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The Christian Socialism Of R. H. Tawney

Abstract

The thesis examines a particular application of Christianity to social and political
theory in the thought of R.H. Tawney and the distinction between the Christian
foundation of his thought, and the pragmatic or humanist expression of his argument. It
considers a variety of criticisms of egalitarianism in so far as it casts a light on or
challenges Tawney’s arguments. It considers, too, the nature of his recommendations for

a common culture as the basis for contemporary democratic socialism.



CHAPTER1

Why Tawney?

“The memory of the righteous is a blessing”

(After Proverbs, 10:7)

Michael Walzer (dedication in memory of his father)
Spheres of Justice, Basil Blackwell, 1983.



Why Tawney?

“Those who neither make after others’ goods nor bestow their own are to be admonished
to take it well to heart that the earth they come from is common to all and brings forth
nurture for all alike. Idly, then, for themselves the common gift of God. In not giving
what they have received they work their neighbours’ death”.

St. Gregory the Great

In the closing years of the twentieth century British politicians of all parties have
once again begun to reach for the high moral ground. Such attempts to “reclaim the
ground” NB serve to illustrate the tensions and the problems which arise when religious
principles are invoked as a recommendation of political policy. Clearly the stronger the
religious foundation the greater the moral force of the recommendation. But the more
precisely located is the religious foundation grounded in a particular faith or even a
particular denomination, the narrower the appeal. The problem, then, is how to base a
broad political appeal on deep religious conviction in a multi-religious yet increasingly
secular society. The strengths and weaknesses, the problems and the possible solutions of

such a position are well illustrated in the thought of Richard Henry Tawney.

The social and political philosophy of Richard Henry Tawney derives from a
tradition which Norman Dennis and Professor A.H. Halsey identify as ‘English Ethical
Socialism’.i The tradition, grounded in moral teaching, is, they argue, the only brand of
socialism which ever enjoyed the mass support of the English people. Such a socialism is
inevitably concerned with social change. Yet, beyond a commitment to social reform its

philosophy is permeated by the conviction that an equitable society necessarily demands a

NB Reclaiming The Ground, Christianity and Socialism, John Smith and others, edited by Christopher

) Bryant. Written in memory of R.H. Tawney, Christian Socialist Movement, 1993.

i English Ethical Socialism, Thomas More to R.H. Tawney, Norman Dennis and A.H. Halsey,
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1988.



moral foundation. In Tawney’s case it is a philosophy of socialism motivated by Christian
principles which seeks to combine the aspirations of a humanistic socialism with a code of
moral conduct. Itis a philosophy illuminated by a code of ethical values which “assert the
superiority of moral principles over economic appetites”.i It is, too, a philosophy
dedicated to the provision of such social and political institutions as will extend to each
individual the opportunity to develop to the fullest measure their intellectual, physical and
spiritual capacities. It is, then, a humanistic, even pragmatic philosophy whose roots are

nourished by Christian faith and Christian principles.

The tradition “is part of our history”.ii It evolved out of a philosophy impelled by
conscience and motivated by faith which nourished an ethos peculiar to a people which
respected the rule of law and historically cherished the liberty of the individual. In Britain,
the philosophy is frequently imbued with Christian moral principles. It demands that each
social and all political organisation be motivated and judged in accordance with a body of
moral teachings which proclaims that “we are all members one of another”. (Eph: 4:25)
Indeed, an eminent advocate of its aims and practices claims that “The Christian heritage
calls on us to bring Christian ideals into every realm of life” (and) “establish a fellowship

among all His people”.

Richard Henry Tawney would not dispute this claim: his own socialist values are
inspired by Christian faith. Yet, as David Marquand submits in his cogent analysis of the
constitutional, political and social crises confronting the British State, “for most of this
century the Tawneian tradition has been submerged”.iii Henry Dubb, Tawney’s archetypal
Englishman, has been confronted with three political orthodoxies.NB He has been asked

to accommodate a vision of ‘whig imperialism’ with its ideals of “balance between ruler

i Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, R.H. Tawney, first published 1926, See Pelican Edition,
. 1938, p.279.

u ‘The Twilight of the British State? Henry Dubb Versus The Sceptred Awe’, David Marquand,
... Political Quarterly, Spring 1993, p.210-221

- Ibid, p210-221.

NB  with reference to Tawney's apparent neglect of Henrietta, see Chapter VI.



and ruled, progress and stability”.i Similarly, he has been presented with a vision of
‘democratic collectivism’, “in which political authority is rational and secular in character”
... “not sacral”. Clearly, too, the Tawneian tradition derived from Christian principles has
been challenged by what Professor Marquand designates (with acknowledgement to
Jonathan Clark) as ‘authoritarian individualism’ with its emphasis on order and discipline,
its passion for ritual, its concern for property rights, its defence of social hierarchy, its

support of libertarian values.

Yet, if the Tawneian tradition has ‘been submerged’, it is now, in one view, “the
only tradition available to us that offers the possibility of re-fashioning the state and re-
constructing identities through negotiation and debate rather than manipulation and
force”ii We are compelled, then, at the end of a century of carnage, conflict and
confrontation to recognise the appeal of an ethical socialism which proclaims “an appeal
to principles” as “the condition of any cpnsiderable re-construction of society”.lii We are
forced, in the face of failed policies, faded hopes and false recoveries to consider the
notions of mutual obligation and collective responsibility. Such consideration is
expedient, not only for the sake of equity, but also in the name of pragmatism. When the
dictatorship of the proletariat has been exposed as the tyranny of the party, when the
materialist interpretation of history has patently failed to produce material piety, it is time
to re-examine the social philosophy of R.H. Tawney. When the ‘economic miracles’ of
libertarianism have proved to be unsustainable, when cities decay, when drugs and
disease, poverty and pollution, riots and racism are rampant, it is time to reassess a
political philosophy which insists that man’s claim to equal rights, to equal respect and

equal worth is established ultimately, not by his material wealth, but by his spiritual value.

i ‘The Twilight of The British State? Henry Dubb Versus The Sceptred Awe’, David Marquand,
. Political Quarterly, Spring 1993, p.210-221.

B Ibid, p210-221.

W The Acquisitive Society, R.H. Tawney, G. Bell & Sons Ltd, 1926, p.5.



There are, William Temple proposes, “three principles of a moral social order...
Freedom, Fellowship and Service”.i Tawney fought for these principles. The ideal of
fellowship, Ross Terrill submits, motivates his resolve to ‘“reclaim fratemity for
socialism”.ii Fellowship, Terrill insists, is at the heart of Tawney’s thought. He would
support William Temple’s unqualified declaration that “to establish and secure true
freedom is the primary object of all right political action”.ili Freedom, Tawney would
agree, “is the goal of politics™.1V

Indeed, a critical analysis of Tawney’s work, and in particular EQUALITY which
after sixty years remains the classic interpretation of the egalitarian case, plainly
demonstrates that while his objective is to secure fundamental equalities, to equalise
opportunities of education, of environment, of welfare, his essential concern is with the
extension and more equal distribution of freedom. And, Tawney not only presses for
freedom, he is prepared to define it. Liberty, for Tawney, is made effective not by the
proclamation of formal rights or even by legislation which purports to guarantee it.
Liberty, he argues, is secured by making men and women capable of freedom. It is made
effective, when, through an equalisation of power, the individual has control over his or
her economic life. It demands, too, such social and political arrangement as will allow
every man and woman to develop their endowments, to employ their talents, to deepen

their spiritual understanding. NB

As for the third principle of moral social order - Service, Tawney advances the
notion of Function. The confrontations, the resentments and the privileges of industrial

capitalism, he argues, must give way to an industrial order motivated not by private

i Christianity and Social Order, William Temple, S.P.CK., 1942, p.77.

B R.H.Tawney and His Times, Ross Terrill, Andre Deutsch, 1974, p.199.

UL Christianity and Social Order, William Temple, p.67.

v Ibid, p.67.

NB  Freedom, William Temple proposes, "is a great word sometimes superficially understood". "To
those who have enough of this world’s goods”, he suggests, "the claim to freedom often means
‘Leave us alone’". "To those who have not enough”, he submits, "it means ‘Give us a chance"".
See Christianity and Social Order, William Temple, p.68.



interest but by public service. Industry, he insists, must be subordinated to the
community. Its purpose, he proposes, “is to render service...it should find its
satisfaction...in the end which it serves”.i “It’s function”, he declares, “is service; its

method is association”.ii

For Tawney, industrial capitalism has no such function, no such method. It grants
reward without contribution; its concern is with profits and property rights rather than
with service. What it implies, he asserts, “is that the foundation of modern economic
civilisation is found not in functions but in rights which are anterior to, and independent
of, any service which an individual may render”.iii Such a foundation destroys fellowship;
such rights nullify freedom. For Tawney, where men and women enjoy fellowship, they
freely serve: brothers and sisters do not exploit each other. Where there is equality there
is mutual consideration. Where men and women, motivated by social responsibility,
render service each to the other, they confirm fellowship; they establish rights; they
respect rights. Tawney’s philosophy then, endorses William Temple’s postulation that
“the combination of Freedom and Fellowship as principles of social life issues in the
obligation of Service”.iV It issues, too, in accordance with the Christian principle which
commands all men... “Brethren, you have been called unto liberty...by love serve one
another”. (Gal: 6:13)

It is this appeal to fundamental Christian principles which distinguishes Tawney’s
thought and which at the same time creates its greatest problem. While in Britain the
declared aims and aspirations of socialists have traditionally encompassed a distinct ethical
component, Tawney’s socialism has a specific Christian content. His socialism is not only
sustained by moral principles but by moral principles which he understands as specifically

Christian. All forms of social and economic activity, he insists, “which hinder a Christian

‘: . The Acquisitive Society, p.5

i Ibid, p5-7.

i Ipid, p.5.

WV Christianity and Social Order, William Temple, p.5.
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life, stand, ipso facto, condemned”.i A moral life, in acciordance with “God’s purpose”,
he asserts, demands of men and women “a distinctively Christian way of life”.i His
socialism is motivated by his understanding of Christianity as “a dynamic and
revolutionary force” which, he submits, challenges “not only the vices but the
conventional virtues of the established society”.iii For Tawney, this ‘revolutionary force’
challenges that notion of charity which impels men and women to philanthropy in the
belief that they are alleviating distress. For Tawney, such philanthropists act, in fact, to
endorse an exploitive economic order, which, against all «Christian principles, “refuses to
treat men as ends or respect their personalities”.iV Indeedl, it is the respect for individual
personalities, this commitment to the full development off such personalities which fuels
his rejection of a Fabian inspired paternalistic, managerial social order. In England, he
submits, “intellectual socialism has concentrated on state regulation; it has been
collectivist; it has almost surrendered to the policy of communal ownership”.VY The
middle class reformer, he insists, “is either moved to pity of the poor, anxious to relieve
their suffering or tidying up regulations, etc.” For Tawney;, sympathy for the poor is in its
way commendable. Yet, ultimately, sympathy is not enough. It is empathy, an
understanding of the miseries and frustrations of the disadwantaged, which will move men
and women to demand such social and economic arrangements as will ensure the rights
and restore the dignity of their fellow citizens. The ‘miiddle-class reformers’, Tawney
assets, “are convinced that principles are valueless”. Tawney, the Christian moralist,

¢

disagrees. “What we want”, he declares unequivocally, “is a restatement of principles”.Vi

i ‘A Note on Christianity and The Social Order’, 1937, see The Attack and Other Essays,
R.H.Tawney,

. p. 172.

B Ibid, p.172.

- Ibid, p.168.

W The Commonplace Book, R.H. Tawney, edited by J.M. Winter and D.M. Joslin, Cambridge

University Press, 1972, entry for Aug. 20, 1913.
v Ibid, entry for Feb. 26, 1913.
vi Ibid, entry for Feb. 26, 1913.
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Yet while Tawney’s social philosophy is groumded in his Christian faith, as
Anthony Wright points out, “his writings are not generallly framed in Christian terms or
presented as examplifications of Christian doctrines”. 1 Indleed, his appeal for EQUALITY
calls on the spirit of Humanism, which, he argues, is not ‘the exclusive possession of any
particular body of religious doctrine. Humanism, he insists, is the anti-thesis of
materialism. The humanist spirit, like the religious spirit, lhe contends, “regards the whole
fabric and mechanism of social institutions as means to an end...the growth towards
perfection of individual human beings”. i The humanistt spirit, he insists, upholds the
dignity of man. It recognises “that the differences which divide men are less important and
fundamental than their common humanity”.iil There is, therefore, for Tawney, a Christian
Sfoundation to the arguments which he recommends to Chriistians and non-Christians alike.
In this way he addresses the obvious problem which ariises from his proposals. If the
arguments were dependent solely on Christian moral prrinciples, they would have no
relevance to non-Christians, and could to that extent be nott only ineffective but divisive. If
on the other hand the argument is presented in broad pragmatic or humanist terms, this

difficulty is avoided.

For his own purposes and so far as Christians are concerned, Tawney, in the
tradition of Christian Socialism rests his philosophy on this; recognition of men as brothers
before God. This recognition, he holds, will move men and women to service,
conscientiously extended in fellowship. Freedom. “the goal of politics”, is actualised, he
insists, through such institutional organisation as will equalise the opportunity of each
individual to develop their distinct qualities, to exercise. their particular powers. For
Tawney, such development compounded by fellowship wiill not only activate a sense of
obligation towards the community, it will foster the understanding of the individual as a

responsible and participating citizen. This understandling endorses Tawney’s own

i RH.Tawney, Anthony Wright, Manchester University Press, 11987, p.19

u Equality, R.H. Tawney,1931, (1964 edition used throughout this thesis), George Allen & Unwin,
... Pp.85/86, passim.

it Ibid, p. 86.
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commitment to a moral social order in which change is achieved by debate and
negotiation which will enlist the “intelligent collaboration of contentious human
beings...whom mutual confidence alone can enable to co-operate”.i It is an order, W.H.
Greenleaf proposes, of “collective responsibility for the welfare of all and the replacement

?”

of competition by co-operation”.il It is an order which, for Tawney, “the social democrat
par excellence”,ili rejects the scientific, calculating and paternalistic tendencies of
‘authoritarian collectivism’ and replaces it with a democratic socialism of responsible and
participating individuals. Such a socialism not only promotes individual development as
an expression of a possible self: it seeks to establish a social order which will realise that

possibility.

This concern to realise a possible self derives from a tradition of Protestantism
which commands individual responsibility, respects diligence and demands self-discipline.
From this tradition there evolves an ethic which emphasises community, enjoins charity
and judges spiritual development more valuable than material wealth. It is a tradition
which acknowledges that fallible man, tempted by sin, is equally capable of salvation, that
all men, equally, are “one in Christ Jesus”. (Gal: 3:28) It is sustained by an unyielding
belief in freedom of conscience. Its adherents cherish the ideal of individual liberty which
R.H. Tawney, even as he demands equality, insists is “the supreme political good”.iV

In insisting on freedom of conscience, Tawney thus detaches liberty from
dependence on any particular Christian or indeed any other religious belief. He defines
freedom in a way which makes it both precise and secular. There is, he submits, “no such

thing as freedom in the abstract, divorced from the realities of a particular time and

i Equality, R.H. Tawney,1931, (1964 edition used throughout this thesis), George Allen & Unwin,
. p.188.

u The British Political Tradition, W.H. Greenleaf, (Vol. 1), The Rise of Collectivism, Routledge,
. 1983,p.293.

W ‘Postscript An Appreciation’, Hugh Gaitskell, see The Radical Tradition (essays by R.H. Tawney),
. George Allen and Unwin, 1964.

W Equality, p.225.
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place”. He rejects as invalid a concept of freedom which defines liberty in terms of the
absence of state coercion and demands, in the name of freedom of choice and individual
action, the minimum of restraint.NB “The perpetual state of morbid irritation”,... “the
unnatural tension”,... “the embittered struggle of classes, interests and groups™ within
industrial capitalism, he argues, is engendered precisely through such an interpretation of
liberty. For Tawney, liberty does not mean comparative freedom from regulation: it
implies the equalisation of power. Without the power to choose, he would agree, “the
right to choose has no value”.ii For Tawney, then, a more equal distribution of economic
power adds to the sum of effective liberty. It in creases the opportunity for self-

development; it promotes social cohesion; it fosters fellowship.

And fellowship is at the heart of Tawney’s philosophy. Fellowship, he insists, will
not only encourage co-operation, it will ensure the rule of law, which, Tawney recognises
as the necessary condition for the free exercise of mutually respected rights. In a free
society, he acknowledges, “the primary, essential and fundamental liberties are normally
secured by law”.ii The same laws, he allows, protects life, limb and property against a
brutish Hobbesian ‘state of nature’ . Law, he perceives, safeguards liberty. It is law
which will guarantee the conditions for individual development just as law demands self
restraint in the interest of social harmony. Yet, for Tawney, liberty and the claim for “a
life worthy of a human being which no decent man will withhold from his fellows™V is
ultimately secured when, in fellowship, men and women in co-operative effort (are united)

by moral principles.

NB Professor Frederick Rosen disputes this concept of negative freedom. "Those who fight for
liberty", he argues, "are usually intent upon resisting oppression and tyranny. What they seek is
not necessarily to be left alone by government, but another government which will not be
tyrannical”. see Thinking About Liberty, F. Rosen, Inaugural Lecture, University College,

. London, Nov. 29, 1990, p.13.

3 The Acquisitive Society, p.223-224, passim.

B See Democratic Socialist Aims and Values, Labour Party Pamphlet, 1988.

W Equality, p.227.

IV The Acquisitive Society, p.5.
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Henry Dubb, it must be conceded, has not had an easy ride. He has, Tawney
submits, endured the excesses of Capitalism... “a juggernaut sacrificing human ends to the
idolatry of material means”.i Dubb has survived the barbarity of war, faced the fear of
unemployment, the disadvantages of bad education, the miseries of ill-health. Henry has
been tempted. Totalitarians of both left and right have appealed to his “muddled soul”.
Yet, Tawney contends, “the loveable, pigheaded, exasperating Dubb, will not lightly yield
such fragment of equality and liberty as he has contrived to snatch from his masters™.ii
Nor, Tawney insists, will Henry support a Socialism which “puts him on a chain and
prevents him from teaching manners to his exalted governors™.iii Tawney approves. “In
the interminable case of “Dubb V Superior persons and Co.,” he declares, “I am an

unrepentant Dubbite”.iV

Henry, then, has no intention of surrendering the rights, which, so long denied,
have been so reluctantly granted. Henry, Tawney reflects, has “respect for the elementary
decencies”. He is sensitive on the subjects of personal liberty, freedom of speech,
tolerance, the exclusion of violence from politics, parliammentary government. He holds
his independence dear; he resents paternalist interference,.... “the way in which they make
us ignorant people live in the way they think we ought”.¥ Henry (like Tawney) has no
enthusiasm for the intrusions of “the progressive mandarinate which set the tone of British
public policy”V! in the immediate post-war period. Henry, “poor bloody infantryman”, has
fought a war: he has been witness to the tyranny of totalitarianism.NB  Now, in an

economic crisis, Henry, never at ease in ‘a culture of enterprise’, is disenchanted with the

‘ ‘Christianity and The Social Revolution’, 1935, see The Attack, R.H. Tawney, p.163.

B Ibid, p.163.

Bt Ibid, p.164.

W Ibid, p.164.

v The Commonplace Book, entry for April 19, 1912, record of conversation with John Elkin, miner.

VI Christianity and The Social Revolution, p.163.

NB  Qyur home-grown theorists”" (who have sympathised with some very repressive authoritarian
regimes) argue that "totalitarianism is distinguishable from awthoritarianism by the state’s need to
conscript not just passivity, but assent and even enthusiasm, by its determination to abolish the
private life". See Christopher Hitchens, The Twilight of Panzercommunismus’, The New
Statesman, August, 1988.
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neo-libertarians. Disturbed by ‘the triumph of the economic virtues’ he is uncomfortable
with it social values; he questions its individualist ideology. As always, he is suspicious
of those who trawl the wilder shores of political thought. Perhaps, as Professor
Marquand suggests, in the late part of the twentieth century, “the Tawney tradition may
have more to say to Henry than any other”. Perhaps, Henry, “the common, courageous,
good hearted, proletarian fool”! will now demand a social order which emphasises
community and co-operation rather than economic egotism and the pursuit of sclf-

interest.

Henry’s confidence in the established order is eroding. Certainly, he concedes, his
children enjoy material benefits he only dreamed of. They are better educated; some have
travelled; they are healthier. Yet, Henry has been scarred by the past; he is insecure in
the present; he is fearful of the future. He fears for his livelihood; technology dents his
pride, threatens his painfully acquired skills. And class divisions persist. There still
remain inequalities of education, of environment, of health provision, even of life
expectancy.NB  Henry has seen privilege perpetuated; he has borne the ‘insolence of
office’, suffered the cynicism of incumbency. Perhaps, now, at the edge of a new century,

as Professor Marquand proposes... “it is time for Henry Dubb to come out of the cold”.ii

The Tawney tradition as Professor Marquand suggests “is highly subversive”. It
questions every established political orthodoxy. It even challenges the views of those
democratic collectivists who erroneously suppose themselves to be followers of Tawney.

Indeed, there are those conscientiously dedicated to the ideals of social democracy who,

l ‘The Twilight of The British State? Henry Dubb Versus The Sceptred Awe’, David Marquand,
(quoting Tawney).

NB  Tables in the Central Statistical Office show the gap between rich and poor to be widening. The
relative income of the poorest fifth of households fell sharply from 6.9 of the total in 1989 to 6.6
in 1991. The post-tax income of the richest fifth increased from 43 percent in 1989 to 44 percent.
In 1991 the poorest fifth paid 29.2 percent of disposable income on indirect taxes while this
proportion dropped to 14.3 percent for the wealthiest 20 percent of households. See Central

. Statistical Office Publication, ‘Economic Trends’..June 1993.

i ‘The Twilight of The British State? Henry Dubb Versus The Sceptred Awe’, David Marquand,
p210-221.
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in the interest of what they perceive to be socially equitable, do not, as did Tawney, apply
the litmus test of moral principle to social action. There are those socialists, too, who
develop “a rather personal theory of democracy. who adopt the role in politics that is best

?

characterised as that of the intellectual as expert”™.i such ‘experts’, John A. Hall proposes,
tend to produce elitists political theories. Tawney, he argues, did not act as a political
intellectual elitist but rather as a political intellectual moralist. The distinction is easily
determined. “Where I think the Fabians go wrong”, Tawney contended, “is that they
seem to think you can trick statesmen into a good course of action without changing their

principles, and that by taking sufficient thought, society can add several cubits to their

stature”.ii

Patently it is impossible to separate Tawney’s Christian principles from the social
and economic policies which evolve from them: they are intertwined. The one is informed
with Christian social theory, the other with a universal and non-sectarian humanism. The
whole body is illuminated by the ideals of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, values which a
celebrated defender of a hierarchical order cursorily dismisses as “the device of the
Revolution” (The Social Theories of T.S. Eliot, see Chapter IV). Yet, for Tawney, these
ideals which have been perverted by the tyranny of totalitarianism and emasculated by the
inequaliﬁes of industrial capitalism are vital, imperative, worth the struggle. His Christian
understanding of men and women as “one as children of God” (John 11:52) is confirmed
in the ideal of equality. Fraternity endorses that understanding. It motivates men and
women to charity and tolerance. It makes an appeal, in multi-cultured, multi-ethnic
societies diverse in religions, moral and philosophic principles, to the problematic
conception of community culture; it encourages “the notion of citizenship and the

common good”.1ii

i ‘The Roles and Influence of Political Intellectuals : Tawney vs Sidney Webb', see British Journal

. of Sociology, Vol 28, No.3, Sept. 1977, John A. Hall, p.351-361.

#  The Commonplace Book, R.H. Tawney, see entry for Dec. 2, 1912.

i Philosophy, Politics and Citizenship, Andrew Vincent and Raymond Plant, Basil Blackwell, 1984,
p.180.
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This notion of “the common good” does not demand that each individual plan of
life be directed towards a democratically agreed common objective. Certainly to secure
the interest of the powerless and establish equity, Tawney demands a redistribution of
material resources and economic power. Yet, for Tawney, “the common good” is not
satisfied merely by re-distributive measures. The notion resides in a teleological concept
which seeks to provide equally the opportunities for individual self-development. For
Tawney, the pursuit of “the common good” will foster the spirit of community, maximise

individual liberty, and allow scope for the fulfillment of legitimate individual aspirations.

As for Liberty...

“When Liberty goes out of place it is not the first to go,
Nor the second or the third.
It waits for all the rest to go,

It is the last” 1

Liberty, then, for Tawney, “is the goal of all right political action”. He cherishes it. It is,
he declares, “the supreme political good”.ii

Yet in spite of this unyielding commitment to liberty there are clearly difficulties
with Tawney’s social and political philosophy. Even those who have shared his general
political sympathies have worried about the practical application of an “appeal to
principles” particularly when at the end of the twentieth century the notion of a unitary
Christian Church is in no sense a feasible basis for social life. This thesis, therefore, will
set out the principle features of Tawney’s moral argument and consider some of the

difficulties associated with it. It will compare it with other political arguments stemming

i To A Foil'd Revolutionaire’, Walt Whitman, 1848/1849, see Penguin Book of Socialist Verse,
. 1970, p.80.
i Equality, p.164.
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from religious faith and assess the contemporary relevance of Tawney’s thought, To this
end use has been made of unpublished material together with subsequently published
material such as Tawney’s COMMONPLACE BOOK, (1912-1914) . Principal attention,
however, has been given to the published works since this work constitutes the public as

opposed to the private Tawney.

In Chapters II and III (and throughout the thesis) I will undertake a critical
examination of Tawney’s principle writings both as social theorist and economic historian
(including his COMMONPLACE BOOK, 1912-1914). Whilst this section will stress the
moral content and the influence of Christian faith on his philosophy, I will argue that an
analysis of his writings reveal that his socialism was motivated by political pragmatism as
well as by moral principles.

Since Tawney and his contemporary T.S. Eliot the poet, playwright, essayist and
social theorist were both committed Christians, I will seek to demonstrate, in Chapter IV,
through a textual examination of their writings, the philosophic differences which evolve
out of their personal interpretation of Christian teaching. I will demonstrate Eliot’s
disapproval of democracy in contrast to Tawney’s defence of the democratic ideal. I will
argue that although both Eliot and Tawney were united by their rejection of the
institutions and values of industrial capitalism, they were divided by their understanding of

the nature of man and the concept of human perfectibility.

In Chapter V I will present the principal anti-egalitarian argument which in the last
quarter of the Twentieth Century has been levelled against the egalitarianism which
Tawney defended. I will critically analyse these arguments which reject egalitarianism as
deriving from envy, reacting against industrial efficiency and contrary to the ‘natural’
social order. Referring to Tawney’s writings and the views of various contemporary
political philosophers, I will examine the pragmatic as well as the moral arguments for

equality. I will, drawing on these writings, evaluate the anti-egalitarian argument which
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dismiss as incoherent and a threat to liberty the egalitarian notions of equality of

opportunity, equality of education and equality of environment.

In the Final Chapter I will address specific criticisms both sympathetic and
censorious of Tawney’s philosophy. I will indicate the tensions, weaknesses and strengths
of Tawney’s thought. I will emphasise Tawney’s commitment to democratic process in
conclusion, in a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural society beset by social, political, economic and
environmental problems, I will argue the contemporary relevance of the appeals to both
moral principles and pragmatic reasons which permeate Tawney’s ethical socialist

thought.
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CHAPTER IT

“The Significant Connections

Religion, The Church and the Principles of Social and Economic Life.

Mr. Griffith Jones:

Richard Hoggart:

Mr. Griffith Jones:

Richard Hoggart:

Mr. Griffith Jones:

Chorus:

Baterville:

Puritanism

(prosecuting) “You described this as a puritanical book. Is that
your genuine and considered view?”

(defence witness) “Yes.”

(with gentlemanly superiority) “I think I must have lived my life
under a misapprehension of the word ‘puritanical’. Will you help
me?”’

(earnest and friendly) “Yes, I will. Many people do live their lives
under a misapprehension of the meaning of puritanical. The proper
meaning (in Britain) to an historian is somebody who belongs to
the tradition of British Puritanism, and the main weight of that is an
intense sense of responsibility for one’s conscience. In that sense
the book is puritanical. Heavy with conscience.”

“I am obliged to you for the lecture.”

(Erom the transcript of the trial of LADY CHATTERLEY'S
LOVER), Regina Versus Penguin Books, Ltd., 1960.
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“Nature sent man into the world alone without all company, to
serve but one that I’ll do.”

“True City Doctrine, Sir.”
‘The Shoemaker’ s Holiday, published circa 1600, Thomas Dekker,
1570-1632.
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“Thus far it appears what a vast circumference this world “Puritan” has, and how by its
large acception it is used to cast dust in the face of all goodness, theological, civil or
moral: so that scarce any moderate man can avoid its imputation.”

(Henry Parker) A DISCOURSE CONCERNING PURITANS. (2ND ED., 1641), P.60

quoted by Christopher Hill, SOCIETY AND PURITANISM IN PRE-REVOLUTIONARY
ENGLAND: Penguin Books, 1964.
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Introduction

Tawney had been witness to carnage. He had endured the horrors of trench
warfare, he had been seriously wounded on the Somme in a battle of senseless slaughter.
Yet in 1916 after the destruction of war, the world was not at peace. In Russia, the civil
war had left the country devastated and on the brink of famine. At Versailles, the
victorious allies had imposed harsh conditions on a defeated enemy; an army of
occupation ruled over a hungry and resentful Saar and Rhineland. In Germany, there was
fighting in the streets. Rosa Luxembourg and Karl Leibnecht had been murdered. In
Bavaria, the premier had been assassir.latcd, so too, had the Reich Finance Minister,
Mathias Etzberger. In the east, the Baltic States were threatened by a ‘Frei Korps’
composed of disaffected war veterans led by officers of extreme right-wing views
motivated not only by patriotism but by promises of land for settlement.. In Berlin, a
bloody and abortive coup d’ état was staged by ultra-nationalists. The fall in the value of
the Mark heralded the beginning of a runaway and crippling inflation. There was hunger,
despair, disillusion. In Hungary, a short lived ‘Soviet Republic’ had been overthrown; its
leaders had fled. There followed a ‘white’ terror of savage ferocity. In Italy, riots and
widespread industrial unrest had led to the formation of workers’ councils, occupation of
the factories and a general strike. Meanwhile, the squadristi of Mussolini’s Fasci di
Combattimento were gathering the support which culminated in the ‘March on Rome’. In
Britain, as the discharged servicemen returned to the factories, fields and offices, they
were confronted with a less idealistic reality than the ‘Land Fit for Heroes’ which they had
been promised. There were already present the seeds of social unrest and the declining
economic conditions which were to bring about mass unemployment, deprivation and
social strife. It was then, an uneasy peace, and as for the Treaty of Versailles which was
to uphold it, Tawney warned... “it is the Macht-Politik of the ‘Acquisitive Society’ writ
large”... “the consequences of which is war”. If, as Tawney declared... “the test of the

objects of war is the peace which follows it”, then the forecast he had made in 1916 was
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prescient. ... “We have slaved for Rachel”, he noted sombrely, “but it looks as if we have

got to live with Leah”.i

Yet, inspired by his Christian Socialist belief, Tawney, in spite of the
disappointments and betrayed hopes, set out in books, articles, pamphlets and journalism
the principles of a new equitable social order. In these writings, Tawney “brought to the
study of economic history the same assumptions which underline his critique of social
thought”. i The works, are informed by a central concern .. “ to deepen the discussion
of economic issues by reference to ethical dilemmas”. il This central concern is made
particularly apparent in his first full-length work of social theory, THE ACQUISITIVE
SOCIETY, as it is in his most celebrated work of economic history, RELIGION AND
THE RISE OF CAPITALISM.

Tawney and the Ethical Tradition in English Radical Politics

Tawney’s work, both as social theorist and academic historian is always concerned
with the ethical dimension. It evolves out of a socialist conviction which rejects a vision
of society as merely an economic mechanism in thrall to unmonitored market forces. It
derives from a tradition of English ethical thought which encompasses such thinkers as
Thomas More, John Ruskin, Charles Kingsley, Wm Morris, Wm Cobbett, Robert
Blatchford, L.T. Hobhouse, and more recently figures such as T.H. Marshall and Richard
M. Titmuss. The writing is permeated by Tawney’s understanding that ethical values
cannot be divorced from social, political and economic issues. It derives, too, from a

socialism grounded in the religious conviction that “morality is superior to dogma and that

i ‘Some Reflections of a Soldier’ R.H. Tawney, (first published in The Nation), Oct. 1916, see The

a Attack, p.22.

i The Agrarian Problem In The Sixteenth Century, R.H. Tawney, first published by Longman Green,

. 1912, see Introduction by Lawrence Stone, 1967 edition, Harper and Row.

W Introduction to Tawney’s Commonplace Book, April 1912 - December 1914, J.M. Winter & D.
Joslin, 1970, Cambridge University Press 1972, p XIX-XX.
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”

the quality of people’s lives matters more than their material achievements” Tawney’s
argument is illuminated by a Christian faith which demands, ‘porro unum necessarium’,
the practical application of Christian morality into every sphere of human activity
regardless of economic or political expediency. It is informed by... “a socialist Christian
ideology in which”, Donald Soper insists, “the ultimate value is always Christianity”.ii
The work, then, is an expression of a socialism so buttressed by Christian ethical thought,
so impregnated with Christian faith, that Norman Dennis and A.H. Halsey are prompted

to declare that... “Tawney’s conception of the social order began with the New

Testament” iil

Tawney’s Understanding of The Role of Ideas Values and Principles

While Tawney the historian is concerned to trace the ecclesiastic, economic,
political and social changes which evolved out of the Reformation, Tawney the social
theorist and Christian socialist is equally concerned to identify the consequences of these
changes on contemporary industrial capitalism. But beyond the eloquence, beyond the
facts and the findings, the assessments and the conclusions, his work is permeated by a
sense of regret. The regret does not, however, evolve from a nostalgic longing for a
‘Merrie England’ that never was. Tawney had no illusions about the miseries, ignorance
and superstitions of the middle ages. He did not yearn for the return of an idealised
‘golden age’ in which each man, might live his life within a ‘chain of being’, a hierarchy of
responsibility and duty, of command and obedience according to God’s divine will
Nevertheless a sense of regret persists throughout his historical works. It persists as he

records how in the face of a changing social order the traditional Christian values were

i The New Statesmen, ‘A Man For All Seasons’, Obituary on the death of R.H. Tawney, Jan. 19,
1962.

i ‘Socialism...an Enduring Creed’. The Reverend The Lord (Dr. Donald) Soper, see 'Lecturers in
memory of R.H. Tawney' and see 'Fellowship, Freedom & Equality’, David Ormrod (editor),

... published by Christian Socialist Movement, 1990, p.47.

W English Ethical Socialism, Norman Dennis and A.H. Halsey, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1988,
p.151.
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eroded within a society which, “intoxicated by material possibilities, divorced economic
from moral considerations”. i It persists in RELIGION AND THE RISE OF
CAPITALISM as Tawney records the triumph of economic individualism as homo
credulous gave way to homo economicus. The regret is patent as Tawney chronicles how
traditional social bonds were broken and long established ethical premises discarded.
There is regret as the ... “appetitus divitiarum infinitus” prevails over recognised
obligations of stewardship and service. It is manifest even as Tawney insists that... “the
task of an historian is not to appraise the validity of an idea but rather to understand its
development”.ii It is, however, in the preface of the 1937 edition of RELIGION AND
THE RISE OF CAPITALISM that the source of the regret can be most clearly identified.
He wryly notes that eleven years after the book was first published, to employ the term
Capitalism, once regarded as unsuited to an historical study, was no longer perceived as a
manifestation of... “sinister intent” but was now acknowledged as a recognisable
economic phenomenon. ... “Capitalism”, he declared, “is a fact” and... “no historian will
make much of the last three centuries if they ignore it”.lii There is another equally
significant fact, he ruefully insists, which evolved from changes brought about by
Capitalism. The premise that... “Trade is one thing, and religion another”,iV which, he
claimed, would have been... “an audacious novelty” before the advent of Capitalism was
now accepted as a commonplace. This distasteful premise, Tawney insists, rests on the
notion conceived in the sixteenth century, encouraged in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries and triumphant in the nineteenth, that religion and commerce were two separate
spheres neither of which had the right to encroach on the other. It was a victory, Tawney
grimly notes, which was... “a long time being won”.Y Constantly propounded and
commonly accepted during the great era of industrial expansion, Tawney ironically

suggests that... “its early proponents would have felt some embarrassment at its later

i The Agrarian Problem In The Sixteenth Century, R.H. Tawney, First Published by Longman
. Green, 1912 see Harper & Row, 1967 edition, p. 408/409.

B Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, Introduction, p.VIII.

Bt Ibid, p.VIII.

v Ibid, p.VIII.

v Ibid, p.VIII.
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interpretations”. The ‘victory’ had ultimately produced industrial capitalism. It had
created an economic system which acted against fellowship, nourished self-seeking and
rejected social responsibility. The seeds of the religious and social changes which were
sown in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries have blossomed into the ACQUISITIVE
SOCIETY which Tawney, historian, Christian moralist and social theorist, so vigorously

denounces.

The notion of the separation of religion and commerce, had, Tawney insisted, been
historically opposed, first by the Schoolmen, then by the Reformation. It had been
strenuously resisted by those Tudor Statesmen anxious to preserve the traditional
religious sanctions. It had been reviled by the Calvinists who had sought to establish an
economic order in keeping with their religious principles. However, Tawney argued,
whatever differences of doctrine or ecclesiastic procedure divided the opposition, they
were held together by one cardinal assumption,... “the institutions of property, the
transactions of the market-place, the whole fabric of society and the whole range of its
activities, stand by no absolute title”...but... “must justify themselves at the bar of
religion”.! The entire opposition was united, if not by Christian brotherhood, then at least
by a Christian precept. Christianity, they all agreed... “has no more deadly foe than the
unbridled indulgence of the acquisitive appetite”. All would have denied a common
understanding of Christian faith with those... “Who run greedily after the error of Baalam
for reward” (Jude XI). The established order in which the authority of the Church had
maintained social cohesion and imposed social discipline was challenged by a new
philosophy which encouraged individualism and rewarded, not the obedient, but the
enterprising. It was, as Tawney noted, an erosion of... “a social philosophy based

ultimately on religion” (in favour of)... “an age of economic enterprise, which enclosed

i Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, Introduction, p.VIII.
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land and speculated on the exchanges™; it led, he concluded... “to the collapse of public

9

morality in a welter of disorderly appetites”.

For Tawney, “tracing the significant -connections”, ‘the rise of capitalism’ was
inextricable intertwined with the erosion of the traditional Christian values. The notion
that in a Christian community... “the higher must consider the lower and the lower answer
in like manner to the higher so that each is in turn a member of the other” gave way to an
ethic which saw in economic prosperity a sign of spiritual grace. It is this lost notion of
mutual responsibility, this idea of fellowship sustained by the Christian precept... “For we
are members one of another” (EPH. 4.25) ... which Tawney regrets. The Church, he
insists, in the face of the growth of individualism, expanding financial and commercial
enterprise, was... “theoretically abandoned”. It was abandoned, he argues, because it
had... “turned its face from the practical world”.i In an age of new discoveries, new
perceptions and new demands, it had nothing to offer save... “piety imprisoned in a
shrivelled mass of desiccated formulae”iii In the new environment of... “economic energy
in action and realist intelligence in economic thought”, the Church was no longer
effectual. Its social teachings discounted, its moral authority rejected, it slowly ceded its
claims to spiritual and temporal leadership. Where society had been seen as a spiritual
organism, there was now installed a doctrine which saw in the pursuit of economic self-
interest the operation of... “the providential plan which is the law of God”.l¥ The Church
which had once been... “the keystone which held together the social edifice” had been
relegated... “to one department within in”.V In the two centuries from the Reformation to
the Restoration, the secular and religious aspects of life which were once regarded as
inseparable were now separate and independent provinces. The “struggles of moral

resistance” which Anthony Wright argues Tawney admired and “sought to retrieve for his

i R.H. Tawney's introduction to A Discourse Upon Usury by Thomas Wilson, 1572, Frank Cass &
. Co. Ltd, London, 1925.

B Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.189

ut - Ibid, p.189.

W Ibid, p.257.

v Ibid, p.273.
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own generation, were lost”.1 The... “secularisation of political thought”, Tawney argues,...
“had profound reactions of social speculation”. In England at least, he insists,... “the
whole perspective had been revolutionised”. From this revolution, there evolved political
liberty, democratic process, social progress. From this revolution in religious thought
which... “helped to mould the social order and was in turn moulded by it”,1i there evolved
those forces, political and economic, which prepared the way for industrialism - the ‘Rise

of Capitalism’ and the ‘Acquisitive Society’.

In his inaugural lecture delivered at the London School of Economics in 1932,
Tawney, in an attempt to define the task of the historian, argued that it was a Professor of
Moral Philosophy, Adam Smith, rather than an “annalist or an antiquarian” who had
first... “seen the clue to the progress of civilisation in Europe”. It was Smith’s attempts at
philosophic history which had traced the emancipation of economic interests from... “the
tyranny of custom, predatory class ambitions and the obstruction of governments pursuing
sinister ends”. The central theme of the ‘WEALTH OF NATIONS’, Tawney insists, is
historical and no one who studies the work will doubt that, without... “several generations
of historical investigation”, it could not have been written.NB Similarly, he pays tribute to
De Tocqueville and Saint Simon for their perceptions concerning the connections between
economic and political history. He acknowledges, too, the contribution to the study of
history by the young Marx particularly for his understanding that... “juristic relations and
political forms are not to be understood by themselves but are rooted in the material
conditions of life”. Tawney the historian, in spite of his disagreements with Marx the
social theorist, argues, that as far as history is concerned with the economic foundations

of society... “serious history today, whether Marxian or not, is inevitably post Marxian”.iii

‘ R.H. Tawney, Anthony Wright, p.123,

i Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, Introduction to 1937 edition, p XII.

NB Tawney (in 1932) remarks on the naivete of those ‘political populisers’ who select from Adam
Smith’s writings those quotations and ‘snippets of doctrine’ which suit their interests. The

. practice, unfortunately, is still prevalent.

W ‘The Study of Economic History', R.H. Tawney, 1933, see History and Society, Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1978, p.48-65.
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It is unreal, Tawney argues, for an historian to isolate political and religious development
from its economic and social background; the only adequate history, is ‘I’histoire
integral’. In the same lecture Tawney argues that the study of history is not only
concerned with... “a series of past events but of the life of society and with the records of
the past as a means to that end”.NB Part of the historian’s business, he argues, ... “is to
substitute more significant connections for those of chronology”. It is important to

understand that if society...

“is to be master of its fate, if reason is to conquer chance, and conscious direction
deliver human life from the tyranny of nature and the follies of man, the first condition is a

realistic grasp of the materials to be handled and the forces to be tamed”.1
The historian, Tawney claims... “serves on his own humble plane, that not ignoble end”.

In the first of the Scott Holland lectures, Tawney argued that the most suitable
beginning for a foundation established to commemorate the late Canon of Christ Church
would have been... “either an examination of the spiritual problems concealed beneath the
economic mechanism of our society or a philosophic discussion of the contribution which
religion can make to their solution”. Indeed, as Charles Gore reminds us in a prefatory
note to the first edition of RELIGION AND.THE RISE OF CAPITALISM, the course of
lectures which were to be delivered uienniaily were to have as their subject “the religion
of the reincarnation in its bearing on the social and economic life of man”. Tawney,
somewhat modestly, declared that he had chosen the humbler task of trying to... “give an
account of the history of opinion during one critical period - the period immediately

preceding the Reformation and the two centuries which followed it”. Clearly this task is

NB  The lecture was subsequently published in 1933 under the title The Study of Economic History'.
It is now included in History and Society, a collection of essays by R.H. Tawney, edited by J.M.

. Winter, Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd, London, 1978.

! ‘The Study of Economic History’, R.H. Tawney, 1933, see History and Society, Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1978, p.54.
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an expression of the economic historian’s belief in the impact of ideas and the influence of
moral values on the historical process. It is this belief compounded by Christian faith

which motivates the commitment of the social theorist to a politics of moral principles.

An Appeal to Principles: The Functional Society and Social Reconstruction

Firm in the conviction that “social institutions are a visible expressions of the scale
of moral values”, 1 Tawney insisted that society re-evaluate the values of industrial
capitalism. The confrontations, the inequalities of wealth, power, status and opportunity,
he argued are the inevitable consequences of an economic order predicated on self interest
and motivated by the spirit of acquisition. This economic order, he insisted, must give
way to “The Functional Society” in which men and women in co-operation rather than
competition fulfil the true purpose of industry and “provide the community with some
service which it requires”. Such a social order grounded in community entails the
recognition of rights mutually extended of responsibilities mutually accepted. It must
appeal to standards other than the demands of the market place or the pressures of
economic expediency. It must, in short, have “recourse to principles” which for Tawney

is a necessary condition for social reconstruction.

Tawney castigates the class-ridden structure of British economic and social life.
He attacks an educational system which perpetuates class division and creates class
conflict. He rails against an industrial system in which men who contribute neither labour
nor expertise are permitted to enjoy the fruits of another’s toil. Yet in this relatively early
work, although Tawney is concerned with equity, he is not primarily concerned with
equality, a value to which he gave much subsequent attention. Nor, except in a wider
sense, does he present a case for liberty, although he insists that the industrial problem is a

question “first of function, secondly of Freedom”. There is, however, running through the

i The Acquisitive Society, p.13.
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work an implicit plea which permeates everything that Tawney ever wrote, every battle he
ever fought. It is a plea for fraternity. It is for the sake of fraternity, ‘the right order of
life’ that Tawney insisted in 1912... “the industrial problem is a moral problem, a problem
of learning as a community to reprobate certain courses of conduct and to approve
others”.1 It is for the sake of fraternity that Tawney proposes a community of common

purpose, a society directed towards agreed common ends.

Tawney’s commitment to social unity is grounded in the belief that social
organisation is an expression of moral values. Yet, if, as Hugh Gaitskell asserted, Tawney
was “the best man I have ever known”,i he plainly demonstrates that apart from
saintliness, he could also display the wrath of an Old Testament prophet.NB1 As Richard
Crossman proposed, even as Tawney postulated a vision of an equitable and fraternal
society, he denounced an “England of privilege in which a whole apparatus of class
institution make not only the income, but the housing, education, heath and manners,
indeed, the physical appearance of different classes of Englishmen almost as different from
each other as though the minority were alien settlers established among the rude
civilisation of a race of impoverished aborigines”.NB2 There is righteous anger for a
society in which the rights of property are absolute, ‘irrespective of any social function,

any contribution to social purpose which the owner may perform’. There is contempt for

i The Commonplace Book, entry for June 10, 1912.

i Hugh Gaitskell, 'An Appreciation of R.H. Tawney’', see The Radical Tradition, p.214..

NBI [y the 1930's "when a Labour Government had tried and failed, Tawney became not the visionary
preacher of Christian Socialism but a fierce Micah, castigating the chosen people for their
shortcomings and prophesying doom unless their leaders repented”. Richard Crossman, 1960,
quoted by David Ormrod in Introduction to Fellowship, Freedom and Equality, published by
Christian Socialist Movement, 1990.

NB2 Tawney's disgust with the social conditions endured by his fellow countrymen was shared by
Robert Blatchford, 1951-1943, editor the ‘The Clarion’, "Britain", Blatchford asserted, comparing
the owning classes to an "alien force” exploiting an "aboriginal” population, "does not belong to
the British: it belongs to a few of the British, who employ the bulk of the population as servants or
as workers". There exists, he argued, "among the owning classes a state of useless luxury and
pernicious idleness, among the working class a state of drudging toil, of wearing poverty and
anxious care"”. Like Tawney, Blatchford moved by moral indignation declared, "this state of
affairs is contrary to Christianity ... justice and reason”. See Britain for the British, Robert
Blatchford, Clarion Press, 1902, (frontispiece). Ironically, this title, used as a slogan by the
British Union of Fascists in the 1930’s, is still employed, against every Christian principle of
brotherhood, by racist groups.
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“a society which values neither culture nor beauty but only the power which belongs to
wealth”... “in which gain is divorced from service, in which privilege is established as a
national institution”. Tawney’s indignation is fired by “a doctrine in which economic
rights are anterior and independent of function”.i Such a doctrine, he insists, will surely
find no place in a society of co-operation and common purpose. On March 26, 1913,
Tawney wrote in his Commonplace Book... “Too much time is spent today upon
outworks by writers who pile up statistics and facts, but never get to the heart of the
problem”... “that heart is not economic”; it is a question of moral relationships. This is
the citadel which must be attacked... “the immoral philosophy which underlines modern
industry”.

Tawney attacks the citadel; he pillories the injustices of modem industrialism; he
denounces the waste, the extravagance. He derides a philosophy which holds that private
and public interests are coincidental, and that “man’s self-love is God’s Providence”.ii He
rejects the notion that individual rights are the centre and pivot of society; he condemns
the fact that such rights are still the “most powerful element in political thought, the
practical foundation of industrial organisation”. He warns against the “fetish worship of
economic activity”... “which Industrialism has elevated into the standard by which all
other interests are judged”.iii We have witnessed, Tawney claims a breakdown of the
organisation of society in which individual rights are divorced from obligation. The Great
War, he asserts, was a manifestation of that perversion of nationalism which produced
imperialism just as the perversion of individualism is industrialism both of which are based
on the defective principle that the rights of nations and the right of individuals are
absolute. Here, Tawney’s warning is apocalyptic. In a world in a world of unlimited
claims, where the possibilities of increasing military power is limitless, there can be no

peace between nations. In the same way, in a community of unrestrained individualism

‘: . The Acquisitive Society, p.23.
B Ibid, p.30.
W Ibid, p.48.
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and absolute rights, there can be no harmony. For Tawney, individualism is the outwork
of the citadel; it has not fulfilled the noble ideas of The Enlightenment; it has instead
degenerated into a competitive and exploitive commercialism. As long as men move on
this plane, Tawney argues, there is no solution to the economic and social ills which beset
mankind. If society is to be healthy, if men and women are to live in unity and fellowship,
they must first regard themselves as trustees for the discharge of functions, as instruments

of social purpose.

In certain respects, Tawney’s proposals for a Functional Society share an affinity
with Guild Socialism as projected by S.G. Hobson or A.J. Penty. They even share some
common ground with Hilaire Belloc’s notion of ‘distributism’, although Tawney would
reject the strong traditionalist and hierarchical elements of Belloc’s system.NB In the
early 1920’s, Tawney declared a broad sympathy for such schemes “... though possibly an
unorthodox Gild (sic) Socialist”, he stated, and certainly disagreeing with some of its
opponents ... “I welcome it because it has drawn English Socialism into the mainstream of
the socialist tradition which has as its object not merely the alleviation of poverty but an

attack on the theory of the functionless society.”

Raymond Williams suggests that “the two most important elements in THE
ACQUISITIVE SOCIETY are the general discussion of changes in social theory and an

analysis of the idea of industrialism™.ii The two elements, however, are interdependent.

NB  See Restoration Of The Guild System A.J. Penty, 1906 see also S.G. Hobson National Guilds and
other works, The Servile State, Hilaire Belloc (1912), G.D.H. Cole, Guild Socialism Restated and
other works. See also the writings of R.A. Orage, editor of the Llterary and Political Journal New
Times, who also wrote for G.K. Chesterton’s Distributorly, see Rodney Barker Political Ideas In
Modern Britain, M. Methuen and Company, 1978, page 98-104 passim.

Curiously, Orage, an early Fabian and member of the Independant Labour Party "became an
ardent Theosophist, a diciple of Gurdjieff'. Hollbrook Jackson, the literary historian and critic
(1874 - 1948) wrote in The Windmill, Volume 3, Number 11, 1948, that Orage wanted "to create a
Nietzsche circle in which Plato and Blavatsky, Fabianism and Hinduism, Shaw, Wells and
Edward Carpenter should be blended with Nietzsche as the catalytic”. See Madame Blavatsky's
) Baboon. Peter Washington, Secker and Warburg 1993, page 202
i See The Tawney Papers, British Library of Political and Economic Science (speeches on various
. occasions, undated).
u Culture and Society, Raymond Williams, Hogarth Press, 1987, p.217.
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Certainly, Tawney the historian traces the changes in social and political thought which
emerged in the 18th century. He analyses the economic, social and philosophic evolution
of industrial capitalism, pointing to its genesis in the Enlightenment and its endorsement in
the American Constitution and French Declaration of the rights of Man. Tawney
identifies the roots of Industrialism as evolving from the just demands and social and
economic freedom which resulted not only from man’s changed perception of the world
but also of their place within it. These legitimate claims for the abolition of economic
privilege, which were the driving force for the demands for equality, he argues, have been
largely counter-balanced by the growth of the inequalities springing from Industrialism.

The answer to these problems, Tawney argues, is not to be found by middle-class
reformers seeking to alleviate the sufferings of the poor. The problem, he insists, (with a
veiled reference to the Fabians), will resist paternalistic adjustment to the social order. He
demands a radical moral transformation rather than a more benevolent Capitalism.
“What is required”, he declares, “is a restatement of principles”. What is required is
moral reform rather than social tinkering which left intact the ethical assumptions of
industrialism. As for the working class, Tawney, in spite of his admiration for the good
sense and common decency of Henry Dubb, is not optimistic. ... “They look to the
recovery of the booty as the greatest social reform” ... but in a society where the... “moral
relations are felt to be unjust. “there is no use devising relief schemes”. Nor, Tawney
insists, can we look to the English Labour Movement to correct the iniquities of
functionless ownership. The ‘Movement’ he had written in 1914... “had made one tragic
mistake”... “it has aimed at comfort, instead of aiming for their rights”... “they can be
bought off by instalments of social reform™.1 This sad, rather than scornful assessment of
The Labour Movement has its contemporary supporters among those who value social
justice. ... “The Left”, David Marquand asserts,... “has been in certain respects as

individualistic in its assumptions and behaviour as the Right”... “it has advocated public

i The Commonplace Book, entry for November (undated, 1914).
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intervention not in the interests of the community, but, as a means of satisfying private
aspirations and sectional demands”.! The Left, in short, has shown a willingness to put
the narrow interests of particular groups before the common good, an assessment which
coincides with Tawney’s reflection that... “The Labour Movement aims at comfort, not
rights, including the right to do their duty”.ii Industrialism, which creates dissension, also
grants power, but for Tawney, it is power without moral purpose. Such power, he

submits, cannot inspire men and women to value social duty before narrow self-interest.

In presenting his arguments for a society of Function, Tawney subjects the notion
of functionless property to critical examination. His main thrust is centred upon what, he
insists, is a substantive principle of Industrial Capitalism; its maintenance of the absolute
rights of property. ... “Property Rights”, Tawney insists, are in essence, Rights secured
by the state.ili He sees such rights as instruments by which the economically powerful,
can, in the name of individual liberty, determine the economic lives of the economically
powerless. Against those champions of property who see any attack on such rights as a
manifestation of the desire of egalitarians to create a system entirely wedded to the total
abolition of private property, he argues that certain types of property must be protected.
There must be no strictures against “the simple property of the small landowner, the small
proprietor, the craftsman and especially the household ‘gods’ and ‘dear’ domestic
amenities which is what the word property means to the guileless minds of clerks and
shopkeepers when the cry is raised ‘property’ is threatened”.lv Tawney insists that the
free disposal of a sufficiency of personal possessions is the condition of a healthy and self
respecting society. There will be, therefore, in a ‘Functional Society’ no desire to
establish... “a visionary communism in which all property is held in common”. Property

must be allowed to return to its true nature which has been perverted by a doctrine which

i ‘A Language of Community’, David Marquand, see The Alternative, edited by Ben Pimlott,
. Anthony Wright, Tony Flower, WH. Allen, 1990.

W The Commonplace Book, entry for November (undated, 1914).

W The Acquisitive Society, p.92.

W Ibid, p.79.
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insists that... “the particular forms of private property which exist at any moment are a
thing sacred and inviolable”! A theory of property which had been advanced by the
English Parliamentarians and the French philosophers in defence of the small holdings of
yeomen, the tools of craftsmen and the stock in trade of merchants against... “the hangers
on at St. James or the country parasites at Versailles”li had been hijacked in the name of
economic development and acquisitive industrialism. This, he submits, is a false concept
of individual rights. There is a difference, he argues, between property used by its owner
in the conduct of his profession or in the upkeep of his household, and property which is
in effect a claim on wealth produced by other men’s labour. Such claims are a product of
‘Functionless’ property; they act against fellowship; they cannot unite men, for what
unites them is a bond of service to what they perceive as a common purpose.
Functionless property, for Tawney, sustains a society which dissolves moral principles
into a choice of personal expediexice; a society which elevates the individual into the
centre of his own universe. Functionless property is a denial of what for Tawney is the
‘essence of all morality’. ... “The belief that every human being is of infinite importance,
and therefore no consideration of expediency can justify the oppression of one by

another” il

Yet if Tawney deplores the institution of property without function on moral
grounds, he also lambastes it for its inefficiency and wastefulness. He is appalled at the
reliance on the uncontrolled mechanics of the market place and the ensuing proliferation
of luxury goods which fill the shop windows of Regent Street when there is so evident a
need for basic necessities. Yet he does not propose a centralised productive system. His
criticism of the arbitrary and profligate nature of Capitalism evolves from the belief that
the institution of functionless property, compounded by the assumption that the free

exercise of individual rights is the main interest of society, turns social life... “into a scene

‘: . The Commonplace Book, entry for November (undated, 1914).
#  Ibid, entry for November (undated, 1914).
W Ibid, entry for 13 Aug. 1913.
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of fierce antagonism™...and a... “barely disguised social war” within a society which holds
that all economic activity is equally justifiable. This notion of property rights is perverse
and wasteful. It makes unnecessary payments to superfluous middlemen, to owners of
royalty rights, to beneficiaries of ground rents, all of whom receive in the name of
property, none of whom contribute. Property thus becomes a sleeping partner, a
residuary legatee without responsibility. ... “Possession”, remarks Tawney (quoting
Meredith’s Sir Willoughby Patterne), “without obligation to the object possessed,
approaches felicity”.NB A society so organised without social obligation or responsibility
cannot be harmonious. Where there should be unity there is division. Where there should
be common purpose there is rancour. Where there should be camaraderie there is

conflict.

Ethics and Usury: An Emerging Order

Tawney, Lawrence Stone proposes, saw history as “a branch of moral
philosophy™... he “saw moral judgement as central to the historian’s task”. Nowhere, is
this concern with moral judgement as evident as in Tawney’s discussions of usury. For
Tawney, the recognition of usury as a respectable tool of commercial enterprise destroyed
a scheme of social ethics which saw economic interests as a secondary aspect of human
life. That a man might without sin loan money upon interest set the scene for change
which brought about a new social and economic order. These changes, Tawney argues,
were revolutionary: fuelled by economic initiative and restless experimentation “they had
no regard either for the word of God or the welfare of this realm”ii Yet while the
economic historian argues that these changes “ushered in the modern world”, the social
theorist questions the benefits of modern commercialism and the modern conceptions of

economic expediency. Social arrangements, the Christian moralist claims, which, in the

NB  See The Egoist, George Meredith, 1828-1909.

; The Agrarian Problem In The Sixteenth Century, R.H. Tawney, first published Longman Green,
. 1912, see Introduction by Lawrence Stone, 1967 edition, Harper and Row.

u Ibid, p.409.
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pursuit of self-interest have “contempt for the restrictions which fetter them”, must be

challenged... “whether in the Sixteenth Century or in our own day”. i

Tawney, seeking the “significant connections” takes as a starting point the
Christian attitudes of the sixteenth and seventeenth century towards the usurer ... “a great
taker of advantages, an oppressor of his neighbour (who) fears not God, neither regards
he man”. i Indeed, Richard Baxter’s judgement provides inspiration for Tawney’s regret
for a vanished, more Christian, more fraternal social order. It is lawful, Baxter, a pious
and pragmatic Presbyterian asserts, to... “lend upon usury”... “when it does not violate
either the rule of piety to God or is against justice or charity to men”.iil It is sinful, he
insists, “when it is used against justice or charity to our neighbour”...(for) ... “justice
obligeth me to give him more than his own”.iV As for lending, Baxter argues... “it is a
duty when we have it and our brother’s necessity requires it”.Y Where a loan granted to
relieve the temporary misfortune of an unfortunate neighbour was seen as an act of

Christian charity, usury “the brat of heresy” was denounced as un-Christian, exploitive,

extortion.

Usury, Tawney suggests in his introduction to Dr. Thomas Wilson’s ‘A
DISCOURSE ON USURY’, was the most burning social question of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. The practice of usury, he argues, in RELIGION AND THE RISE
OF CAPITALISM, was, after the swift rise of a commercial civilisation, at the centre of
the struggle for economic and social change. The issue at stake, was more than ... “a
legal technicality” or even a matter of scriptural interpretation. Baxter’s answers, then,

reflect a society in which the actions of men towards their fellows is determined not

i The Agrarian Problem In The Sixteenth Century, R.H. Tawney, first published Longman Green,

. 1912, see Introduction by Lawrence Stone, 1967 edition, Harper and Row., p.409.

u A Christian Directory, Richard Baxter, 1673, Vol.1, p.111A, Soli Deo Gloria Publication, p.837-
839.

il Ibid, p.837-839.

W Ibid, p.837-839.

v Ibid, p837-839.
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merely by self-interest, but is monitored rather by a system of ethics which insists that
they respect and comply with Christian teaching. It is a social order in which
considerations of economic expediency are subordinate to the moral authority of the
Christian Church. As for the Church... “what man would be afraid to live desperately in
that state of life that he seeth manifestly condemned by heathens, by Christians by the olde
fathers, by the ancient counsels, by Emperors, by Bishops, by decrees, by Canons, by all
sects of all regions and of all religions, by the Gospel of Christ, by the mouth of God”,
wrote John Bishop of Salisbury in 1569.1 Yet, if a more temperate view of usury... “that
most heinous (sic) offence against God and his Church™@ was at the source of the revolt
on which was borne a new ethic, slowly with the growth of individualism and the erosion
of the Church’s moral authority the revolt became a stream, until with “the triumph of the
economic virtues,”iii the floodgates opened. A new commercial order embraced an ethic
which recognised neither... “that justice obligeth me to give him his own”, nor, that ...
“charity obligeth me to give him more than his own”. It was an ethic which responded
to... “a brothers necessity””, not with charity, for it saw in his distress a proof of dismerit
and it judged his misfortune as punishment for... “idle, irregular and wicked courses”.iV It
was a stern code; if it tightened the bonds of discipline it loosened the bonds of
brotherhood.

The Historical Relationship: Ethical Principles and the Social Order

Tawney’s examination of the origins of Industrialism in political works such as
THE ACQUISITIVE SOCIETY is not detailed. His concern is not to render a full
historical account of the rise of Industrialism, but rather to illustrate that the ideals of the

Enlightenment, inspired by that high sense of human dignity which had desired that all

i See John Bishop of Salisbury’s letter to Dr. Thomas Wilson, Dr. Thomas Wilson, A Discourse on
. Usury, (1572) reprint, Frank Cass, 1962.

U See Thomas Cartwright quoted by R.H. Tawney, p.215 in Religion and The Rise of Capitalism.

Bt Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, title of Chapter IV, Part III.

vV Ibid, p264.
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men be free to become themselves, had been distorted by ‘a deluge’ which had changed
the social and economic face of society and led to Industrial Capitalism. In his historical
writings and in particular in RELIGION AND THE RISE OF CAPITALISM, it is with the
impact of these changes brought about by this ‘deluge’ --- The Reformation --- that
Tawney concerns himself. He examines the effects on social, political and economic life
as the medieval theories of social ethics were confronted by the erosion of ecclesiastic
authority and the ensuring secularisation of political philosophy which followed the
Reformation. Yet, if Tawney the historian is concerned to demonstrate the development
of religious opinion on questions of social ethics in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
and the intellectual changes which followed, Tawney, the social theorist, aware that these
developments and changes... “ushered in the modern world” is concerned to show their
effects on the twentieth century. Tawney examines the medieval background to the
Reformation, analyses the role of the ‘Continental Reformers’ and evaluates the part

played by the Church of England as defenders of the established order.

Tawney is faithful to the ‘historian’s business’. He seeks to substitute more
‘significant connections than those of chronology’; at the same time he attempts to
identify the ‘materials to be handled’ and the ‘forces to be tamed’. Like Adam Smith, he
understands how the history of the past can fashion and effect the conditions of the
present. He recognised that the material and forces which shaped the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries continue to exercise an influence on contemporary society. For
Tawney, the religious, political and economic changes which brought about... “the
triumph of economic virtues” find current expression in industrial capitalism and the
‘acquisitive society’. The new religious and social thought which loosened the bonds of
duty and obedience imposed by the medieval Church have, in consequence, created an
order which places more value on individual economic ‘success’ than on social cohesion.
An organic conception of society, in the wake of the Reformation, has given way to the
notion that the individual, protected by juristic rights, should pursue his own ends in

competition rather than in co-operation with his fellows. A social unity sustained by both
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custom and discipline had succumbed to a doctrine which proclaims individual rights and
fosters individual autonomy. One of Tawney’s continuous concerns as a historian is to
trace the religious, social and economic changes which allowed for the final triumph of
this ‘individualist’ doctrine. Even as he quotes John Locke’s assertion that... “the great
and chief end of men uniting in commonwealth and putting themselves under government
is the preservation of their property”, he perceptively notes that while the political
significance of this development has often been described... “the analogous changes in
social and religious thought have received little attention” iiNB Tawney, however, in the
belief that each generation... “steps into a social inheritance to which it adds its own
contribution”... “which it bequeaths to its successors”, is engaged not only to record the
political changes; he is anxious also to examine the effects of these changes on social and
religious thought. His evaluation of the influences of Luther and Calvin, the examination
of the role of the Church, the analysis of the sources of Puritanism, do not therefore
derive solely from an historian’s concern with a chronological record. They evolve also
from a search for the ‘significant connections’. Tawney argues that the distinctive note of
Puritan teaching was... “its emphasis on individual responsibility rather than a social
obligation”.iii When, therefore, as in CHRISTIANITY AND THE SOCIAL ORDER, he
quotes John Maynard Keynes’ assessment that... “modern capitalism is absolutely
irreligious without internal unity, without much public spirit, a mere congeries of pursuers
and possessors”™, he has, in accordance with own judgement traced the ‘more significant

connections’.

t Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.20.

u Ibid, p.20.

NB  Marx, Christopher Hill recalls, gave the matter some attention,..."Cromwell and the English
people”, Marx asserts, "had borrowed speech, passions and illusions from The Old
Testament..When the bourgeois transformation had been accomplished, Locke supplanted
Habakkuk”, see Karl Marx The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte’, see Selected Works of Marx
& Engels, 1935 Edition, Vol. 11, p.137, quoted by Christopher Hill, The English Bible and the

.. Seventeenth-Century Revolution, Alan Lane, 1993, p.40.

B Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.270.

g ‘Christianity and The Social Order’, 1937, see The Attack, p.170.
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Tawney, asserts that the changes by which the secular State separated itself from
the Church revealed themselves gradually... “the seeds sown by the Reformation” came to
fruition in England, only after the Civil War. Only slowly, he insists, did... “reason take
the place of revelation” and religious authority yield to political and economic expediency.
The changes, however, were revolutionary even if their impact was not immediately
apparent. In spite of a drawn out and sometimes fierce resistance, a ‘new economic
order’ ultimately replaced a traditional society derived from the Bible, the teachings of the
Fathers and the Schoolmen. Yet, Tawney argues, society is not only the product of
economic and material circumstances; the religious and moral environment also sets it
stamp upon it. Why and how, he demands, did changes in religious and moral perceptions
create and endorse an economic order which was regarded as mechanistic, dependent ...
“upon impersonal and almost automatic forces”? How did ‘individualism’... “first
denounced, and, then triumphantly justified” succeed in overturning social doctrines
enshrined in law and hallowed by custom? Tawney is an concerned to examine the
transformation as he is anxious to analyse the results. .He acknowledges the revolutionary
impact of Machiavelli’s social philosophy and argues that they were... “at least a powerful
solvent of traditional, ethical restraints, as was Calvin”i He recognises in Locke’s
theories of property and rights the ideological foundation for economic individualism.
The... “economic categories” of modern society are a part of its... “intellectual furniture”
as are its political conceptions. Yet there was a schism, between the medieval conception
of society and that of the late seventeenth century. It was a schism, he insists, (no doubt
anticipating his Marxist critics) that... “no theory of the permanence or ubiquity of
economic interests can bridge.” The schism evolved from two opposing views of society.
It derived on the one hand from the notion that economic activity was... “one among
other kinds of moral activity”, and, the contrary view that “business was one thing,
religion another”. The division, Tawney claims, confronted men with three moral

questions. Should society be regarded as... “a community of unequal classes with varying

i Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, notes on Chapter 1V, p.312/313, passim.
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functions organised from common ends™? or as a self-adjusting mechanism, which,
through the play of economic motives, creates a market to satisfy economic needs?”i
Should the doctrine that one must not take advantage of a neighbours necessity persist or
should it give way to the Puritan belief that... “man’s self-love is God’s providence”?ii
Should economic appetites be restrained in accordance with religious principles? or,

should man embrace an attitude which ... “regards expediency as the final criterion?”1ii

There was, Tawney insists, action and reaction between a burgeoning commercial
environment and changing religious perceptions, and, while a movement such as
Puritanism helped to mould the social order, it was, in its turn, moulded by it. Weber’s
thesis, Tawney argues, is that a new conception of religion encouraged a parvenu class to
... “regard the pursuit of wealth not only as an advantage but as a duty”. The significant
fact about the ensuing challenge to the established aristocracy of land and commerce was
not that it was motivated by self-interest, for Tawney insists, such motivation has never
been absent from the affairs of the man. It was rather that the radical change in moral
standards how now come to recognise as virtue that which had traditionally been regarded
as vice. Weber’s objective, Tawney submits, was to establish that western Christianity as
a whole, and in particular certain varieties of it, which acquired an independent life as a
result of the Reformation had been more favourable to Capitalism than some other creeds.
Tawney, however, is concerned not only to demonstrate the fundamental changes in
religious perceptions and economic behaviour which resulted from the Reformation; he is
prepared to condemn a system in which “economic interests are still popularly treated as
though they formed a kingdom over which the Zeitgeist bears no sway”.l¥ For Tawney,
then, the Reformation not only altered the relationship between religious assumption and

economic practice. It endorsed an ethic of self interest and individualism...it created

‘: ) Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, notes on Chapter IV, p.312/313, passim.
B Ibid, p.26.

W Ibid, p.26.

W Ibid, p271.
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Capitalism, and, he insists... “Capitalism was the social counterpart of Calvinist

theology.”
Christianity and a Social Vision

Tawney’s conception of a social order, Anthony Wright argues, is “concerned
with the moral premise of Christianity” which demands that Christian principles be
extended to the realm of social and economic affairs (and) that there must be... “a unity of
personal and social life”.#i It is this conception of a social order which motivates
Tawney’s challenge to the values of the acquisitive society which he perceives as... “a
juggernaut sacrificing human ends to the idolatry of material means”.iii The conception is
crucial to an understanding of Tawney’s attack on a society whose whole tendency,
interest and pre-occupation is to promote the acquisition of wealth; a society “without
principle beyond the pursuit of self-interest without discrimination between different types
of activity”... “between enterprise and avarice, energy and unscrupulous greed, property
which is legitimate and property which is theft”.i¥ Such a society of atomic individualism
with its encouragement to personal gain, its appeal to make self-interest is, for Tawney,

against the Christian concept of brotherhood.

Tawney’s socialism demands in the name of equity an equalisation of power and
such political and economic measures as will extend to each individual the equal right to
liberty. His socialist understanding recognises that it is only by such equalisations that the
illegitimate exercise of power may be prevented. Yet ultimately, Tawney’s socialist
convictions are inextricably intertwined with his Christian understanding. Atomistic man,

he perceives, bereft of ethical principles, seeks, within industrial capitalism, to exploit his

i ‘Max Weber and The Spirit of Capitalism’, R.H. Tawney, 1930, see History and Society, Routledge
. and Kegan, Paul, 1978, p.192.

B RH.Tawney, Anthony Wright, 1987, p.93.

WL “Christianity & The Social Revolution’, R.H. Tawney, see The Attack, p.165.

W The Acquisitive Society, p.34.
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fellows.NB A society bound by the Christian precept of brotherhood will not tolerate such
exploitation or suffer that one man may rob another of his dignity. Fellows, Tawney’s
Christian faith proclaims, neither demean nor exploit each other. The extend, each to the

other, respect and consideration without servility, without coercion.

Tawney’s plea for fellowship, then, is engendered by an understanding which
condemns the values of the Acquisitive Society as “not so much un-Christian as anti-
Christian”. Industrial Capitalism, he argues, “shares with its totalitarian rivals some of the
characteristics of a counter-religion”.i To a Christian, he insists, employing the language
of moral judgement rather than the statistics of the economist or the theories of the
political scientist, “the qualities which Capitalist societies hold to be all important are
more ruinous to the soul than most of the conventional immoralities”.i For Tawney, the
divisions between the human family which evolve out of the competitive nature of
Capitalism are an affront to the Christian imperative which rejects as morally repugnant
the notion that a man may use his fellows for his own ends or place his individual appetite
before the interest of society. Such an imperative, grounded in fellowship, demands of
men that they acknowledge that “all ye are brethren” (Math 23:8). This Christian
injunction, while it cannot ensure perpetual and universal social harmony, will, for
Tawney, create the conditions for justice, equality and authentic liberty. It is an injunction
grounded in Tawney’s personal understanding of God “as a fact of experience” and of
Christianity as a manifestation of God’s nature. Christianity, for Tawney, is not only the
personification of an imminent God, but the basis of true morality. This belief is sustained
by what he identifies as the unique and characteristic Christian contribution which

proclaims that God not merely exists “but that the God who exists is like Christ”...a man,

NB Tawney’s attitude to individual interest as opposed to common purposes is firmly rooted in

Christian theology. The essential point was made by Archbishop Laud preaching before the King
on June 19, 1621..."If any man is so addicted to his private, that he neglect the common state, he
is void of the sense of piety, and wisheth peace and happiness to himself in vain". Quoted from
The Social Hope of the Christian Church, Canon Stanley Evans. Hodder & Stoughton, 1965,

) p.227.

b ‘Christianity and The Social Order’, R.H. Tawney, 1937, see The Attack, p.170.

u Ibid, p. 170.
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an individual, limited and defined. This belief underpins Tawney’s entire social
philosophy even if, as Anthony Wright points out, “Tawney’s writings are not generally

framed in Christian terms or presented as examplifications of Christian doctrine”.

This perception is undeniably valid. Tawney’s writings, are however, informed by
Christian principles. Tawney, as Wright acknowledges, “was no less attentive to
questions of means, even while ensuring that the discussion did not lose sight of the
fundamental values and ends involved”. i Yet, Wright submits, in his “efforts to get the
principles right first”, Tawney was “forced to adopt a flexible stance in relation to
methods of implementation and machinery”. In this way, it was possible and desirable to
combine “a dogmatism about ends with a pragmatism about means”. ii  Yet, as Wright
argues, NB Tawney’s “agreement about ends did not preclude fundamental disagreement
about means”. Indeed, it may be ultimately argued that it is this obsession with values
and ends rather than with methods and mechanics which distinguishes Tawney’s social
philosophy from those of most contemporary liberal theorists. Tawney is a Christian
Socialist: his socialism demands in the name of equity and morality the extension of
individual liberty, the equal opportunity of self development. It demands that all
organisation and policy be directed to theses ends, be motivated by these values. His
ethical socialism rejects those “enlightened friends with philosophies of history”. A
socialism, “free of dogmatic petrifaction”, will, in pursuit of its “obstinate and
unashamedly ethical” ends, pragmatically “adopt a flexible stance in relation to the
difficulties of machinery and implementation”lii Such a socialism, inspired by Christian
principles, will never lose sight of its fundamental values, will never compromise its

objective ends, will always “get the principles right first”

‘ R.H. Tawney, Anthony Wright, p.94/5.

u Ibid, p.94/5.

NB Leaving "aside Tawney's failure to say anything substantial about how a socialist economy may
operate”, Anthony Wright draws attention to Tawney's "flexible stance” with reference to
questions of public ownership, educational provision and in particular Tawney's attitude to Public
Schools.

W “British Socialism Today’, 1952, see The Radical Tradition, p.168/169.
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Yet, ultimately for Tawney, this recognition that in Christ ‘God is made flesh’
exposes the infinite smallness of man and reveals the infinite greatness of God. This
recognition permeates Tawney’s social vision : it demands that “each man and his
neighbour” acknowledge themselves, subject to “a higher power above them both”, so
that each individual must be regarded as an end in him or herself. For Tawney, then, “the
essence of all morality consists in the belief that “no consideration of expediency can
justify the oppression of one by another.i Yet, he insists, moral conduct is not enough: it
demands “a spiritual basis”. Such a basis, predicated on a belief in God, illuminated by
the example of the living Christ, will, he argues, reject the notion that men be estimated
simply by their place in a social order and sacrificed to that order in the name of material

benefit or economic advantage.

Ultimately, it is to ethical principles that Tawney turns. He may insist on a society
of co-operation, united by collective responsibility; he may advance a theory of Function
and Obligation to achieve it, but underpinning his socialist demands for political and
economic reorganisation is his understanding of Christian faith NB This understanding
derives from the special new and characteristic contribution of Christianity which
proclaims that “God became, or was fully expressed in, a particular historical individual as
to whose life we have records”. This God, “who exists”, he asserts, “is like Christ”.
Christianity shows HIM, not as universal, but as individual, not as infinite but as limited
and defined, not as a principle but as a man™.ii Tawney’s Christianity is predicated on this
understanding of God, since, he argues, it reveals to us what kind of God he is “and what

he is like in ordinary human intercourse”. This revelation, is at the heart of Tawney’s

} The Commonplace Book, entry for August 13, 1913.

NB Perhaps a contemporary Christian Socialist most succinctly encapsulates Tawney's political
philosophy and his Christian understanding. We are, The Reverend the Lord Soper insists,
"ultimately moral or immoral beings and (for Christian Socialists) the question of morality must
take precedence over political suitability"..."what is morally right”, Lord Soper insists, "can never
be politically wrong”, see ‘Fellowship, Freedom and Equality’, p.47, ‘Lectures in memory of R.H.
Tawney’, edited by David Ormrod...published by the Christian Socialist Movement, 1990, see
Socialism, an Enduring Creed, Donald Soper, 1980.

il The Commonplace Book, entry for July 12, 1914.
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Christianity for it demands of men and women that they live their “ordinary human lives”
in accordance with Christian teachings and in accordance with Christ’s example. For
Tawney, then, the essential characteristics of Christianity are unique. Christianity must be

‘lived’ it is not, he insists, “some kind of personal, naturalistic, semi- mystical religion”.1

There are signs, Tawney proposed, of... “an attempt to restate the practical
implications of the social ethics of the Christian faith”. There have been periods in
history, he insisted,... “which excluded economic activities and social institutions from
examination or criticism in the light of religion”.i For Tawney, however,... “after the last
seven years both in international affairs and in industry, of the breakdown of the
organisation of society based on rights divorced from obligation”, there was a pressing
need to re-examine the role and the duties of the Church. In a world of nationalism,
imperialism and industrialism in which, Tawney argues, confrontation was permanent and
war inevitable, contemporary man, perplexed and disillusioned, demands answers to the
fundamental questions of personal morality and economic practice. ... “Men”, Tawney
insists, “were asking the same questions, though in different language, throughout the
sixteenth century” iil before the ultimate triumph of individualism and the ‘economic
virtues’. If men had asked of Richard BaxterNB in the tremendous storm of the Puritan
movement... “directions about contracts in general and about buying and selling,
borrowing and lending, and usury in particular”, how much more does modemn man,
alienated, an atomistic individual, need guidance in a more complex, competitive and
acquisitive society. Tawney’s understanding of the duty of the Church are clearly stated
both in CHRISTIANITY AND THE SOCIAL REVOLUTION and in ‘A NOTE ON
CHRISTIANITY AND THE SOCIAL ORDER’. There is, he asserts, a distinctively
Christian way of life and it is the duty of the Church... “to affirm openly and ceaselessly

I The Commonplace Book, entry for July 12, 1914.

B Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.18.

i Ipid, p27.

NB A Christian Directory, Richard Baxter,(1615-1691), published 1673, Part IV, Chapter X,
questions XII - XIII - Soli Deo Gloria Publications. Reprint 1990, p.837-839.
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that men can fulfil the purpose of God only in so far as they follow that life”.] Religion,
he agrees, is... “a thing of the spirit”, but so too, he insists, is the social order. The
Christian Church, Tawney argues in RELIGION AND THE RISE OF CAPITALISM,
abdicated its authority over those spheres which it had traditionally claimed and which
men had traditionally recognised. It surrendered in the face of a system of ideas which
was destined to revolutionise all traditional values. To examine the struggle of
individualism, to see it triumphant” justified in the name of economic liberty is not, in our
age, to indulge a vain curiosity”. It is rather to... “stand at the source of rivulets which
are now a flood”.il To stand at the source of the rivulets, to trace the causes of the flood,
to analyse its economic and social consequences is as important for Tawney, the moral
philosopher, as it is for Tawney the economic historian. Indeed, Anthony Wright
suggests that for Tawney ... “economic history was at bottom a branch of moral
philosophy”.iii Tawney, a Christian socialist, convinced that men can only fulfil God’s
purpose in a life of Christian duty, seeks not only to identify the ‘source of the rivulets’.
He seeks also to restore to modern man... “sick through the absence of a moral ideal”, the
Christian morality which asks of men ... “Sirs, ye are brethren; why do ye wrong one

another?” (Acts 7.26).

Puritanism and Service: Analysis and Prescription

The notion of service and social purpose is central to the tradition of Ethical
Socialism. It is a tradition inimically opposed to the libertarian view which so recently
proclaimed that “there is no such thing as society”, for its vision of community coincides
with the dream of ‘the new day of fellowship’ for which William Morris yearned. It is
necessary, Tawney argues, after the catastrophe of war, to reassess the structure of

England’s economic and social order. He calls for a moral regeneration. ... “There can be

‘: . ‘Christianity and The Social Order’, 1937, see The Attack, p.172.
B Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.27.
i RH.Tawney, Anthony Wright, p.25.
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no reconstruction of society”, he argues, without an appeal to principles”.i The whole
direction of society, its economic and social institutions are, he insists, “visible expressions
of the scale of moral values”. The problems of industrialism will not respond to the
exhortations of those ‘commercial teachers’ who demand higher production, for as
important as productivity is, it is not the answer. The problems can only be solved by co-
operation. ... “Plenty”, Tawney contends, “depends on co-operative effort and co-
operation on moral principles”. It was the lack of a unifying social ethic which had
prompted Tawney to write in 1912... “it is through the absence of a moral ideal that
modern society is sick™... “to cure this by politics is like making a surgical experiment on a

man who is dying of starvation”.ii

Function, Tawney asserts, “is an activity of social purpose; it is performed not
merely for personal gain but as a responsibility to some higher authority”. For Tawney,
the higher authority is the community, and all industry, all property, and all economic
activity should be tested at every point by their relation to social purpose. The purpose of
industry is plain, Tawney insists. It is to... “supply men with things that are necessary,
useful or beautiful and thus bring alive body and spirit”.iii An industry, Tawney insists...
“is in essence nothing more mysterious than a body of men associated in various degrees
of competition and co-operation to win their livelihoods by providing the community with
some service which it requires”.iV For Tawney, this definition of the principles upon
which industry should be based is self evident;... “it is capable of being apprehended by
the most elementary intelligence”, he asserts. The first principle is that industry should be
at the service of the community; that “those who faithfully serve should be honourably
paid and those who render no service should not be paid at all”.Y The second principle is

that the direction of an industry should be in the hands of persons who are responsible to

‘: . The Acquisitive Society, p.3.

B The Commonplace Book, entry for April 29, 1912.
W The Acquisitive Society, R.H. Tawney, p.9.

WV Ibid, p.6.

v Ibid,p.7.
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those engaged in the industry, to those who are directed and governed because ... “it is
the condition of economic freedom that men should not be ruled by an authority which
they cannot control”.i These two ‘elementary’ principles incorporate the values of
function and service within an economic and social structure in which men and women, in
concert, may attain the control and direction of the industry by which they live. It is a
structure designed, Tawney insists, quoting Bacon, ... “For the Glory of God, and the

relief of man’s estate™,

Tawney’s understanding of the purpose of industry, then, evolves from an ethical,
as well as a material foundation. He is concerned not only with the provision of service
and goods, (for the relief of man’s estate) but also with the system of values, the moral
direction, the concepts and ideals within the community (For the Glory of God).
Industrialism, Tawney argues, has overlooked the principles on which industry should be
based. ... “Its function is service”, he insists,... “its method is association” and “within the
association different parties have rights and duties towards each other”.ii By its very
nature, Industrial Capitalism, with its perverted notion of individual rights, has created
conflict and division. Duties towards the association are neglected or ignored as each
party strives to receive what they perceive to be their entitlements and just rewards. This
conflict will persist’ it is socially, morally destructive; it engenders class warfare; it will

end in chaos.

Puritanism: Its Sources and Effects

While Tawney acknowledges the importance of Max Weber’s THE
PROTESTANT ETHIC AND THE SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM, there are differences
between his conclusions concerning the social and economic consequences of the

Reformation and Weber’s. Weber claims his work is an attempt to trace the face and

‘ The Acquisitive Society, p.8.
i Ibid, p.6.
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direction of ‘ascetic Protestantism’ (Puritanism) on the ‘spirit of capitalism’. It is further
necessary, he allows, to investigate how Puritanism was in turn affected... “by the totality
of social conditions especially economic”. In the United States, he argues, where ascetic
Puritanism is most fully developed, the pursuit of wealth stripped of religious and ethical
content tends to ... “become associated with purely mundane passions”.i Concerning
Capitalism, the last stage of this ‘cultural development’, Weber suggests it might well be
truly said ... “Specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines that
it has attained a level of civilisation never before achieved.” But, he insists,... “this
brings us to the world of judgements of value and of faith, with which this purely
historical discussion need not be burdened”.iii Yet Tawney, the Christian moralists, is
under no such restraint. As he investigates the sources and the strengths of ‘ascetic
Puritanism’, as he chronicles its development, as he traces the connections between piety
and property, he neither hesitates nor retreats from the world of judgement, of value and

of faith.

Puritanism, Tawney insists, was not one single social philosophy. It contained
several elements whose social outlook was widely different. The battle between collective
discipline and individualism had, in fact, to be fought out within it. He recognises that
within Puritanism there was... “an element which was revolutionary”... “a collectivism
which grasped at an iron discipline and an individualism which spurned the savourless
mess of human ordinances”.lV If the qualities of thrift, sobriety and frugality were
diligently applied, there was, too, a... “reckless divinity” ready to sweep away the
established order. This ‘element’ out of the crucible of Reformation, fired by religious
fervour, fuelled by mysticism, by asceticism and redemption did not disappear. It was

subsumed rather, within a comprehensive ethic which determined not only methods of

I The Protestant Ethic and The Spirit of Capitalism, see Chapter V, ‘Asceticism and The Spirit of
Capitalism’, Max Weber first published 1904/5 (first translated by Talcott Parsons, 1930), George

B Allen and Unwin, 1990, p.182.

B Ibid, p 182.

i Ibid, p.182.

IV Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.212.
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worship and Church government but political direction, commercial relationships, family
life, personal duties and all aspects of social conduct. For the Puritan, the revelation of
God was made manifest to his individual soul. His eternal salvation rested on his response
to this communion with his Maker. His moral self-sufficiency must guard him from the
temptations of extravagance or the sin of sloth. Only through self-discipline, through
industry, prudence and piety might he find Grace. He was enjoined to... “Be ashamed of
idleness as thou art a man but tremble at it as though art a Christian”.i The same stern
doctrine which sanctioned labour and enterprise as service to God, saw in poverty and

idleness not only a denial of Heavenly favour but sufficient grounds for earthly contempt.

... “What more wretched estate can there be in the world? First to be hated of
God as an idle drone, not fit for His service; then through extreme poverty to be

condemned of all the world”.ii

Puritanism was a doctrine for the disciplined and the dedicated. A ‘calling’, which
requires of each adherent a life of quiet application, of modesty, of piety. It is a doctrine
of personal responsibility in which all men are answerable to God, the Father, and each
man is accountable to God the Judge. In isolation, the Puritan engaged in a battle of the
spirit seeks a solitary salvation from an awesome God who will reward the industrious
and punish the feckless. Alone, there is no power between each man and the Almighty,
neither meditating Church of close community. By God’s will, and, in God’s service, in a
hostile world of vanities and vain glory, he applies his heart and soul to prayer, and his
acumen and energy to the practical affairs of man. His actions and his conduct will
determine God’s Grace: he will be rewarded or punished according to his application and

his devotion. ...

i The Mother's Legacy to Her Unborn Child’, Elizabeth Joceline, 1632, see Society and Puritanism
. in Pre-Revolutionary England, Christopher Hill, Penguin Books, 1964, p.121.
i Ibid, p.121.
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“Whatever, Lord, we give to thee
Repaid an hundredfold shall be
Then gladly, Lord, we give to thee”.i

It is an uncompromising creed - austere, demanding. ... “Be wholly taken up in
diligent business of your lawful callings, when you are not exercised in the more
immediate service of God”.li It is a doctrine of thrift and prudence in which prosperity is
a sign of the favour of God, in which improvidence invites the disdain of man. It is an
ethic of diligence, for... “God hath commanded you some way or other to labour for your
daily bread”.iii Character is all; poverty is not misfortune but a sign of moral failing. It is
a faith for the independent of spirit, for those who will submit to the unyielding judgement
of God will not patiently submit to the restraints of man. The Puritan who will suffer no
intercession in his transaction with his Maker will not lightly allow interference in his
transactions with his neighbour. As he demands liberty of conscience, so he demands
other wider liberties for... “Where the Spirit of Lord is, there is liberty” (Cor. I1.3.17). If
he is a willing servant of the Lord, he will not willingly be a servant to man. ... “Art thou
called being a servant. Care not for it, but if though mayst be made free, use it rather.
You are bought with a price; be not ye servants of men” (Cor. 1.7.23). It is action and
reaction... “L’esprit Calviniste et L’esprit des hommes nouveaux que la revolution
economicque de temps introduit dans la vie des affairs”.NB Out of the Reformation, the
expansion of commerce, the growth of the money market came a new ethos. Out of the
new ethos came a new ethic, which, though its demand had been individual discipline, its
practical result was individual liberty. Yet, Tawney argues,... “if the moral self-sufficiency
of the Puritan nerved his will, it corroded his sense of social solidarity”.iV An

i Society and Puritanism in Pre-Revolutionary England, Words of Hymn quoted by Christopher
3 Hill, p.282.

u A Christian Directory, Richard Baxter(1615-1691), published 1673, Part IV, Chapter X,
questions XII - XIII - Soli Deo Gloria Publications. Reprint 1990, p.839.

- Ibid.

NB  H. Pirenne, Les Periodes de L'Histwire Sociale Du Capitalisme (Quoted by R.H. Tawney in the
. Preface to 1937 edition, 1914, Religion and The Rise of Capitalism.

¥ Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.229.
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individualism more conducive to the world of commerce than Christian brotherhood
threw up a theory of individual rights, which, Tawney insists,... ‘“secularised and

generalised, was to be among the most potent explosives that the world has known” 1

It was an explosion which gave birth to a new force and a new system of ideas
which prepared the way for the commercial civilisation which... “finally triumphed at the
Revolution”. It created a new scale of ethical values, which, Tawney argues, almost
reversed the traditional Christian virtues. Where there had once been compassion, there
was now ‘impatient indignation’ at those who had... “sinned their mercies”. Where
Christians had recognised that... “the greatest of these (virtues) is charity” (COR.
1.13.13), there were now those who looked with dismay at the Puritan’s response to his

brother’s misfortune. ...

“And when the poor his charity entreat

You labour not, and therefore must not eat”.ii

A new order determined that where once men had heeded the warnings and
denunciations against worldly ambition, against power, against pride in possession, a new
ethic had transformed the traditional vices into economic, and therefore, hallowed virtues.
The Puritan, Tawney insists, with his ideal of personal responsibility, his dedication to
the... “punctual discharge both of his public and private duties” was a spiritual aristocrat...
“who sacrificed fraternity to liberty”.iii Yet if liberty is not to be despised, liberty, for
Tawney, must be monitored. Tawney rejects the notion of liberty proposed by those who
see in individualist enterprise the discharge of a duty imposed by God and argue that to
restrict such enterprise is to restrict liberty. Such a definition of liberty, Tawney insists, in

its modern manifestations militates against the weak and disadvantaged. It is a liberty

‘: . Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.229.

u London's Charity Inlarged (sic) Samuel Hartlib, 1650, p.1, see Religion and the Rise of
... Capitalism, p.262.

W Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.247.
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which, unrestrained and unthwarted, fosters a society in which... “a systematic and
methodical accumulation”... “encourages a shrewd calculating commercialism which tries
all human relations by pecuniary standards, an acquisitiveness which cannot rest while
there are competitors to be conquered or profits to be won”. It is a bleak and
uncharitable prospect, a Hobbesian vision of life as... “a race in which we must suppose to
no other good, nor other garland, but being foremost”. In a doctrine of work and
worship, of prayer and property, Tawney has traced the “significant connections”. He has
identified the roots of THE ACQUISITIVE SOCIETY in a philosophy in which... “the
conscientious discharge of the duties of commerce is amongst the loftiest of religious and
moral virtues”.— calculation, a religion of austerity and abstinence. Tawney, the
historian, again seeking the ‘connecting link’, enlists the perceptive insight of John
Maynard Keynes. ... “Victorian England”, he quotes, “the great cockpit of industrial
capitalism”... “was inducted to the austere splendours of her ascetic shrine by the pious
hands of Puritan moralists”.i It was, for Tawney, “an ascetic shrine” at which

individualism took precedence over common purpose and self-interest over fellowship.

Tawney argues in ‘THE STUDY OF ECONOMIC HISTORY’ that the evidence of
a character of a society derived from a single century is misleading. Yet, he insisted, such
materials are indispensable... “because they are specimens cut from a continuous life of
which past and present...are different aspects”.iii History impinges upon the present,
informs it and forms it. Society today reflects the past; our codes of conduct, laws,
institutions evolve over the centuries, affected by social, political and economic changes,
influenced by new ideologies, intellectual theories, religious beliefs. Tawney records not
only a series of past events, he analyses the records of the past in order to present and
comprehend the character of a society. If he is concerned with England then, he is

concerned for England now. With erudition and insight he has examined the materials of

‘: . Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.247.

i Ibid, p.249.

W ‘Study of Economic History', p.48-65, 1933, see History & Society, published 1978, Routledge
and Kegan Paul.
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the past, and, in the perception that they are “specimens cut from a continuous life”’, he
has illuminated the present. He has demonstrated how Puritanism helped to mould the
social order of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and how it was in turn moulded by
it. Indeed, his own understanding of Christian teaching allows for a judgement which no
ascetic Puritan would dispute. “If a man has important work, and enough leisure and
income to enable him to do it properly”, he proposes, “he is in possession of as much
happiness as is good for any of the children of Adam”. i NB Yet, while Tawney freely
acknowledges that Puritan ethics made an enormous contribution to political freedom and
social progress, the assessment is not altogether free of censure. It was Puritanism, he
submits, with its emphasis on individualism which led, insensibly, to an individualist
morality. It is, he insists, this morality which led to the loss of the traditional sense of
community. In the victory of Puritan individualism, it must be acknowledged, Tawney

identifies not only seeds of industrial capitalism, he traces the erosion of Christian values.

The Responsibility of the Church

It is this erosion of Christian values which prompts Tawney’s demand that a
Christian church must proclaim Christ’s Gospel without concessions or apologies to
materialism or temporal powers. The church must win converts to common social
purpose... “not because membership involves no change in their lives, but because it
involves a change so complete as to be ineffaceable™.ii This ‘ineffaceable change’ will
permeate the consciousness of society; the Church must recover, reassert and exercise its
moral authority and endeavour to create a new kind, a Christian kind of civilisation. The
Church must not allow its “sphere to be determined by the convenience of politicians or

by the conventional ethics of the world of business” in a society dominated by a feverish

i The Acquisitive Society, p.239.

NB  Neverless, Tawney's social vision is not infused with the spirit of Puritan abstinence. “ A society
is free”, he wrote, “in so far ... (as) ... its institutions and policies ... enable all its members to
grow to their full stature, to do their duty as they see it, and, ... since liberty should not be too

B austere, ... to have their fling when they feel like it”. Equality, concluding paragraph.

u Acquisitive Society, p239.
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concern... “a transitory, irrational obsession...with economic issues”. Instead, the Church
Militant .. “has a duty to harmonise the discords of industrial capitalist society by relating
its activities to the spiritual purpose from which they derive their significance”.! If, as
Anthony Wright perceptively argues, Tawney’s appeal is... “to moral sensibility which
needs to be cultivated rather than to a philosophic sensibility requiring argument and
explanation”,ii then, it is to a committed and engaged Church that Tawney looks to
“cultivate the moral sensibilitly and expel the poison which inflames every wound and
turns every trivial scratch into a malignant ulcer”.lii Furthermore, if as Wright also
argues,... “Tawney is engaged in the politics of moral exhortation rather than of social
explanation”,iV then it is the Church which he perceives as the instrument of exhortation,
and it is the Church which must instil into the hearts and minds of men and women the
fundamental moral axiom, ... the key to everything else in Tawney’s thought, that there is
a moral imperative in treating people as ends not as means. The duty of such a Church is
clear, it is to oppose exploitation and propagate the ideals of service and community

within a regenerated moral order in which fellowship is the vital expression of Christian
faith.

Certainly, in contemporary ‘Britain the notion of the Church Militant successfully
demanding and effectively sustaining a crusade of moral regeneration appears unrealistic.
Yet it may be argued, that in 1921 (when the Acquisitive Society was published) The
Church of England commanded a greater moral authority and a greater respect that it can
presently claim. Indeed the presence and the pressures from non-Christian religious
groups were minimal. The Anglican Church might in such circumstances, achieve through
its unique relationship with State and Crown an ecumenical pluralism composed of

different Christian sects dedicated to a moral crusade, which, William Temple insisted...

! Acquisitive Society, p 240.

B RH.Tawney, Anthony Wright, 1987, p.107.
B The Acquisitive Society, p.242.

IV R.H.Tawney, Anthony Wright, 1987, p.107.
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“would affect people not only as private individuals but in their social attitudes as well”.i
Indeed, in 1942 William Temple while conceding that “the Church has to recover lost
ground”, nevertheless proposed a set of Christian principles which he argued provide a
Christian interpretation of the Church’s social duties. To the question “How should the
Church interfere?” he insisted; 1) its members must fulfil their responsibilities and
functions in a Christian spirit; 2) its members must exercise their purely civil rights in a
Christian spirit; it must itself supply them with a systematic statement of principles to aid
them in doing these two things and this will carry with it a denunciation of the customs or
institutions in contemporary life or practice which offend against those principles”.ii
Currently, it may be argued, Tawney’s social philosophy, precisely because it is grounded
in the Christian ethic of mutual tolerance and fellowship demands, within a multi-
religious, multi-cultural society, a Church dedicated to achieve through ecumenical
measures, social unity rooted in moral values which are communally respected by all
creeds. Such a Church, a contemporary Anglican intellectual proposes, must advocate “a
model of education which will introduce the values of Christianity, Judaism, Islam,
scientific humanism et al because these are the genuine constituents of our religious scene
in Britain”.iil Further, he submitted, in 1989 “we are educating children who will will-nilly

be citizens of the world”.iv

Tawney’s charge that the Christian Church, had failed, and was failing in its duty
to uphold Christian values in the face of “the growth of individualism” and “the triumph
of the economic values” is more than an historical judgement. The charge must be seen as
a reflection of his demand that the accepted values of ‘the acquisitive society’ must be

challenged by a militant Christian leadership dedicated to the restoration of the traditional

i See Address to The Church Assembly, 1917 Report, William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury,
. 1881-1944, a lifelong friend of R.H. Tawney.

B Christianity and The Social Order, William Temple, Shepheard-Walwyn, 1942, p.43.

i See Religion, State and Society in Modern Britain edited by P. Badham Lampeter, E. Mellen
) Press, 1989.

W See ‘Church, Party and State’, as above, Ninian Smart, p.381/393 passim.
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Christian ideal of fellowship; an ideal which proclaims the superiority of moral principles

over economic appetites.

Tawney’s purpose, however, is not only to identify the roots, economic, political
and religious of Puritanism; it is also to demonstrate the contemporary relevance of
Christian teaching as... “the line of division between the spheres of secular business is
shifting”... “and the boundaries are once more in motion”. Tawney recognised that the
Church had lost the power, and, abnegated the traditional responsibility to iﬁapose a
cohesive social ethic. The social economic relations of Capitalism, he perceived, “had
produced a distorted Christianity that in turn gave support to the established order”.i The
Church had surrendered to the pressures of economic and social changes supported by
new religious precepts which lauded self-reliance and encouraged individualism. For
Tawney the Church had failed to accommodate itself to the changes. It had failed to
retain its moral leadership in the face of new doctrines which challenged established
Christian ethics and established social order. The Church had failed to uphold traditional
Christian values which had sought to unify the social life of those whose guardian it
claimed to be. Instead, it had yielded to a morality which fostered individual
independence and encouraged self-interest. This failure had opened the way to atomic
individualism; it had allowed for the triumph of self-interest at the expense of social
harmony. Yet, after the carnage of war, the ravages of revolution, amid the waste of mass
unemployment, of malnutrition, of exploitation, Tawney, sustained by Christian faith,
firmly held that hope lay in the Christian message of brotherhood, of community, of
common purpose. For Tawney, the Church has an obligation to persuade men to
reconstruct the social order in accordance with Christian faith. A Christian has a
responsibility to his fellow men, he insists, and the Church must not allow this
responsibility to be repudiated. Christianity, he asserts... “must not be ruled out as

irrelevant when the problem of organising society more justly is under consideration”.

i The Gospel and Marxism’, Irene Brennan, see Fellowship, Freedom and Equality, published by
The Christian Socialist Movement, Lectures in memory of R.H. Tawney, 1990, p.72.
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While he decries the past failures of the Church to respond to social and political changes,
he also demands of the Church that it fulfils its present duty to assert itself on behalf of
Christian values. It demands that in an age dominated by socially destructive egoism, the

Church dedicate itself to socially constructive Christian fellowship.

Tawney poses some fundamental questions. He asks whether... “religion can
admit the existence of a sharp antithesis between personal morality and the practices
which are permissible in business”?! He asks, too, if the Church should propagate a
standard of social ethics? and whether it had a duty to enforce it as among the obligations
of its members? He insists that if in the past the Church has... “regarded questions of
social organisation and economic conduct as irrelevant to the spirit”,... does it now, in
fact... “endeavour to make a Christian civilisation”?i Tawney, then, inspired by the ethical
standards derived from the traditional teachings of the Christian Church, has written both
an historical study and at the same time, in what Dr. Charles GoreNB describes as... “a

just and well grounded judgement”, delivered a moral message and instigated an ethical

inquiry.

In Tawney’s historical writings the research is prodigious; the perceptions are
original and astute; the language crackles with wit and irony. There is a Biblical sweep
and grandeur. The great historical moments are matched with majestic prose. Tawney’s

gift of narrative, his sensitive response to the drama of the age find deliberate expression

P Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.27.

h Ibid, p.27.

NB  Charles Gore, 1853-1932, Canon of Westminster, 1894-1902, Bishop of Worcester, 1902-1905,
Bishop of Birmingham, 1905-1911, Bishop of Oxford, 1911-1919, Dean of Theological Faculty,
London University, 1924-1928, see Prefatory Note to 1937 edition, and Religion and The Rise of
Capitalism, Peregrine books Reissue 1984/7. While at Balliol Tawney was influenced by "the
socially oriented religious liberalism of Charles Gore", see Ross Terrill, R.H. Tawney and His
Times, Andre Deutsch 1974, p.24. Tawney's friend at Rugby and Balliol, William Temple (1881-
1944) was also influenced by Gore's "social idealism”. Temple who was President of The
Workers Educational Association in 1906, later became Archbishop of Canterbury. When a
Jfriend said to Temple one day.. What we need are more men like Tawney", The Archbishop
replied "there are no men like Tawney", see reprint of the Memorial address to R.H. Tawney,
delivered by Hugh Gaitskell (Leader of the Labour Party) St Martin’s in The Fields, 8 February
1962. :
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in memorable descriptive passages as he records... “the tremendous storm of the Puritan

Movement”.

... “The forest bent; the oaks snapped, the dry leaves were driven before the gale,
neither all of winter nor all of spring, but violent and life giving, pitiless and tender,
sounding strange noises of yearning and contrition, as of voices wrung from the people
living in Meshech, which signifies Prolonging, in Kedar which signifies Blackness, while
amid the blare of trumpets, and the clash of arms, and the rendering of the carved work of
the Temple, humble to God and haughty to man, the soldier saints swept over battlefield
and scaffold, their garments rolled in blood”.1

Yet, beyond the passion and the poetry, Tawney seeks to answer some
fundamental questions concerning the role of the Church. In medieval times, he argues,
the Church had accepted responsibility over all the affairs of man. Slowly he insists the
Church abdicated its authority and forgot its responsibilities. Even today, he notes
regretfully, men in search of spiritual guidance turn in vain to a Church which is uncertain
as to its duties, its province and its mission. For medieval thinkers, Tawney asserts, the
questions posed no problems; they saw society as a spiritual organism, not as an economic
machine. They regarded economic activity as one element within a complex unity which
needed to be ... “controlled and repressed by reference to moral ends”. That these ‘moral
ends’ were threatened by self-interested economic appetite seemed to them so self-
evidently true that they insisted that ... “no sane philosophy would allow them free rein”.
As for Tawney, his understanding of the duty of the Church, it is as unequivocally
advanced in his political writings as it is in his historical studies. The duty of the Church,
he insists, is not only to act on the individual conscience, it is also to condemn ... “all

forms of economic and social organisation which hinder a distinctly Christian way of life.ii

i Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.197.
i ‘A Note on Christianity and The Social Order’, see The Attack, p.172.
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Yet, Tawney does not yearn for the re-establishment of the medieval order; he
recognises that... “economic ambitions may be good servants”. Harnessed to a social
purpose, he agrees... “they turn the mill and grind the corn”. He acknowledges the
achievement of science, the contribution of practical energy and technical skill which have
beneficially transformed... “the face of material civilisation”. Only an incorrigible
sentimentalist, he argues, would depreciate the significance of economic efficiency; it is,
he asserts... “a necessary element in the life of any vigorous and sane society”.
Nevertheless, he warns, to make a fetish of efficiency is to destroy it, and Tawney, the
social theorist, returns to a theme which illuminates his entire work. The condition of
effective action in a complex society, he insists, is co-operation... “and the condition for
co-operation is agreement, both as to the ends to which effort should be applied, and the
criteria by which its success is to be judged.! A standard of values is therefore necessary;
men in co-operation, taking into account the resources available and the economic
possibilities, must reorganise society in the interest not only of economics but of those
other qualities which are truly valuable. Certainly, Tawney argues, economic factors are
important, but men in co-operation will sacrifice material goods in order to ... “extend
leisure or develop education or humanise toil”.ii A philosophy which appeals only to
economic benefit, he had long argued, can never win men’s souls. Tawney perceives in
industrial capitalism a society in which isolated individuals strive in their own self-interest
to achieve maximum economic advantage. The existing order, in its pursuit of material
increase, neglects the truism that... “even quite ordinary men have souls”. Benefits
interpreted in terms of quantity and mass do not then sufficiently compensate for social

organisation which... “insults their self-respect and impairs their freedom”.

For Tawney, then a revitalised Church must once again commit itself to a code of
social ethics. It must, in accordance with the Christian message, encourage co-operation

for it is only in a co-operation in which men acknowledge their common humanity that

‘: . ‘A Note on Christianity and The Social Order’, see The Attack, p.277.
n Ibid, p.277.
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moral principles will supplant economic expediency. A common environment can only be
realised when men in co-operation agree to common ends which create the conditions for
dignity and mutual respect. It is in such an environment sustained by Christian principles,

Tawney believes, that isolated individualism will give way to communal solidarity.

Tawney attempts to evaluate the consequences of the changes social, religious and
economic he has examined. Judiciously and critically he seeks to establish how in the two
centuries between the Reformation and the Enlightenment a new doctrine of economic
conduct and social theory gradually supplanted the traditional values of the Christian
Church. This doctrine, he argues, not only created an order in which... “pecuniary gain”
was enthroned as the... “idol of the philosophers”, but, as it came to be increasingly
respected, as the motivating force of society, so, too, was the authority of the Church
gradually dissipated. The Church, Tawney argues, was overwhelmed by... “the storm and
fury of the Puritan revolution”. It neither recognised the potency of the new religious
beliefs or the strength of the new social forces. With a singular lack of common sense, it
refused to revise the old formulae - refused, perhaps failed, to comprehend the new spirit
of the age. The Church, Tawney insists, had in the past asserted “the superiority of moral
principles over economic appetites”.i Yet against the new commercialism and the new
creed of individual responsibility, it was unable to translate this principal into a practical
code of ethics. Its authority over the spiritual and temporal lives of man contracted; it
yielded” territory” to a doctrine more committed to economic interest than to the spiritual
destiny of human kind. Where all human activities had been treated as falling into a
‘single scheme’ in accordance with Divine Will, there now existed a dichotomy. Men
now recognised a realm of religion and a world of business, each with its own accepted
sphere of interest, each with its own standards of morality. The hegemony of the
established Church was challenged by a philosophy which conveniently, but with firm

conviction, held the view that to involve religion in the everyday affairs of man was to

i Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.279.
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tarnish and degrade it. The established Church, Tawney sadly concludes, without the
vigour or the creative energy either to withstand the onslaught, or, effectively restate the
traditional doctrine of social ethics, succumbed before a more complex, more aggressive,

and,... “more mobile social order”.

Yet if sorrow is evident, so too, is understanding, so too is charity. Men, Tawney
suggests, must be judged... “by their reach as well as their grasp”. Charitably, he
proposes, the Church of England, if it had failed to... “work the Christian virtues into the
spotted texture of character and social conduct”,! deserved respect for the ends it aimed
at, even if those aims were defeated. There is an understanding, too, of the
Nonconformist Churches whiqh, Tawney insists, were prevented from reasserting the
social obligations of religion not through weakness but rather by the most distinctive of
their virtues. They saw the world of commerce and society as a battlefield on which the
faithful might temper their characters and thereby more resolutely serve God’s Will in the
patient pursuit of commercial success. It did not occur to them, Tawney sadly comments,
that... “character is social, and society, since it is expression of character - spiritual”.i
But if there is regret for the past, there is also a plea for the present and a warning for the
future. There is, too, a condemnation of the naive assumption shared by both the
defenders and the opponents of the existing order, that the attainment of wealth and
material riches is not only... “the supreme object of human endeavour” but also the final
criterion of human success”.iii Such an assumption, he insists, is sharply opposed to the
teachings of the Founder of the Christian Faith. Furthermore, he argues, ... “between the
idolatry of wealth”... (“the practical religion of Capitalist society”) (and)... “the Church of
Christ, there can be no compromise”. Such a ‘practical religion’ of acquisition and
accumulation is, he declares,... “the negation of any system of thought or morals which

can be described as Christian”.IV In a world of limited resources, Tawney urges that men

‘: . Religion and The Rise of Capitalism, p.279.
B Ibid, p.275.
- Ibid, p.280.
W Ibid, p.280.
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reach agreement as to ends and engage in co-operative effort to achieve those ends. A
standard of values must be agreed. which is based on some conception of human nature as
a whole. A society of social cohesion must replace a society of competition, which for all
its conquests of the environment,... “has not yet learned to master itself”. It is a plea for a
society which taking account of economic possibilities, recognises that there are social
benefits and moral objectives beyond the satisfaction of material needs. It is a plea for a
society in which men may express their true natures, and in co-operation, are ready to
make sacrifices in order to... “develop education, extend leisure, humanise toil”. It is a
plea for a social order which recognises in Ruskin’s declaration that... “there is no wealth
but life”.l a confirmation of an ideal which will encourage fellowship rather than the
isolated pursuit of self-interest. It is, too, a plea to the Church, to once again restate and
reassert the social obligations of religion, and demand, in accordance with its Christian
mission that men and women... “work the Christian virtues into social conduct”.

“When to speak is unpopular”, he asserted, in tribute,... “rashness is more agreeable than
cowardice; it is less pardonable to be silent than to say too much”.i In a later age of
‘possessors and pursuers’... “without internal union or much public spirit” an age in which
brothers “profaned the covenant of our fathers”, Tawney, historian, moralist, philosopher

and Christian socialist, did not stay silent.

Towards the Spirit of Community

Yet the authority of a church presiding over a community united in a common
faith is curtailed within a multi-cultural pluralistic society. Furthermore, men and women
within an economic order which has encouraged a tradition of atomistic individualism
pursue many and varied ends. They have different, sometimes opposing values and are
encouraged in the name of individual freedom and self-fulfilment to pursue their own

ends. Legislation may prevent those abuses of personal liberty which militate against the

‘: ) ‘Unto This Last’, John Ruskin, Essay IV, Cornhill Magazine 1862, p.77.
u Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, p.281.
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rights of others. Certainly, the absolute right of the citizen to dispose of income without
regard to social obligation is curtailed. The obligation to contribute through taxation to
the defence the nation, to education, to health care, to welfare and those services which
are perceived to be a communal benefit is either generally accepted or legally enforced.
But how to arrive at agreement of the common purposes for which each individual is
prepared to subordinate self interest? How to achieve common purpose without recourse
to collectivist authoritarianism? How to reconcile the claims of individual freedom and
social equality, of private interests and the demands of the wider community? Certainly,
there exists the general recognition that for the majority of citizens such fundamental
‘social goods’ as roads, hospitals, welfare services, etc., can only be maintained by
collective provision so that in such circumstances there is no tension between the common

good and individual self-interest.

Yet, how to inspire the co-operation which contribution to common purpose
entails? The answer, for Tawney, lies in ‘a moral renaissance’, ‘a change of heart’. The
belief in the primary rights of the atomistic individual must give way to a perception of a
society based on common interests and common objectives. This demand, Tawney
insists, is not ‘Sentimental Idealism’. Those who have endured the nightmare years,
1914-1918, will have not only realised the futility of war, but will question the assertions
of the right to unlimited economic expansion both for individuals and nations which has
resulted in “mankind tearing itself to pieces every century or oftener since 1648”1
Tawney, the historian, may identify what he perceives as the roots of war; he may pin the
blame for the discontents of man onto a competitive industrialism driven by a distorted
conception of individual liberty perverted in the interest of property and privilege.
Nevertheless, for Tawney, the Christian moralist, a society motivated by the atomistic
pursuit of individual appetites must give way to a society fraternally committed to the

achievement of democratically agreed social ends. Such ends, however, are not to be

i The Acquisitive Society, p.224.
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achieved through the agency of an all powerful state nor must they be determined by a
governing elite within a society in which individual democratic responsibility is superseded
by collectivist action. Nor can they be achieved by an appeal to Christian principles in a
multi-religious society in which the moral authority of the Christian Church is
acknowledged only by those who profess the Christian faith.

Tawney’s “appeal to principles” derives from his Christian faith. Yet it is
addressed to a wider moral constituency. It is an appeal to the “spirit of universal
humanism” which for Tawney rests on the faith that the differences that divide men are
less important than their common humanity, their common moral understanding. Yet if
the appeal is to a universal moral sensibility, it has a pragmatic as well as an ethical
dimension. Tawney’s critical analysis of industrial capitalism had re-inforced his
conviction that the system is not only unequitable, inefficient and wasteful by a catalytic
agent of social disorder. He demanded therefore, a reassessment of the purposes of
industry; he challenged the accepted patterns of ownership and control. He proposed a
new system of industrial relationships which will foster fraternity where there is now
confrontation and create equity, where there is now exploitation. Tawney, is engaged, as
Anthony Wright properly asserts,... “in the politics of moral exhortation”. Yet, his
criique of industrial capitalism, his proposals for its fundamental reorganisation,
constitute more than ‘moral exhortation’, for as Isaiah Berlin proposes... “beliefs about
how life should be lived, the relations of human beings to each other, the systems of
values on which ends of life are based when applied to groups and nations are called
political philosophy ... which is but ethics applied to society”.i

Since Tawney identifies ‘Functionless’ ownership as a principle defect of industrial
capitalism, he is confronted with the problem of how to replace it with a society of

function and obligation. How to eradicate the fear, discipline, ‘social war’ and selfish

i Isaiah Berlin quoted in New York Review of Books, April 1989.
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individualism of ‘The Acquisitive Society’ and create a new economic and social
psychology of social responsibility and efficient co-operation? Tawney analyses the
methods by which functionless ownership can be replaced. He rejects the call for the total
nationalisation of industry which many socialist theorists regard as the fundamental
panacea against the exploitive nature of private ownership. Nationalisation, Tawney
insists, is only one method of gaining public accountability and preventing private
exploitation. It is not in itself a cure-all; it may be suitable for some industries but not for
all industries. The peculiarities and special factors which obtain in each industry must be
recognised, and, accommodated within its ownership structure.NB Nevertheless, he
insists, the fundamental purpose of industry must not be forgotten, nor its duty to the
community it serves, neglected. Tawney, although convinced of the benefits of
nationalisation in some industries, argued in 1952 that... “industrial control was after all
no more than machinery”... “what matters is the kind of life people lead and the
satisfaction they find in it”.1 To encourage this sense of satisfaction and to obviate the
bureaucratic strictures which may be placed on it by a central administrative authority,
Tawney insisted that nationalised industries should be managed and controlled by those
engaged in them. For Tawney, nationalisation is not an end in itself; it is a means by
which, in some industries, (but not all industries) the best interest of the community may

be served, the best service provided.

Tawney examines alternative methods of abolishing existing functionless property
rights. He is wedded to no particular or sacrosanct method. He proposes no doctrinaire
or ideologically motivated programme. He considers guild committees which will allow
for workforce participation and control so that those engaged in notoriously seasonal

trades, will enjoy a livelihood even when conditions made their work impossible. He

NB  There are as Ronald Preston points out various forms of ownership, "centralised state
corporations, autonomous state corporations, varied forms of co-operative enterprise, private
companies, public companies and one man freelance businesses”, see ‘Church and Society in the
Late 20th Century’. The Economic and Political Task. The Scott Holland Lectures for 1983.

. S.CM. Press Ltd, 1983.

i ‘British Socialism Today’, R.H. Tawney, 1952, see Socialist Commentary, June 1952.
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considers a policy of attenuation by which in accordance with pragmatic judgement,
participating directors of certain expropriated enterprises may, in the interest of efficiency,
continue to contribute at a salary, to the management of the company’s affairs. However,
the right to own or control any enterprise without consultation must not be granted to
non-working investors or bearers of royalty rights. His objective is to create a more
efficient, less wasteful, industrial system, subordinated always to the public interest and
public need, a system in which there is neither private profit nor functionless control. The
combination of function and obligation, he insists, demands new attitudes and calls for the
conscientious application of the experience and expertise within each industry. It requires
a code of practise, a standard of efficiency which will ensure reliable and responsible
service. Tawney turns to the established professions as examples of those occupations in
which personal gain is not the first consideration. The Professions, he argues, have a
tradition of service; they are not motivated solely for profit. The esteem of one’s
colleagues, pride in one’s work, the respect of the public, acknowledgement of social
contribution all serve to cultivate an ethic of conduct, a culture of responsibility. A
professional body will demand of its members standards of qualification and skill in the
interest of its reputation and the public it serves. Industry, in Tawney’s view, should be
organised and imbued with the spirit of public service as are the professional associations.
The social responsibility, the ensuing public trust, would restore to the workforce,
management and technicians, a sense of self-respect and professional pride. They would,
in consultation with consumer bodies be obliged to give priority of both investment and
production to those goods and services mutually agreed as satisfying consumer needs.
Such responsible co-operation would give authentic purpose to their work, give dignity to
their labour. Thus, while Tawney rejects ‘Marxist materialism’ in favour of ‘an appeal to
principles’ as a condition for any radical reconstruction of society he shares Marx’s
perception that under Industrial Capitalism the worker is “alienated from the produce of
his labour” and “degraded to the most miserable commodity”.i Tawney’s doctrine of

i The Economic & Philosophical Manuscripts, Karl Marx, circa 1844 (first translated and
published in English 1932), Viking Press, 1983, p.131.
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Function and Obligation is designed to end this degradation and create in its place a

culture of fellowship, a society of social responsibility, and co-operation.

Tawney’s criticism of The Labour Movement, therefore, is not accompanied by a
demand for more militant action, or a call for a ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. Even
though he demands the abolition of obstructive property rights, his plan of industrial
reconstruction has no recourse to property seizure w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>