Key Thinker - Socialism
Beatrice Webb (1858–1943)
Beatrice Webb made a significant contribution to the development of early democratic socialism and its belief in the inevitability of gradualism (see above). Webb’s socialism was defined by four principles:
1. Capitalism was the principal cause of ‘crippling poverty and demeaning inequality’ in society and a ‘corrupting force’ for humanity, fostering ‘unnatural’ levels of avarice and selfishness among men and women.
2. Neither paternalism nor philanthropy was a sustainable solution to the problems of poverty and inequality.
3. Poverty and inequality were most likely to be eliminated through vigorous trade unionism and extensive state intervention.
4. Effective reform tends to be gradual rather than revolutionary.
•  Along with her husband Sidney, Webb became active in the Fabian Society, an organisation committed to evolutionary socialism via reforms made at Westminster. She was instrumental in the Fabians’ decision to align with the emerging Labour Party and was involved in drafting Clause IV of Labour’s 1918 constitution. Although this committed Labour to ‘common ownership’ of the British economy, Webb helped ensure that Labour would pursue this goal via the existing political system.
•  Between 1905 and 1909, Webb served on a Royal Commission that examined the state’s approach to poverty. Her celebrated Minority Report argued that the state should guarantee ‘a sufficient nourishment and training when young, a living wage when able-bodied, treatment when sick, and modest but secure livelihood when disabled or aged’. Much of this anticipated the Beveridge Report of 1942, which was implemented by a Labour government after 1945. Webb’s views on poverty and inequality therefore pre-dated both the agenda of a democratic socialist government and the emergence of a welfare state in the UK.
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Keyideas

+ The inevitabily of radualness  establishing
sodalism peaceuly by passng democratc
reforms trough exsting poriamentary
insiutions

+ The expansion of the sate wil detver
socasm.

The daughter of an industriat Beatrce Webl
was an early membr of the Fabian Socity. With
her husband, Sidney Webb she Wrote 3 UMber O Bestrice Webs Nature el bstnatly
pro-soalistworks, including A Constituton orthe  Tefses o coopersicby making therich
Socilst Commonweath of Geat Britin (1920), Tre  P*°P 712 5perier o e poor popl’
Decay o Capitalst Gviisation (1923) and Soviet Communis: A New Giisation (193%5).

Webb rejocted the Maristtheory of class struggle endorsing the inetabilty of
eraduainess_ She thought tha the new mass age of democratc poitcs would lead inevitably
0 policies to secure th inerests o the working clss. The move towards socialsm could

be speaded up by presenting reasoned arguments and painstaking research o show the
effdency of socialism compared to capitalsm.

At st Webb opposed the idea of a working-<lass party.focusing instead on spreading
evolutionary socialstideas among leading iberals and conservative. Her atttude to suffrage
was just a et She thought the average voter was limited, slfish and uninformed. 5 she.
reected direct democracy and the ‘selinterested nature o workers control Representative
democracy was preferable because it would lead t0 a skiled governing class subject o
democratic constraints.

‘Webb and her husband Sidney believe tha the expansion ofthe state was critcal in order
0 delvr socialism - the economic side of democracy. Ty saw the gradual gowth of state
power a evidence that collectvsm would bring i a new socialist age For example, local
authortis were increasingy providing uities and amenities such a gas. public ransport
and parks. The expanding state had slently changed its character...fom police power to
housekeeping on a nationa scale, and would ensure the peaceful emergence o socilsm.
‘Webb emphasised tha the state’ abily to deliver socalsm would depend heavily on

highly trained speciats and admiistators to rganise society and the economy. Over

time, municipaland state intervention would ncrease as more aeas of fe would need to be
regulated and planned. The oleof the discplined elite would be to un the state o guide the
mass of citzens to a Socalst State.

‘Webb and her husband increasingly recognised that centra state action would further the.
development of socalism. Webb's participation i the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws
(1905-09) made her aware tha problems such as unemployment had national rather than
ocal characteistic. This belifincentralised state acton, ational planing and bureaucratc
direction ed them, rather naivey, o endorse Stalnst Russa in the 19305 They claimed that
thei interst had been stimulated by ‘the delberate planning of al the naton's production,
distribution and exchan. not for sweling the profit of the few but for increasing the
consumption ofthe whole communty.





