, there were plenty of reasons why Progress could be troublesome for the Established Church and religion in general. Many centuries of faith in the Bible story were shattered by geological and other scientific discoveries about how and when the earth was formed and the human place in evolution. Bury’s Idea of Progress was to argue that humans had to become independent of divine Providence in order to ‘organize a theory of Progress’ and make it the ‘animating and controlling’ idea of Western civilization. Still, the Church of England, despite many internal disputes, managed up to a point to accommodate itself to change.

         When the Rev. Canon Barry spoke to the winter session of the YMCA in Worcester in 1874, he noted the great increase in material progress, in 41science and knowledge, in the growth of freedom, with moral progress as well (at least in terms of a lessening of brutality and violence, though not of deceit and hypocrisy). There was spiritual progress, too, but ‘a certain haziness as to spiritual truth’.40 It was easier – if not easy – for the Church of England to accept the beautiful ambivalence of this last phrase than it had been for John Henry Newman, who had wanted to return the Church to the purity of its Catholic past and encouraged troubled believers to convert to Roman Catholicism. But even he acknowledged, if negatively, the dominance of progress by remarking, in 1873, ‘Whatever be the national excellence of the Turks, progress they are not.’41 In the long run, notwithstanding a cross correspondence in the Morning Post in March 1852 complaining that ‘Christians…who are taught to pray for their daily bread do not look to universal suffrage, vote by ballot, and all the rest of that stuff, as the forerunner of their return to the Garden of Eden’,42 the modern Western world did embrace the secularism that gathered force in Victorian times, but evidently retains a desire for spiritual connection or, less positively, what the Glasgow Herald called in 1864 ‘the bonds of superstition’.43

         
            
[image: ]11 Bishop Samuel Wilberforce, later a vigorous opponent of T.H. Huxley’s support for Darwin, began the Church’s failed attempt to halt new ideas during the meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science in Oxford in May 1847 by preaching his Sunday sermon on ‘the wrong way of doing science’. Like his father, William, he was a prominent anti-slavery campaigner, but that was about Christian values – science seemed to be threatening Christianity itself.

            

         

         It was the nonconformist chapels that were most comfortable with combining belief with a moral structure, a motivation to make material progress and a political liberalism. They, together with ‘low-church’ Evangelical Anglicans, provided support for the poorer sections of society. The help they gave was conditional in the sense that it depended on accepting 42the sort of lifestyle, behaviour and belief drummed into generations of children in Sunday School, but it did help many to learn to read, reduced crime, encouraged a sense of community and, through philanthropy, to experience more tangible benefits.
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         So long as laissez-faire predominated in government (with an emphasis on minimum expenditure), fundamental social reform was bound to be limited, but the very focus on poverty, ignorance and hardship at a time of ‘progress’ itself helped to create a climate making the arguments for a bigger state unanswerable. And that, as we shall see, is what slowly happened. The debate continues today, but the vital steps forward in understanding that not everything could be left to the free play of the market happened during the Victorian era and was touchingly summed up by leading economists and social thinkers in a ‘Complimentary Address’ presented to Ruskin on his recovery from illness in Christmas 1885. They praised him for teaching that ‘the use of wealth, in developing a complete human life, is of incomparably greater moment both to men and actions than its production or accumulation’.44 Even Matthew Arnold, so preoccupied by what materialism was doing to civilization and expressing his concerns in his poetry, turned to social reform 43focused on state education and the necessity of strong organization for it, as well as using it to provide a source of authority to underpin social and cultural values.

         Herbert Asquith, Prime Minster for eight years from April 1908, had been middle-aged by the time Queen Victoria died in 1901. Looking back, he observed that ‘revolt’ was not a Victorian characteristic. But nor was complacency: ‘the Victorians were not allowed to wax fat, and to bask in the sunshine of their prosperity, and content, without reproof, exhortation, and even denunciation’.45 We tend to remember the critics – Carlyle, Ruskin, Dickens – who so powerfully expressed the horrors attached to industrialization. But creating a prototype for a modern world in which slavery was abolished, privilege curtailed, liberty and press freedom protected, education provided free, support provided for the vulnerable – all of which involved abandoning all past history, anywhere in the world, and all of which continued to provide challenges through to today – wasn’t going to happen like a consultant’s PowerPoint presentation. Victorians agonized over these things, moving from muddle to clarity and back to muddle. As Matthew Arnold said, ‘Freedom is a very good horse to ride, but to ride somewhere.’46

         Next, we find out how the prosperity and economic growth that underpinned ideas of progress was created. But first an apology to Scotland, Ireland and Wales. Each has its own distinct national history; each suffered and benefited from being part of the United Kingdom in proportions only the individual can decide. In this book, ‘the English’ are often mentioned (they, too, have some characteristics of their own). More times than not, Europeans, Americans, Asians and Africans, as well as the English themselves, referred to ‘the English’ when they should have said ‘the British’. At the same time, by being the centre of Government and the centre of world finance, England had a special role to play in shaping an ‘Age of Progress’. Resolving the issues created by the English conquests of Scotland, Ireland and Wales – a worthy project – is for another book.
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