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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.














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































