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JOSEPH CHAMBERLAIN :
CHARACTER AND CIRCUMSTANCE

P g HE death of a great personage has brought us the 
usual torrent of special memoirs and articles, some 
extravagantly laudatory, others subtly deprecia­

tory. But casting aside what is superfluous or insufficient, 
we gather a certain consensus of opinion. Joseph Chamber- 
lain is accepted as perhaps the most potent “ leader of men ” 
of his generation. What is not conceded to him with equal 
unanimity is the faculty of statesmanship. It is worth our 
while to consider the truth of this verdict.

Judged by the extent of his sway over men’s minds, and 
by the intensity of the devotion which he roused in his 
followers, Chamberlain stands out as greater than either 
Gladstone or Beaconsfield—his only peers in the nineteenth 
century. He succeeded, in the first decade of his political 
life between 1875 and 1885, in becoming the dominant 
influence in the Radical Party. He was the acknowledged 
chief of the party machine, which, in fact, he had himself 
created; and in the autumn of 1885 he was attracting even 
larger and more enthusiastic audiences than his great chief. 
When a few months later he broke with Gladstone in a way 
most disadvantageous to himself, and had to ally himself 
with what seemed to be the party of reaction, he succeeded 
in detaching sufficient members of his old party to throw 
the Liberals out of office, and to keep them in the desert for 
all but three years out of the next twenty. But he did more 
than this. Unlike Gladstone, he retained undiminished, and 
even intensified, the loyalty of the electorate which he knew 
best—a loyalty which radiated from his own constituency 
to at least a score of others in the neighbouring counties. 
When, at last, he accepted the position of one of the leaders 
of the Unionist Party, his pre-eminence in attracting 
followers was equally convincing. Lord Salisbury s admin­
istration was in home affairs essentially that of a W hig 
Government, with strong individualist tendencies and a 
desire to leave the social order much as it had been handed 
down by a succession of landlords and capitalists. No one 
could accuse Lord Salisbury himself, or his successor in the 
Premiership—Mr. Arthur Balfour—of any fervour for the 
extension of the British Empire, or any desire to dominate 
in the councils of the world. Mr. Chamberlain changed all 
this. He insisted on the Conservative Government imposing 
free schools on a reluctant party and embarking on social 
reform. He compelled them to turn away from Lord Salis­
bury’s somewhat cynical desire for peace in his own time, 
and to accept a policy of exuberant aggression. But his 
greatest personal triumph lay in forcing upon the Conservative 
Party a policy which would have been hateful to Lord Salis­
bury, and which was certainly not sympathetic to his 
successor—the re-embodiment of Protection as Tariff 
Reform.” No one who had not a superlative gift for 
leadership—that is, for compelling men to follow him—could 

j have reversed, within one of the great political parties, the 
n whole traditional conception of British fiscal policy, of which 
a the wisdom had been for two generations almost universally 
d taken for granted.

When we pass from the leadership of men to statesman- 
ship—that is to say, to the peculiar faculty of reconstructing 
the constitution and working of the social order the verdict 

2, of posterity will, we think, be adverse to Chamberlain’s 
y claim to a premier position. During his terms of office, 
is first in Gladstone’s Cabinet and then in Lord Salisbury’s 
s and Mr. Balfour’s, he placed upon the Statute Book no law 
n of considerable importance. His well-drafted Bankruptcy 

and Patent Acts of 1883-1884 were prudent modifications 
of the existing law almost technical in their character, but 



at least as essential for important Government officials! 
concerned with the direction of labour as knowledge off 
what is and what is not “ good form ” in their own class.—

But the Woolwich strike illustrates in yet another ways 
the need for the education of the governing classes in the 
social conceptions which arise inevitably out of the 
economic position of the working-classes. Mr. EntB 
whistle was summarily dismissed—not merely suspendect 
—by Sir Frederick Donaldson. There was no suggestion 
that he was entitled to have the conflict between the dis-I 
interested dictates of his conscience and Sir Frederick" 
Donaldson’s conception of disciplinary necessity ad-s 
judged by any tribunal. Sir Frederick Donaldson" 
assumed, as a matter of course, that a manual employee I 
of the Government must be liable to the complete depri-1 
vation of his means of livelihood at the discretion of his I 
superior officer for an alleged offence against discipline. I 
Twelve thousand of Mr. Entwhistle's fellow-employees I 
thought otherwise, and in consequence Mr. Entwhistle 1 
has had to be unconditionally reinstated. What has 
happened once may easily happen again, if the circum­
stances are not altered ; and the complete victory of the 
men, as regards Mr. Entwhistle’s reinstatement, is a 
direct invitation to the employees of every Government 
and municipal undertaking to adopt similar measures 
whenever a disciplinary dismissal, which is disapproved 
by the workers as a whole, occurs. It is, therefore, the 
business of the Government not merely to enquire into 
the circumstances which justify their trade unionist 
employees in refusing to be associated with the work of 
blacklegs ; they have also to discover how their manual 
workers may obtain a reasonable security of tenure which I 
is on the one hand consistent with efficiency and on the I 
other gives them the protection of a quasi-judicial pro- I 
cedure against the loss of their means of livelihood. The I 
problem is less difficult than many others which have I 
been solved in the sphere of social organisation. The I 
growing determination of the workers to manifest their | 
solidarity by resisting in every possible way an injury to I 
a single member of their class makes it incumbent upon j 
the Government to deal with it in the interests of indus- I 
trial peace as well as in those of social justice.

THE GREAT POWERS AS 
FILIBUSTERS

FALSTAFF : “ I have led my rascals where they are peppered.” 
King Henry IV., Part I.

N the interests, one supposes, of distracted diplomacy 
the newspapers of this country have turned their 
limelight off Albania. For news of the tragi­

comedy there we have lately had to rely almost entirely 
upon Rome and Vienna, anything but safe sources. 
Stiff, a little trustworthy news leaks through, enough to 
show us that the affairs of the Prince of Wied are 
going from bad to worse. Moreover, there has been 
light of a most curious kind from a most unexpected 
quarter. The American Minister at Athens, Mr. 
Williams, after paying Albania a surprise visit, has 
burst upon horrified officialdom with an account of his 
impressions, which for absolute frankness far surpasses 
anything in the way of blazing indiscretion which 
diplomacy has had to stomach even from America.
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they showed no originality, and they raised no important 
social or economic issues. He encouraged and focused the 
agitation for Old Age Pensions, which had been initiated by 
the Socialists and by Mr. Charles Booth, but he failed to 
devise any workable scheme, or even to bring the subject 
effectively before Parliament. Though he had been himself 
an able and vigorous municipal administrator, he intro­
duced no improvement in the constitution of Local Govern­
ment, nor did he succeed in extending its functions. His 
famous “ unauthorised programme ” of “ free land, free 
church, and free labour ” (we forget what was meant by 
“free labour”—was it anti-Trade Unionism ?) was never 
fulfilled ; and the fourth item, " free schools," was granted 
without the secularisation which had - been, in his early 
years, its main attraction to him. Did he succeed in re- 
organising or reconstituting the British Empire ? Valuable 
as may have been his regeneration of the Colonial Office, we 
doubt whether history will answer in the affirmative. 
Finally, Tariff Reform, the cause to which he devoted the 
greatest labour and enthusiasm of his life, and which he 
identified with his own reputation in the closest and most 
intimate way, has kept the political party that adopted it 
out of office for ten years, and is now being almost openly 
dropped by the new generation of Conservatives. There may, 
of course, be surprises in store for us ; but recent events on 
the Continent and in the United States do not point to any 
new life for Protectionist theory.

What were the qualities of intellect and character, what 
were the circumstances, what was the environment, which 
account for Chamberlain’s great successes and his no less great 
failures ? All his critics are agreed that he had concentra­
tion and persistence of purpose, a superlative will power and 
capacity for work, a keen intelligence, a magnetic charm of 
voice, and an extraordinary aptitude for incisive expression. 
But the peculiar quality of character which was at once his 
greatest asset, and his greatest defect, was the intensely 
personal view that he took of all the relations of life. He gave 
personal devotion, and he insisted on personal subordina­
tion. This insistence on the personal tie accounts for the 
almost extravagant devotion felt towards him by his family 
and his clan, extending in widening circles to the vast 
majority of the inhabitants of Birmingham and its neigh­
bourhood. How proud they were of him ! No observer 
of one of those packed and breathless meetings in the 
Town Hall, when he addressed his constituents, could 
fail to see that the relationship between him and them was 
far more that between a religious leader and his pious flock 
than that between a political representative and a political 
electorate. It was this attribute in his character that 
explains what Lord Morley has called his genius for friend­
ship—a steadfastness and a loyalty which survived personal 
disaster and political disagreement. And it was this 
intensity of personal service and personal claim that made 
him the recognised idol first of one party and then of the 
other. Perhaps, too, it is in this same emphasis on personal 
consideration—his keenness of sympathy for the particular 
persons, parties, and races with which he was connected— 
that we may find the main grounds for his adhesion to certain 
narrow types of social reform and of foreign policy. His 
advocacy of “ three acres and a cow,” and even his sweeping 
away of the slums of Birmingham, were inspired by a big- 
hearted pity for the individual agricultural labourer and the 
individual victims of insanitation and overcrowding, whom 
he had seen. A good deal of his imperialism, and of his 
desire to add new territories to the Empire, was based on a 
very human sympathy for the pioneer Englishman, and a 
desire that his fellow-countrymen should succeed in their 
enterprises. Finally, we see in his acceptance of the 
economics of Protection the desire to protect the individual 

craftsman or the individual employer against what appeared 
to be obvious and blatant " unfair ” foreign competition; 
and in his propaganda of " Imperial Preference ” character­
istic appreciation of the additional strength which might be 
given to the sentiment of Empire by adding a concrete 
relationship of buying and selling between fellow-country­
men, with the feeling that they were deliberately “ pre­
ferring ” each other to the unknown foreigner.

But this predominantly personal view of human relation­
ships, this devotion to, and this equally insistent claim on, 
the person, party, or race with which he was associated, had 
its weak side, and was not balanced by qualities which 
would have corrected or supplemented it. Joseph Chamber- 
lain never understood a general principle, either of thought 
or of action. He had no instinct for abstract freedom or ! 
equity ; he had no respect for logical reasoning or even for 
accuracy in the ascertainment of facts. Hence, whenever 
the immediate, concrete or easily observed interests of 
particular persons, particular classes, or particular races 
clashed with a moral ideal, conflicted with the conclusion 
of a process of reasoning, or were inconsistent with the 
results of investigation, he resolutely refused to subordinate 
the smaller truth or expediency which he saw so vividly to the 
larger one that he was unable to divine. It was this quality 
in him which has induced some of his hardest critics to call 
him vulgar-minded, materialist, unscrupulous, or short- 
sighted. It was this quality in him that prevented him from 
realising the hidden facts of social life, from inferring the 
trend of social development. It was this narrowness of 
vision which made him ignore both the Co-operative and 
Trade Union movements of his own country, now spreading 
rapidly throughout the world, with their insistence, on the 
one hand, on a low level of prices, and, on the other, on main­
taining inviolate a minimum standard of life. It was this 
inability to follow a complicated chain of reasoning that hid 
from him the implications of international trade, and all the 
possibilities of industrial democracy. Above all, it was this 
incapacity to sympathise with conditions of life personally 
unknown to him that accounted for the persistent and obdu­
rate hostility of this warm-hearted Radical to the world­
wide movements of sex, class, and race emancipation.

It so happened that Chamberlain’s circumstances, from 
youth upwards, intensified his natural defects, and militated 
against his success as a statesman. He left London as a 
youth, to spend his working life in that part of England 
which is most backward in its industrial organisation. The 
“ Black Country," for all its tall chimneys, is still the home 
of the small industry; the paradise of the independent 
craftsman or small master, intent on profit-making, who 
seeks always to be protected against more efficient or more 
democratic types of organisation. The huge industrial 
agglomerations, the great Cooperative movement, the 
nationally organised Trade Unions which have secured a firm 
hold in the Clyde Valley, and in the mining and manu­
facturing districts of Northumberland, Durham, Lancashire, 
and Yorkshire, and which are rearing up a powerful industrial 
democracy, have always been relatively weak and ineffective 
in Birmingham and the surrounding towns. What municipal 
enterprise there has been in that city must be credited, not 
to the citizens of Birmingham, but almost entirely to 
Chamberlain, his friends and his connections. It is, indeed, 
perhaps not too fanciful to suggest that if Chamberlain had 
gone to Manchester instead of to Birmingham, the course of 
his politics, and with him the politics of Great Britain for 
the past thirty years, would have been dramatically different.

It may be said, too, that Chamberlain was singularly 
unfortunate in the two political leaders to whom he was 
nominally subordinate. Gladstone always felt himself to be 
dominated by moral impulses ; he was an adept at ethical

B



phrases, an enthusiast for abstract freedom as exemplified 
in the political emancipation of subject races outside the 
British Empire, and in those strange unrealities, freedom of 
contract and freedom of competition, within the United 
Kingdom. From first to last—from Chamberlain’s defiance 
of Gladstone’s authority in 1878-9 to Gladstone’s calculated 
insult in 1886 (when Chamberlain was given an office of no 
political importance and was excluded from the Cabinet 
Committee which decided on the Home Rule Bill)—these two 
men had the misfortune to dislike and distrust each other. 
With Mr. Balfour it was different. Here the political com­
radeship began on terms of equality, and under the pressure 
of a common patriotism ; and we are told that it was accom­
panied by real personal friendship. But in spite of these 
advantageous circumstances, the second partnership was 
scarcely more fortunate than the first. The two minds were 
incompatible. Unreasoning fervour and philosophic scep­
ticism ; unswerving pugnacity and sensitive courtesy ; rest­
less innovation and complacent acceptance of the established 
order ; a passionate insistence on predominance, whether of 
one’s own party or of one’s own race, and a detached consider­
ation of the principles upon which human life ought to be 
based, more especially in its mystical relation to the Universe, 
are not qualities, however admirable in themselves, that 
can be advantageously combined in the joint leadership of a 
great political party. One or other of these distinguished 
men might have led the Unionists through critical times into 
one or other form of security or success ; coupled together, 
they led their party into the wilderness, a result no happier 
than the outcome of the analogous ill-mating of Chamberlain 
with Gladstone. P •

THE FUTURISTS

I
T is to be hoped that the appearance of the first 

number of Blast will put an end to the Futurist 
movement in England. One can forgive a new 

movement for anything except being tedious : Blast is 
as tedious as an imitation of George Robey by a curate 
without a sense of humour. It may be argued that 
Blast does not represent Futurism, but Vorticism, and 
that to make of the pages of Blast a winding-sheet in 
which to wrap up Futurism for burial is to do an in- 
dignity to a genuine and living artistic movement. 
But, after all, what is Vorticism but Futurism in an 
English disguise—Futurism, we might call it, bottled 
in England, and bottled badly ? We have only to com­
pare the pictures of the Vorticists shown some time 
ago at the Goupil with the pictures of the Italian 
Futurists which are being shown just now at the Dore 
to see that the two groups differ from each other not in 
their aims, but in their degrees of competence. No one 
going through the gallery of Italian paintings and 
sculpture could fail to see that Boccioni, with all his 
freakishness, his hideousness, his discordant introduc­
tion of real hair, glass eyes, and so forth into his statuary, 
is an artist powerful both in imagination and in technique. 
His study of a woman in a balcony is of a kind to bring 
an added horror into a night of savage orgies in the most 
savage part of the Congo. His study of matter destroys 
the appetite like a nightmare that has escaped from the 
obscene depths of the sea. It produces, one cannot 
deny, an emotional effect, like some loathsome shape­
lessness. Compare with work like this most of the 
work that is being done in England under Futurist in­
spiration. How seldom one finds among it a picture that 

is as interesting to the imagination as a common kitchen 
toast-rack! You see a picture that looks like an in­
capably opened sardine-tin, and you notice that it is called 
Portrait of Mother and Infant. You see another that 
looks as if someone had taken a pair of scissors and cut 
a Union Jack into squares and triangles, and had then 
rearranged the pieces at random in a patchwork quilt, 
and this, in turn, is labelled, say, “ Tennyson reading 
in Memoriam to Queen Victoria.” In either case, if 
the thing were done once, it might be funny. But the 
young artists are not content to have done it once. 
They keep on emptying the contents of ragbags and dust- 
bins on to canvases in the most wearisome way. We 
can neither laugh at them nor take them seriously. We 
can simply repeat the name of their new review with 
violent sincerity.

It is not, however, with the Futurists themselves 
that our chief quarrel is. It is with the people who do 
not support the Futurists, but will not condemn them 
for fear of going down to posterity in the same boat as 
the people who once ridiculed Wagner and the Im­
pressionists. This timidity of the laughter of posterity 
is surely the last sign of decadence. It is the kind of 
thing that, in the religious world, would prevent you 
from criticising the Prophet Dowie or Mrs. Eddy. It 
would compel you to take all new movements seriously 
simply because they were new. It would lead you to 
suspend your judgment about the Tango till you were 
in your grave and your great-grandchild could come and 
whisper posterity’s verdict about it to your tombstone. 
It is, of course, a fine thing to have a hospitable mind for 
new things—to be able to greet a Wordsworth or a 
Manet appreciatively on his first appearance. Artists 
have every right to demand that their work shall be 
judged, not according to whether it fits in with certain 
academic standards, but by its power of affecting the 
emotions and the imagination. Great artists are con­
tinually extending the boundaries of their art, and there 
are, in the last resort, no rules to judge art by except 
that the artist must by some means or other succeed 
in bringing something to life. Boccioni satisfies the 
test in some of his sculpture, and therefore we must 
praise him, whether we like his methods or not. The 
majority of the Futurists, on the other hand, produce 
no more effect of life than a diagram in Euclid which has 
been crossed and blotted out with inks of various 
colours.

Even, however, when, as in the case of some of the 
sculptures of Boccioni and some of the paintings of 
Severini, we admit that a brilliant imagination is at 
work, we are not necessarily committed to belief in the 
methods through which that imagination happens to 
express itself. It is possible to enjoy Whitman s poetry 
without believing that he has laid down the essential 
lines for the poetry of the future. One may agree 
that Boccioni and Severini have justified their methods 
by results as far as they themselves are concerned; 
this does not mean that one agrees with them when they 
preach the adoption of their methods by artists in 
general. One takes the Futurist movement seriously, 
indeed, only because various clever men have joined it, 
and because young Italians, more than most of us, seem 
to be justified in some form of violent reaction against
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