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MONISM IN BRITAIN
Introduction
In many countries monism refers to a well know and organized movement. The same can not be said about Britain. My history can not be about the fortunes of any recognized group. It can not even be about an informal tradition or network who openly discussed monism as a worldview. The word “monism” was used only intermittently in Britain. The main uses of the word in the nineteenth century were by secularists. Charles Bradlaugh, the President of the National Secular Society, occasionally characterized his atheism as a monism that left no room for any deity. He appears to have conceived of monism in terms of a popularized Spinoza.
 But even other secularists rarely used the term monism, let alone identified with monism as an organized worldview.

However, the relative absence of the word “monism” does not necessarily signal the absence of the beliefs associated in other countries with monist movements. The only way to narrate the history of monism in Britain is perhaps to try to tell the history of these ideas. In a British context, the nearest we get to a history of monism is perhaps to tell the history of a particular type of evolutionary and ethical positivism. That history will be at any rate the one I attempt here.
An evolutionary and ethical positivism was widespread in late nineteenth century Britain, especially among radical religious and political thinkers. Several varieties of positivism acquired at least some Victorian adherents. Very few Victorians adhered to Comte’s liturgical religion; a few more adopted a republican positivism that sought to integrate the working-class into a political vision of liberty, equality, and fraternity; many more responded to the crisis of faith with a positivist ethic of social duty buttressed by an evolutionary philosophy.
 Indeed, an evolutionary and ethical positivism overlapped and interwove with many of the leading intellectual currents of the age.   

I begin by tracing the roots of monism – or at least an evolutionary and ethical positivism – to an organicist challenge to Enlightenment thinking. In Britain the impact of romantic organicism was muted by the dominance of evangelicalism and liberalism. The crisis of faith and the collapse of classical economics eroded evangelical and liberal ideas, opening space for new ideas including an evolutionary and ethical positivism.  I trace this process through two prominent examples: Annie Besant’s religious travels and Sidney Webb’s political ones. These examples show how beliefs associated with monism spread through a range of radical religious and political movements. Finally I conclude with some brief comments on the gradual decline of evolutionary and ethical positivism in the first half of the twentieth century.
The Roots of Monism
Monism has roots in an organicist challenge to the mechanistic thinking that dominated the Enlighenment. This organicism inspired a drift towards an evolutionary and ethical positivism including materialist and spiritualist strands. Yet organicism did not immediately give rise to monism. To the contrary, British thought in the first half of the nineteenth century remained dominated by evangelicalism and liberalism. Perhaps the dominance of these traditions helps explain why monism did not take hold in Britain to the extent it did elsewhere. Certainly the ideas associated with monism spread only as the crisis of faith and a crisis in classical economics undermined respectively evangelicalism and liberalism.

Evolutionary and ethical positivism began to spread in Britain with the rise of an organicist challenge to the mechanistic ideas of the Enlightenment. Recent work offers an increasingly nuanced view of the Enlightenment. Scholars have traced the persistence into the Enlightenment of early modern traditions such as those of natural jurisprudence and civic humanism.
 The persistence of these traditions challenges teleological readings of classical political economy in which Adam Smith appears as the founding father of modern economics. Smith examined the operation of sympathy and prudence in the context of moral and psychological theories that are clearly contrary to the selfish, individualistic, and utilitarian assumptions of the modern economist. Recent work also highlights the diverse contexts and contents of Enlightenment. The Parisian philosophes with their fervent secularism appear as just one strand with a plurality of enlightenments that included protestant and ecclesiastical moments.


Recent views of the Enlightenment query the dichotomy between its rationalism and a later romanticism. However, we can restate this dichotomy as two waves of fairly dramatic change provided we expand our concept of romanticism in the same way as we have our concept of Enlightenment. Romanticism focused on agency, imagination, creativity, and the inner life of the mind. Yet, to grasp its import, we have to relate it less to a narrow counter-enlightenment than to a broad organicism. The romantics emphasized the living nature of the inorganic – at times even assimilating the organic to the inorganic. They explored the way living things create fluid and changing orders by activity infused with purpose, thought, and imagination. Moreover, romanticism, like the Enlightenment, was diverse and varied. British thought may have remained more universalistic and monogenetic than did German or French, but it still broke with the Enlightenment in its concern with the organic, change, and imagination. Romanticism, or rather organicism, appears throughout the sciences in the first half of the nineteenth century when questions of time, dynamics, and evolution challenged theories of system, statics, and balance. 

A romantic organicism provided the roots of evolutionary and ethical positivism. In the early nineteenth century, however, these roots remained hidden beneath the dominance of evangelical and liberal traditions. Evangelicalism responded to commercial society and trade cycles as well as the French Revolution and English Jacobinism.
 Evangelical moralists interpreted political economy in explicitly theological terms. They understood the commercial upheavals of the day alongside other calamities such as wars, revolutions, famines, and pestilence. Calamities reflected God’s justice. Evangelicalism relied here on Atonement theology. Liberal Tories believed God had made the world so that natural laws operated to reward virtue and punish sin. Malthusian economics stated laws established by a benevolent God. The idle pursuit of pleasure would bring disaster and poverty, whereas acting in accord with God’s will (and Malthus’s truths) would bring rewards. Any attempt to protect improvident workers or businessmen who went bankrupt from the natural consequences of their sin was not only as bad economics but contrary to the will of God. Poverty constituted a form of atonement by which one paid for one’s sins. Evangelicalism tied economic theories to Protestant notions of character, duty, sacrifice, and truth rather than to Englightenment notions of sociability, manners, and sympathy.

Liberalism differed significantly from Whiggism in its debt to both Benthamite utiliatarianism and romantic organicism. Liberalism drew on utilitarianism with its more individualistic psychology. J. S. Mill’s psychological theory, like that of most Liberals, remained far more individualistic than that of the Scottish Enlightenment. Utilitarianism, with its individualistic psychology, typically inspired a general presumption against state intervention and novel arguments for democratic reform. Liberals often discussed liberty and democracy in terms of individuals recognizing and safeguarding their own interests as much as a security and regularity based on sociability, commerce, the rule of law, and Whig constitutionalism. Liberals also differed from Whigs in the organicist twist they gave to social theory. In political economy, Ricardo shifted to a concept of labor with a more intimate relationship to life conceived as organic and creative: whereas Smith had treated labor largely as representing a certain amount of value, Ricardo understood labor in terms of the toil, energy, and time of living people. A similar organicist twist appears in J. S. Mill. When J. S. Mill pondered the accusation that he had a naively individualistic view of human nature, he considered he had avoided this not by remaining true to a Whig heritage but by studying the cultural theories of Coleridge and other romantics. More generally, when he spoke of the “revolt of the nineteenth century against the eighteenth”, he referred to the widespread accommodation of romantic notions of cultural diversity, social embededness, and creative imagination in contrast to universal, individualistic, and materialistic theories of human nature.


The dominant intellectual culture of the mid nineteenth century fused liberalism and evangelicalism with a concern to raise the moral tone of the individual members of society.
 This culture found a loose political expression in the popular liberalism of Gladstone. In the last third of the nineteenth century, the crisis of faith and the collapse of classical economics eroded the dominance of evangelicalism and liberalism. Organicism then gave rise to evolutionary and ethical positivism. Materialist and spiritualist varieties of monism became common in religion, as exemplified by Besant. Radical and socialist varieties of monism became common in politics, as exemplified by Webb.
Besant and Religion
Besant provides a case study of the transformation of religious thought. Her life shows how evangelicalism dominated the early nineteenth century, how the crisis of faith eroded evangelicalism, and how materialst and spiritualist forms of monism then arose to prominence.

(i) A Crisis of Faith


Besant (nee Wood) was born in 1847 to a largely Irish and entirely middle-class family.
 She had a rigorous evangelical upbringing under the watchful eye of Miss Marryat, a spinster with whom she lived after the death of her father. Besant absorbed the religious spirit of the house, freely determining never to go to a dance even if someone invited her to do so. She first experienced doubt when she set out to throw her mind back to the original events of Holy Week. To aid her efforts, she tried to produce a single table of happenings out of the four gospels only to find, as many had before her, that they contained disparities. After a brief time of confusion, she quelled her doubts by telling herself God had placed inconsistencies in the gospels as a test of faith. She settled down to a life of sacrifice to Christ, drifting into marriage with Frank Besant, an evangelical clergyman. Then, in 1871, her younger child fell violently ill. After nursing the child back to health, Besant suffered a physical and mental breakdown. An unhappy marriage had set her thinking about suffering in the world, and her daughter's agony had reinforced her puzzlement. How could a merciful God allow such pain? Her struggle with doubt lasted just over three years and nearly cost her her life through both illness and suicide.

We can analyse Besant's doubts in terms of the questions she asked and the sorts of answers she required. Her most basic question concerned the inspiration of the Bible. She recalled her attempt to harmonise the gospels and questioned their historical veracity. She read Renan's study of the historical life of Jesus followed by other works of historical criticism, most of which suggested the Bible did not offer a record of events as seen by eye-witnesses. Furthermore, she took a keen interest in recent scientific discoveries, including the theory of evolution, which clearly contradicted several Biblical doctrines. Later she recalled how “Darwin had done much towards freeing me from my old bonds.”


Her reasons for questioning the truth of the Bible pointed towards certain requirements for an adequate account of the physical nature of the universe. In general, because she rejected Christianity as untrue, she saw her life as a quest for Truth. The Bible could not act as an authoritative guide to human understanding, so an abstract concept of truth stepped in to fill the breach. When she ceased to judge her beliefs in terms of revealed religion, she elevated truth into an almost religious ideal to be put before all other considerations. For example, when people later attacked her atheism as negative, she replied that humans should live in accord with truth, not superstition: “it is an error,” she explained, “to regard my truth as negative and barren, for all truth is positive and fruitful.”
 Truth provided an ideal by which to live one's life. In particular, she now decided that an account of the physical nature of the universe could not be considered true unless it were compatible with modern science and especially evolution. She had rejected Christianity because the supernatural revelations of the Bible did not accord with the empirical discoveries of the natural and human sciences. From now on, she would accept only natural accounts of the universe. Supernatural explanations were unacceptable.


Besant did not suffer from scientific doubts alone. Her concerns were also moral. She strove to reconcile theological doctrines such as vicarious atonement and eternal punishment with what she took to be the necessary characteristics of a world made by a just and loving God. She believed the dogma of the atonement contained vital moral truths: the life of Christ revealed both an impulse to self-sacrifice and the willingness of the strong to help the weak. Yet the moral core of the dogma was surrounded by rotten pulp. The very idea that we needed to atone for our sins implied God was sufficiently vengeful and cruel to require us to pay Him off with pain and anguish. Besides, she could think of no moral grounds on which God could hold us to blame for our sins when we were only what He had made us. And anyway, the vicarious nature of Christ's atonement vitiated any moral content in the sacrifice since there was no justice when “the person sacrificed is not even the guilty party.”
 The doctrine of eternal punishment was worse still; it lacked even a core of moral truth. She revolted against the idea that individuals could spend eternity suffering for finite sins with neither a chance to repent nor any prospect of their situation improving no matter how righteous or moral they might become. Once again, God could not be as vengeful and cruel as the Bible suggested. Her final moral qualm was the old problem of a loving and omnipotent God overlooking an evil world. Together these considerations led her to conclude Christianity was false. One Christian doctrine - the belief in a moral God - contradicted not only other Christian doctrines - the vicarious atonement and eternal damnation - but also observable fact - the existence of evil.


The moral doubts from which she suffered established definite criteria for an adequate theory of the moral nature of the universe. In general, she picked up the typical Victorian concern with preserving morality in a secularised society, and the associated humanitarian concern with social duty. As a child, she had looked on the poor as people in need of education and charity but little more. Now her loss of faith changed her attitude. She became more concerned to foster our sense of social duty and more humanitarian in her understanding of our social duty. The “keynote” of her life became a “longing for sacrifice to something felt as greater than the self”, and this something was defined by an ethical positivism which opened her ears “to the wailings of the great orphan humanity.”
 More particularly, she wanted to be able to declare: “I believe that God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all; I believe that all mankind is safe, cradled in the everlasting arms.”
 Her denunciation of the atonement suggested a moral universe would be one in which people ultimately got what they deserved. Her rejection of eternal punishment implied that a moral universe would hold out the possibility of vanquishing evil. And her qualms about the compatibility of a loving God and the existence of evil pointed to the need for a natural, not supernatural, explanation of the moral state of the universe, an explanation demonstrating the natural necessity of evil, rather than portraying evil as something allowed by an omnipotent God. 


So, Besant’s doubt set up themes. With respect to the physical nature of the universe, these themes were, first, a somewhat mystical concern with truth, and, second, an insistence on natural explanations incorporating current scientific knowledge. With respect to the moral nature of the universe, these themes were, first, a concern with social duty in a humanitarian context, and, second, an insistence on a natural account of a just order in which everyone receives what they deserve and from which we can eliminate evil. These themes define the evolutionary and ethical positivism that circumscribed both her secularism and her theosophy.
(ii) Secularism 

In 1874, Besant began to question the very existence of God. She re-read Dean Mansell's Bampton Lectures of 1858, and found them painfully apologetic. She read Comte and found him inspiring - the greatest thinker of the century.
 Like many British positivists, she rejected the positive polity as anathema to liberty, but she commended Comte's amalgamation of the scientific temper with a religion of humanity; she adopted an evolutionary and ethical positivism as a solution to the growing divide between the material and spiritual. Besant's positivism led her to the publisher and bookseller Edward Truelove, where she purchased a copy of the National Reformer. She wrote to ask if she could join the National Secular Society (N.S.S.) even though she was not an atheist. The editor replied she could, so she did. Her positivist readings taught her that the concept of God was an alienation of the potential of man, that her youthful love of Christ was “the human passion of love transferred to an ideal.”
 Now she visited Charles Bradlaugh, and showed him a pamphlet she had written on the existence of God. He said they believed much the same things, and, a couple of days later, offered her a staff job on the National Reformer.


Besant took to her secularist work with gusto, writing regular columns and pamphlets, and becoming an exceptional public speaker second in popularity only to Bradlaugh himself. Her atheism centred on the monistic idea that the universe consists of one substance - she rejected dualism, claiming matter and spirit were merely different manifestations of the one substance. She argued that if there were a deity, he must be identified with this one substance of nature, but then nature provided no evidence of such a conscious power. Indeed, because we could have knowledge only of phenomena, we could not possibly have any evidence for something beyond phenomena. As an atheist, therefore, she did not say there was no God, but rather she knew nothing of God, she could not conceive what God could be. God had no meaning for her, so she could not say whether or not there was a God. She was without God. Nonetheless, while she argued that we could not make sense of the idea of God, she also pointed out that to describe God as unknowable was to make a claim to know something about God. What is more, she claimed all existing attempts to define God became immersed in contradictions that showed them to be false. She said, “never yet has a God been defined in terms which were not palpably self-contradictory and absurd.”


Science had killed off the idea of God. We could give sufficient explanations of all events within the universe solely in terms of facts about nature. We did not need to appeal to anything beyond the immediate phenomena available to our inspection. Here Besant rejected the pantheist view that the one substance in the universe was life-matter in favour of the scientific view that it was force-matter. Life arose as a consequence of certain arrangements of force-matter that constituted the animal body. All knowledge came down to the sciences of biology, chemistry and physics. While the rejection of the Bible had left scientists without a settled standard by which to judge their conclusions, a settled standard actually would prove inimical to intellectual progress. Scientists should settle for the abstract standard of truth. “They would have to be content to collect facts patiently, to collate them carefully, to reason from them, to reach conclusions slowly.”


Besant feared our sense of social duty might decline in the struggle over religious faith. She argued people should attack the sanctions currently underlying morality only if they had suitable replacements close at hand. “It is”, she said, “a very important question whether we, who are endeavouring to take away from the world the authority on which has hitherto been based all its morality, can offer a new and firm ground whereupon may safely be built up the fair edifice of a noble life.”
 According to her, moral behaviour did not consist of conformity to supernatural rules outside of the nature of things so much as living in harmony with the natural world. Just as physical actions in accord with physical nature produced physical vigour, so moral actions were those that followed the moral laws of nature thereby producing moral vigour. Christians were wrong: authority could not provide a proper basis for morality for the sufficient reason that the Bible was not true. Theists too were wrong: intuition could not provide a proper basis for morality as it could not discover external natural laws. She concluded that because morality entailed harmony with a natural law, and because we could not discover this law by either revelation or intuition, therefore “the true basis of morality must necessarily be sought for in the study of law, as manifested in phenomena.”


Besant argued that only utilitarianism founded morality on a scientific basis. Once we recognised happiness as the criterion for right and wrong, we could see moral laws existed just as certainly as did physical ones. She justified this contentious view by reference to her belief that when an action brought pain, the pain told us the action was the wrong one and so immoral. Unhappiness was “Nature's check to our mistakes.”
 When we acted immorally so as to cause unhappiness, the natural law asserted itself and we felt unhappy and thereby knew we had acted immorally. Thus, the moral law derived from the very nature of things. Next she insisted that because morality exhibited itself as a natural law appearing in phenomena, we could study the relevant phenomena so as to discover how best to act morally and conquer evil. Only ignorance and vested interests prevented our triumph over evil.


Utilitarianism can be a slippery doctrine. On one level, the identification of the morally good with that which promotes the general happiness appears almost as a necessary but vacuous truth since we can subsume most other moral doctrines under the umbrella concept of happiness. On another level, as soon as anyone gives any positive content to the umbrella concept of happiness, utilitarianism becomes highly contentious. Besant played on the ambiguous nature of utilitarianism. She fended off potential critics by stretching the concept of happiness so as to embrace them. If, for instance, a critic objected that virtue, not happiness, provided the core of human morality, she replied that virtue was happiness since the higher pleasures came from doing good to others by acting virtuously. Likewise, if a critic objected that the moral nature of virtue derived from the will of God, not happiness, she replied that surely people wished to please God precisely because they found happiness in doing so. Yet when Besant gave content to the concept of happiness, she drew on an ethical positivism that distances her from J. S. Mill and even further from Bentham. She identified the attempt to promote the general happiness with “the endeavour so to rule our life that we may serve and bless mankind.”
 She praised utilitarianism for helping to foster the idea of a universal brotherhood in which each aimed for the greater good of the whole. It is an odd utilitarian - hardly a utilitarian at all - who writes, “little worth liberty and equality with all their promise for mankind, little worth even wider happiness, if that happiness be selfish, if true fraternity, true brotherhood, do not knit man to man, and heart to heart, in loyal service to the common need, and generous self sacrifice to the common good.”


Clearly Besant's secularism met the doctrinal requirements implied by her earlier doubt. For a start, she evaluated claims to knowledge by reference to an abstract concept of scientific truth, not religious authority. Because she equated truth with a materialist interpretation of contemporary science, she found it easy both to incorporate scientific theories such as that of evolution into her understanding of the physical universe, and to exclude all references to the supernatural from her view of the truth. Moreover, her blend of utilitarianism and ethical positivism provided a suitable account of the place of morality in the universe. Because she saw physical pain and pleasure as nature's way of informing us about the morality of our actions, she was able to give a natural account of morality. And because she unpacked the utilitarian concept of happiness in terms of a humanitarian concern with social duty, she was able to guarantee the survival of morality in a secular future.
(iii) Theosophy 

The ethical positivism within Besant's secularism came to the fore in February 1888. She announced she and others had talked “of founding a new brotherhood, in which service of Man should take the place erstwhile given to service of God - a brotherhood in which work should be worship and love should be baptism.” They had talked of a “Church of the future to lead 'the teaching of social duty, the upholding of social righteousness, the building up of a true commonwealth.”
 To promote such a Church, Besant began to publish a new journal entitled The Link and subtitled “A Journal for the Servants of Man”. She stressed the need for a new social morality to inspire people to sacrifice themselves for the good of others.


Besant's increasing emphasis on the need for a moral transformation reflected a deeper shift in her thought. Around 1886, she had become interested in certain mental phenomena she could not explain in terms of her atheistic materialism. She began to investigate peripheral aspects of consciousness such as dreams and psychic phenomena such as mesmerism. She read a report by the Dialectical Society on experiments in psychic research, and it convinced her there was something there to be explained. She thereby became convinced that Pantheism might solve “problems, especially of psychology, which Atheism leaves untouched.”


William Stead, a liberal newspaper man who helped Besant to found The Link, also had an interest in occult phenomena. In 1889, he gave her a copy of Blavatsky's The Secret Doctrine. She read it, met Blavatsky, and then joined the Theosophical Society on 10 May 1889. When she reviewed The Secret Doctrine for the National Reformer, she wrote as a new convert to theosophy.
 She argued that the western approach to truth grilled nature in a quest for facts whereas the eastern approach exercised the mind to develop faculties unknown in the west, and whereas western facts merely confirmed things long known in the east, occult phenomena pointed to truths recognised in the east but still ignored in the west.


The distance from secularism to theosophy was not as great as one might suppose. As a theosophist, Besant's beliefs still provided suitable solutions to the dilemmas that had led her away from her childhood faith. The problems remained the same, and, more importantly, the nature of the problems was such that both sets of solutions revolved around the themes of an evolutionary and ethical positivism. Her theosophy, like her secularism, was a response to the commitments and problems set up by her crisis of faith.


Besant believed any adequate account of the universe had to steer clear of supernaturalism and also take on board evolutionary theory. Her theosophy did both. For a start, theosophy avoided supernaturalism. Certainly she accepted Blavatsky's teachings about a brotherhood of adepts based in Tibet who possessed extraordinary occult powers that they used to watch over humanity and to preserve the ancient wisdom. However, theosophists believe the Mahatmas are not supernatural entities, but rather part of the natural order. They are highly spiritual beings near the end of their evolutionary cycle who have chosen to remain around to help the less advanced. Certainly too she believed ancient oriental texts such as the Upanishads taught the ancient wisdom. Unlike the Bible, however, these texts were not supernatural revelations, but rather the works of adepts who were themselves part of the natural order.


As for evolution, Besant argued God was immanent within nature, saying “He is in everything and everything in Him.”
 Because our interest lies with the bare bones of her philosophy, with how it echoes an evolutionary and ethical positivism, I will not go into the vast array of planes, from physical to nirvanic, of races, from Lemurians to Aryans, and of stages in the occult hierarchy, from chela to chohan, that provide the flesh of theosophical cosmologies and anthropologies.
 What interests us is her belief that God gradually unfolded Himself through time in an evolutionary process. At first God manifested Himself by limiting Himself, and in manifesting Himself, He became the universe. Next the manifested absolute began to unfold from an initial state of unity towards a duality of life and form, of spirit and spirit-matter, which constituted the world of nature. This duality of positive and negative unfolded into a trinity with universal mind appearing alongside life and form. The universal mind contained the archetypal forms of all the beings that emerged during later stages of the unfolding of the universe. The later stages started with the rise of the spiritual intelligences that now guide the cosmic order. From then on, the universe continued to unfold away from the pure unity of the undivided absolute, through the seven planes of the universe, until things reached the nadir of an almost totally physical existence, after which the universe began the long trek back through the same seven planes to end once more as the undivided divinity underlying everything. Theosophists argued the late nineteenth-century constituted the nadir of the evolutionary process - the end of the Black Age in which humanity was almost entirely material in nature and outlook. The twentieth-century would bring the dawn of a New Age with the evolutionary cycle taking an upward turn and humanity becoming increasingly spiritual. 

Theosophy offered Besant an evolutionary cosmology of an “unfolding, self-moved from within.”
 She recognised some biologists held a purely mechanical theory of evolution that described a simple process of action and reaction between the environment and the organism. She argued, however, a purely mechanical theory of evolution could not explain why the organism should react to the environment in the first place. Besides, her investigations into dreams, mesmerism, and spiritualist phenomena had convinced her that a mechanical view of the world could not account for the facts being uncovered by the new science of psychology. Contemporary science, she insisted, was fast coming to recognise everything embodied a spiritual element. Only a spiritual understanding of evolution showed how the divine consciousness found in all matter acted as the mainspring of the movement of the individual organism.

Besant argued her theosophical cosmology led inexorably to certain ethical theories by way of the doctrine of reincarnation and the law of Karma. Her cosmology postulated an indestructible ego that obviously had to go somewhere after death, and since she had outlawed the supernatural, this somewhere had to be either a return to the physical plane or an ascension to another plane. And her evolutionary theory implied the indestructible ego had to reappear on the physical plane simply because each individual needed numerous different lives in order to evolve in the requisite manner. As she worte, “the clearest conviction of the truth of reincarnation' lies in 'the obvious necessity for many lives” for the indestructible ego to evolve through all “the ascending stages of consciousness.”
 Her defence of reincarnation consisted principally of an extension of the theory of evolution from the physical plane to the spiritual. Just as the evolution of the physical world presupposed continuation of spirit-matter, so the evolution of mental and moral qualities presupposed continuation of the indestructible ego.


The law of karma followed from acceptance of reincarnation. When an individual passed through physical death, the ego shed the physical, astral, and mental bodies, leaving only the inner person. The inner person then took on a new outer body in order to reappear on the physical plane. Given that this process was natural, there had to be a law of cause and effect to explain why things happened as they did in actual instances of reincarnation. The law of karma provided such an explanation. When the inner person shed its outer bodies, the indestructible ego was left with a record of the past experiences it had had while clothed in these bodies. And because the inner person retained a record of its past experiences, these experiences necessarily would affect how it then acted and so what future experiences it would have.


The law of karma met the doctrinal requirements set by Besant's early doubts. For a start, it implied morality and the moral nature of the universe had a natural basis in a law of cause and effect. Current evils were a necessary consequence of the evil in our past actions. Furthermore, a belief in karma implied individuals got what they deserved because their thoughts, desires, and actions influenced what happened to them in future lives. Although individuals were free to act as they pleased, the law of karma implied that every action had certain natural effects on the person who thus acted, so if people acted immorally, their actions would bring them future pain. The sins of the earlier incarnations would be visited upon the later one. Finally, the law of karma implied we could perhaps conquer evil - if we acted selflessly, all bad karma would disappear - while theosophical cosmology implied we necessarily would conquer evil - as the universe returned to its original undivided state so evil would vanish and everything would enter the blissful, nirvanic plane. Because immorality brought unhappiness, individuals eventually would learn not to desire objects that in the end brought them only sorrow. Eventually individuals would learn to act in accord with the moral law.

Besant also thought her cosmology led inexorably to certain more substantive moral doctrines. In particular, her immanentist metaphysics supported an ethic of universal brotherhood akin to her earlier ethical positivism. As she explained, “if there be one life, one consciousness, if in every form God be immanent, then all forms are interlinked with one another” - “that is the inevitable corollary of the Immanence of God, and that is Solidarity, that is universal Brotherhood.”
 She argued that when life had become embodied in matter, the appearance of separate physical bodies had encouraged people to think of themselves as independent beings, thereby giving rise to selfishness. Now, however, as people increasingly came to recognise they all partook of the one life, so they would recognize that “our work here [on earth] is the work of a duty to common human need.”


Universal brotherhood required individuals to sacrifice themselves for the good of the whole. Indeed, a law of sacrifice lay at the heart of the cosmic order. The evolutionary process consisted of a series of steps, each of which began with an act of sacrifice during which one form of life perished so the life might pour itself out into another form. The universe even originated in an act of sacrifice, with God voluntarily limiting his infinite being in order to become manifest. Contrary to popular opinion, therefore, sacrifice did not involve pain. Sacrifice was a joyful pouring out of one's own life so others could share in life. If only those who sacrificed themselves rightly identified themselves with the life that persisted after the sacrifice rather than with the form that perished in the sacrifice, then they would exult in the outpouring of eternal life instead of mourning the passing of the transient form. If people saw rightly, they would find the sacrifice and service demanded by ethical positivism actually derived from the very structure of the universe.

Webb and Politics
Besant was for a while a member of the Fabian Society, but to see the impact of evolutionary and ethical positivism on political thought we do well to the more central figure of Webb. Most historians stress the continuity between liberalism and socialism. Yet Webb’s largely unpublished manuscripts show he was an evolutionary and ethical positivist and his socialism only turned to collectivism as the crisis of classical economics led him to explore positivist economics and sociology.

(i) Positivism

Webb was born in London in 1859 to a lower middle-class family. His father was a radical liberal who sat on both the Board of Guardians and the local vestry. During his twenties, Webb participated in numerous radical discussion groups, debating societies, and mock parliaments, the most important being the Zetetical Society, which was formed in 1878 to “search for truth in all matters affecting the interest of the human race.”
 The titles of the lectures he gave to the Society reveal the religious, ethical, and philosophical nature of his early concerns. Their content show how he rejected evangelicalism for an evolutionary and ethical positivism.

The earliest extant lecture, “The Existence of Evil”, describes Christianity as inconsistent with a belief in a material world ruled by the unchanging laws uncovered by natural science. God could not be omnipotent because he could not alter the laws of nature. Webb explained, "I do not believe God could commit a violation of the laws of nature, although I believe he is the author of these laws."
 This compromise clearly remained unsatisfactory since, for Webb, God was omnipotent by definition. Science contradicted religion: it made the existence of God implausible. Yet Webb remained reluctant to abandon the religious ideal. He defended a belief in God on the grounds that "any religion is better than no religion" as people need faith in order to prompt them to do their duty. Christianity still had value, not because it was true but because morality might wither in its absence.

The second extant lecture by Webb, “On Serving God”, shows him explicitly discarding Christianity for an ethical positivism that eulogised the service of humanity. Praise of God was valuable only if it promoted human welfare, and yet a religion designed solely to enhance human life in this world was not really a religion at all. Because he accepted that Christians often took “the service of God on earth” to consist “in serving man,” and because he allowed that our reasons for promoting human welfare were unimportant so long as we did so, he would not quarrel with people who claimed they tended to humanity in order to minister to God.
 Nonetheless, a humanitarian religion was "only an allegorical way of stating utilitarian principles".

We have already seen in the case of Besant how explicit appeals to utilitarianism were compatible with ethical positivism. By the 1870s, many radicals had departed considerably from even the modified utilitarianism of J. S. Mill. Whereas the London Dialectical Society was formed in the late 1860s to provide a forum for the discussion of his work, its younger offshoot, the Zetetical Society, adopted a tone that one member rightly described as “Malthusian, evolutionary, Ingersollian, Darwinian, Herbert Spencerian.”
 This list of influences captures the new, radical culture that arose in the 1870s following the impact of evolutionary and ethical positivism. Members of the Zetetical Society and other such groups often fused the evolutionary philosophy of Spencer with ethical positivism and political radicalism. Spencer’s evolutionary approach gave their thought the aura of contemporary science; ethical positivism enabled them to reconcile such science with moral action, specifically the ideals of duty and service; and radicalism gave political content to such ideals.


The lectures Webb went on to deliver to the Zetetical Society clearly reveal his commitment to its evolutionary and ethical positivism. He spoke on “The New Learning of the Nineteenth Century: Its Influence on Philosophy”, “The Ethics of Existence”, “Heredity as a Factor in Psychology and Ethics”, and “Lecture on the Works of George Eliot”. He identified his moral beliefs with those expressed by Eliot's positivist hymn "Oh may I Join the Choir Invisible".
 He devoted a lecture to praise of her novels for their portrayal of the ideal of social service.
 The individual is "a manufactured article, a store of value, an investment of the world’s capital," and so should act as a "trustee" holding his "skill and energy" on behalf of "the world."


Webb renounced Christianity because it clashed with science, particularly evolution. He argued that biology had revolutionised knowledge as much as had the new learning of the renaissance. Curier introduced zoology and botany, Goethe developed biology, and these sciences culminated in the Darwinian theory of evolution, which Spencer had applied to social theory. Evolution underpinned modern science. It proved that the world existed prior to the human mind so mind could not have created the world. And, by proving the priority of an external material world, evolution established the importance of empirical study. Radicals prided themselves on their empiricism but they based their empiricism on individualistic and, associationist psychologies. Evolutionary philosophy prompted a shift to social psychology and sociology. Webb thus promoted an evolutionary sociology according to which history reveals natural laws that govern the life history of social organisms. Human societies, like species, became increasingly integrated through co-operation whilst constantly shedding those limbs that have ceased to fulfill any function.


The science of evolution had supplanted individualistic psychology. For Webb, J. S. Mill was thus the last great "pre-scientific" thinker.
 Only J. S. Mill's logic and political economy remained undisturbed by evolutionary theory. Webb knew of new strands of political economy but in 1885 he still dismissed them. The empirical method of daily observation advocated by Cliffe Leslie "has as yet produced no body of knowledge worthy of the name of a science". The historical method of Thorold Rogers does not cover economics but only "a portion of the great domain of history". The "sociological" method of Comte, although promising, has not produced results to “match those of political economy." Thus, he concluded "the only useful method of political economy remains the . . . concrete-deductive method of Ricardo, Mill and Cairnes" and "with slight modifications of Prof. Marshall and Prof. Walker."

Webb’s early intellectual milieu was the evolutionary and ethical positivism of the Zetetical Society. He met George Bernard Shaw at the Zetetical and Shaw then introduced him to the nascent Fabian Society. Webb read the Fabians a paper on "The Way Out" on the 20th March 1885 before joined it on 1 May 1885.
 Yet Webb did not sympathise with the land nationalisation and Marxism that then dominated the Fabians. Only after he had joined the Fabians did he declare himself to be a socialist, and even then he identified anarchism, collectivism, and positivism as three different types of socialism, expressing obvious sympathy for the last.

(ii) The Crisis of Classical Economics


To understand Webb’s socialism, we have to follow his explorations in economic theory. The 1860s through 1890s witnessed a hiatus in political economy. Economists confronted uncomfortable statistical evidence that during the 1850s and 1860s trade unions had expanded, wages and living conditions had risen, and there had been a population boom. This evidence undermined the classical theory of distribution. The idea that trades unions could raise wages challenged the wages-fund theory according to which there is in the short term a fixed amount of savings to pay wages. A concurrence of rising living standards and a population boom challenged the Malthusian idea that population growth responded to wages so as to ensure a “natural” tendency to subsistence wages.

When J. S. Mill renounced the wages fund doctrine, classical political economy came to an end.
 Three main alternatives arose during the ensuing years. W. S. Jevons and his followers defined value in terms of marginal utility. The positivists called for a more historically sensitive, less abstract, approach to economics. Finally, the neo-classical theorists, led by Alfred Marshall remained closest to J. S. Mill while emphasising the margin as the site of the interaction of supply and demand. Webb initially adopted a neo-classical theory indebted to Marshall, but after 1888 Webb turned increasingly to the historical and institutional approaches of the positivists.

Webb’s early socialism relied on his developments of Marshall’s economics. Like Marshall, Webb defined value in terms of the operation of supply and demand at the margin of production. Each factor of production received a payment in proportion to its marginal cost of production. Because this payment was the price paid to each increment of a factor whether or not that increment was at the margin, those increments that were not at the margin received a surplus. A surplus created by marginal advantages went to the owners of the advantageous land, labour, or capital.
Up to this point Webb followed Marshall and many other economists. These other economists thought that rent differed significantly from interest. They argued that interest was necessary to maintain the required supply of capital since the capitalist would not invest the last part of his capital unless he was offered a suitable rate of return for it; but the same could not be said of rent because the supply of land is fixed. Webb’s originality consisted in his inclusion of capital and brainpower, alongside rent, as instances of monopoly. He condemned interest as a form of rent by arguing that the supply of capital, like the supply of land, is fixed, so interest is not necessary to maintain an adequate supply of capital. The distinction between interest and rent failed for Webb because "it is by no means admitted that the accumulation of capital depends solely or even mainly upon the rate of interest."
 Interest is paid mainly because time-lags in the market temporarily fix the supply of capital. It, like rent, results from a fixed supply of a factor of production, from monopoly. It is a product of "opportunity and chance."


To understand why Webb’s abstract economic theory led him to socialism, we have to return to his ethical positivism. Rent, interest, and the rent of ability derive from a fixed supply: they go to individuals who have a temporary or permanent monopoly. Yet these monopolies are a result of society, not the individual. No individual should have an automatic right to any part of them. They should be used to benefit the society that generates them, not the individual who happens to occupy the relevant position. Even "the skilled labourer is exactly in the position of the landlord or the capitalist; he is a trustee who possesses social force: his brain does not belong to himself but to society at large, and he is bound to use it to the full extent - to use it for all, not for himself."
 Those people who find themselves occupying an advantageous situation have a duty to use the benefits they thus obtain to promote the social good. Only social service can justify the wealth associated with rent, interest, and the rent of ability.

Webb’s socialism initially consisted of the ethical claim that "interest, or rent, consumed without adequate service rendered is simply robbery."
 Equating socialism with collectivism was thus as narrow-minded as equating Christianity with Methodism. The moralisation of capitalists would eliminate such robbery just as effectively as would collectivism. If capitalists rendered service in proportion to the interest they received, the interest would become a social resource. Indeed he favoured the moralisation of the capitalist over collectivism. For a start, he echoed Comte’s faith in the business elite. Collectivism would place wealth in the hands of the state, where the state represents the average citizen and so could use such wealth only for purposes approved by the majority. Moralisation would enable "thinkers who are at the head of the column of progress" to have a greater say.
 He also suggested that moralisation would be easier. Collectivism presupposes great advances in the education and morality of the masses. Moralisation requires only a slight extension of current behaviour since monopolists already reinvest more than they consume. So, when Webb first declared himself to be a socialist, he fused Marshall with Comte to propose that the means of production remain private property but with monopolists using their wealth for the social good. 

Around 1888, however, Webb switched his attention to positivist economics and sociology in a way that led him from the moralisation of the capitalist to collectivism. He began to argue that socialism is not an economic system but "a statement of the principles of social organisation" derived from "positive knowledge of sociological development."
 His archetypal socialist became J. K. Ingram, a historical economist and positivist, for socialism is the efficient organisation of society and empirical sociology teaches us how to organise society efficiently. Webb now stressed the gains in efficiency associated with economic centralisation, a concentration of capital, and mass production. He also applied evolutionary theory to history thereby suggesting societies, like organisms, became more and more efficient by growing in complexity and adopting integrated and co-operative organisations. Evolution involves the “substitution of consciously regulated co-ordination among the units of each organism, for blind anarchic competition.”
 Thus, he identified socialism, defined as the efficient organisation of society, with state activity, defined as co-operative and co-ordinated organisation.

The moralisation of the capitalist no longer sufficed since it would not necessarily either increase social integration or limit competition. Only collectivism would bring the requisite increase in social efficiency and social solidarity through an extension of state institutions. Socialism consisted in "the gradual public organisation of labour for all public purposes, and the elimination of the private capitalist and middle-man."
 For Webb, collectivism had two main requirements. The first was that the state should tax the rents of land, capital, and ability, and then use them for public purposes. This requirement reworked his earlier economic theory but with the state taking over the role earlier ascribed to the moralised capitalist. Under socialism, the state would enforce the social duties that went with wealth: taxation would preclude the possibility of the wealthy using their rents for selfish ends. The revenue raised by taxation would fund the public provision of things such as education, libraries, museums, and parks. The second requirement for collectivism was that the state should regulate industry so as to establish an integrated, co-operative, and thus efficient form of organisation. This requirement followed from his new interest in positivist economics, and the way in which his evolutionary sociology tied efficiency to co-operation and co-ordination. The state would play a more active role as social organisation adopted increasingly complex patterns.

(iii) Socialism


The positivist background to Webb’s socialism informs many of its features, including gradualism. He defined socialism in terms of co-ordination, co-operation, and efficiency, all of which were bound together in the natural process of social evolution. Each incremental advance in state activity is a step the evolutionary path. Socialism is not a new social organisation but only the fuller recognition of principles informing all social organisation. Socialism began to develop as soon as people first co-operated in society, it continues to expand, and it will reach higher stages as people became more conscious of the laws governing social evolution. So, “there will never come a moment when we can say ‘now Socialism is established.”
 Instead socialism will develop gradually through, for example, gas and water collectivism.

Webb’s positivism also informs his strategy of permeation. For a start, the idea of permeating other political parties clearly resembles that of moralising the capitalist. The Fabians could act as positivist experts, providing information and policies to diverse politicians. In addition, Webb’s evolutionary sociology suggested that socialist policies represented the outcome of scientific knowledge of the requirements of an industrial economy. All types of politicians might recognise the inherent rationality of such policies. At times he even suggested, “the avowed Socialist party in England will probably remain a comparatively small disintegrating and educational force, never itself exercising political power, but supplying ideas and principles of social reconstruction to each of the great political parties in turn as the changing results of English politics bring them alternatively into office.”


Finally, Webb’s debt to ethical positivism informs his collectivism, explaining the contrast between his strong moral emphasis on the state and the relative modesty of his actual proposals. He generally expressed a very strong moral collectivism, saying that society has so much priority, “it is of comparatively little importance in the long run that individuals should develop to the utmost if the life of the community in which they live is not thereby served.”
 The individual seems to be subordinated to a soulless machine:


The perfect and fitting development of each individual is not necessarily the utmost and highest cultivation of his own personality, but the filling, in the best possible way, of his humble function in the great social machine. We must abandon the self-conceit of imagining that we are independent units, and bend our jealous minds, absorbed in their own cultivation, to this subjection to the higher end, the Common Weal.

Because individual fulfilment derives from performing a social function, society ends up determining what the individual should do, rather than individual choices defining the nature of society.


Although he sometimes wrote as if he favoured extensive state intervention in the economy and even aspects of social and private life, his proposals remained modest. He certainly did not envisage the extensive bureaucracy and state control one might expect given the strength of his moral collectivism. During World War One, he served on the War Emergency Workers’ National Committee with H. M. Hyndman, a leading British Marxist, and when Hyndman called for public control of major industries, he put forward an alternative proposal that acknowledged public ownership as a goal before effectively replacing it with the call for higher taxes to fund social welfare. Indeed, whenever he discussed his socialist ideal, he called for collectivisation of only a few industries. The state should tax unearned increment to finance the provision of things such as museums and parks. Local government constituted the main arena for socialist activity, but even if municipalities were to provide services or control industries, they usually were envisaged as doing so in competition with private enterprises.


We can we reconcile the strength of Webb’s moral collectivism with his relatively modest proposals by focusing on his positivism. Even before he adopted collectivism, he subordinated the individual to society in moral terms that derived from ethical positivism with its powerful sense of social duty. He argued in the mid-1880s that:

The sphere covered by definite ethical rules of conduct constantly increases in extent . . . We now believe that in any given circumstances, one course, if only we knew which, would produce more social happiness than any other course . . . There are no purely self-regarding acts. Every act, even the seemingly most "morally indifferent" affects the universe for good or for evil, everlastingly, irreparably. There is no forgiveness of sins . . . [Thus] if society knew all, society would naturally and properly, supervise all.

After he adopted collectivism in about 1887, he defined it in moral terms as just such a “subordination of personal interest to the general good.”
 His strong moral collectivism simply restated his ethical positivism with its emphasis on social duty:


We are not isolated units free to choose our work: but parts of a whole, the well-being of which may be inimical to our fullest development or greatest effectiveness . . . I think George Eliot meant to say this in Maggie Tulliver. We have no right to live our own lives. What shall it profit a man to save his own soul, if thereby even one jot less good is done in the world?

According to Webb, when society had scarcely evolved, functional differentiation and specialisation were limited, so the individual’s actions did not always have direct effects on others. Today, in contrast, society had evolved into a complex organism based on a division of labour that meant there simply were no self-regarding actions. A profound interdependence dramatically extended the arena within which people should pay head to their social duty. Because all actions have social consequences, individuals can never merely do as they please. Rather, they always should subjugate personal desires to the requirements of the organic whole. In this way, Webb’s emphasis on social duty combined with his analysis of the complexity of modern society to inspire a strong moral collectivism. He subordinated the individual to society not because he identified socialism with a centralised, bureaucratic, and coercive state, but because of his ethic of social duty.

The End of Monism

Besant and Webb illustrate the way the monistic themes of an evolutionary and ethical positivism spread through radical religious and political movements in the late nineteenth century. Certainly they were not alone in their views. A similar positivism appealed to many of the other leading Fabians including Edward Pease, Graham Wallas, and Sydney Olivier.


Pease reflected explicitly on the extent to which a new learning had distanced his generation from the previous one:

It is nowadays not easy to recollect how wide was the intellectual gulf which separated the young generation of that period from their parents. The Origin of Species, published in 1859, inaugurated an intellectual revolution such as the world had not known since Luther nailed his thesis to the door of All Saints Church at Wittenberg . . . The young men of the time grew up with the new ideas and accepted them as a matter of course . . . Our parents, who read neither Spencer nor Huxley, lived in an intellectual world which bore no relation to our own; and cut adrift as we were from the intellectual moorings of our upbringings, recognising, as we did that the older men were useless as guides in religion, in science, in philosophy, because they knew no evolution, we also felt instinctively that we . . . had to discover somewhere for ourselves what were the true principles of the then recently invented science of sociology.


A number of Victorians rejected evangelicalism and classical liberalism for an evolutionary and ethical positivism that fused Spencer’s sociology with Comte’s idea of a duty of service to man. A loosely evolutionary cosmology enabled them to argue that we are all part of a larger whole thereby promoting an ethic of brotherhood and so political agendas very different from that of Spencer himself. Sometimes this positivism went with a militant hostility to religious faith, as in Besant’s secularism. At other times, however, it acted more like a substitute faith, providing a structure of meaning, as it did for Beatrice Webb, or even blossoming into a new religious movement, as in Besant’s theosophy. So, while most secularists saw Besant's conversion to theosophy as a betrayal, others such as Herbert Burrows also joined the Theosophical Society, while yet others, turned to other forms of spiritualism or other forms of mystical immanentism. Richard Bithell, F. J. Gould, Samuel Laing, C. A. Watts, and others all left the secularist movement because they found a suitable response to the crisis of faith in an evolutionary creed and worship of the Unknowable.


More generally, then, the rise of an evolutionary and ethical positivism overlaps and entwines with other prominent intellectual currents of the age. Almost every late Victorian and Edwardian thinker grappled with the issues raised by the crisis of faith or the collapse of classical economics. Many of them responded with ideas that resemble the evolutionary social theories and ethic of social duty and brotherhood that we have traced in Besant and Webb. Some, such as the Lux Mundi group, responded with an immantenist Christianity that emphasised the Incarnation over the Atonement. Others, particularly Broad Church men, looked to the moral example provided by the life of Jesus the man. Others preached an evolutionary mysticism combining Christian themes with ideas of reincarnation. Yet others, such as William Jupp, adopted a loose, romantic pantheism inspired by Emerson and by Wordsworth.
 Idealism with a Hegelian or even overtly evolutionary twist became the dominant philosophical outlook. All these religions and philosophies were generally combined with some kind of ethic of brotherhood.
So, romantic organicism gave rise to all kinds of developmental histories and evolutionary narratives of the unfolding of ethical principles such as liberty and brotherhood. Prominent examples are the Whig constitutional histories of J. R. Green and William Stubbs. Similar narratives were told by both sides in the philosophical dispute between idealists and positivists. Idealists may have identified the absolute with spiritual perfection, but they typically drew on Hegelianism and social organicism in ways that made developmental narratives the setting in which the absolute unfolded.
 Positivists may have followed Comte and J. S. Mill in promoting empirical scientific methods, but they increasingly identified science with evolutionary theory in a ways that again made development narratives the setting in which to situate their empirical findings. As we have seen, this evolutionary and ethical positivism attracted secularists, theosophists, radicals, and socialists such as Besant and Webb. Various developmental narratives thus dominated public debate during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. For example, the great Edwardian debate over social policy pitted the Bosanquets’ idealism against the Webbs’ positivism.


As we recognize the full extent of all these loosely monist ideas, so we raise the question: what became of them? Few thinkers were still espousing an evolutionary and ethical positivism by the middle of the twentieth century. Other offshoots of romantic organicism, from idealism to moral collectivism, fared little better. What explains their decline? What explains the rise of alternative, modernist modes of knowing?

To conclude, I want to mention some sources of the decline of the ideas associated with monism, evolutionary and ethical positivism, and romantic organicism. The first source of decline was the impetus given to new modes of knowing by innovations in mathematics and logic throughout the nineteenth century itself. George Boole and John Venn pioneered set theory and other forms of mathematics that soon extended logical analyses far beyond syllogisms. And the nineteenth century witnessed equally impressive innovations in statistics and social statistics. By the end of the nineteenth century, these mathematical innovations were deployed in new approaches to social theory. So, for example, when classical economics fell apart, one of the options that emerged – and has now become economic orthodoxy – was the neoclassical approach associated in Britain with Jevons and his use of statistics and modeling.
 Again, when Bertrand Russell rejected idealism and crafted a more analytic style of philosophy his inspiration was to provide a secure logical foundation for mathematics itself.


As the example of Jevons might suggest, another source of decline of monism and related ideas was the issues raised in the very crises of faith and classical economics that had given so much to evolutionary and ethical positivism. The crisis of faith inspired an immanentism that reflected the impact of evolutionary, organic, and romantic thought. But it also gave rise to forms of skepticism that were contrary to this immanentism. This modernist skepticism made evolutionary positivism appear too optimistic and ambitious. And it made ethical positivism appear too rigid and austere, perhaps even a hypocritical sham. Some philosophers, notably F. H. Bradley, argued that our knowledge was always partial and incomplete, that there were no discoverable evolutionary laws, and that we could not predict future events.
 Similarly, the collapse of classical economics inspired more inductive approaches to social theory, often based on statistical analysis or on the collection of other forms of empirical data. Wallas called for a political science based on the quantitative study of actual behavior, not deductions from assumptions about reason, character, and social evolution.

Despite these precursors, however, modernism really flourished only as people struggled to comprehend World War One. The senselessness of the conflict eroded widespread assumptions of development and continuity. The War thereby undermined the faith in progress and reason that informed evolutionary narratives of the realization of ethical principles. Images and ideals of progress still appeared after the War, but progress was seen more as a contingent victory of human activity and less as an inevitable aspect of an evolutionary cosmology or historiography. For many, the contingent victory of progress depended, for many, on the promotion of new sciences to guide attempts to resolve social problems. World War One thus encouraged calls for new sciences as well as eroding older narratives.
The new sciences that arose in this context were modernist empiricist.
 Some but not all drew on the mathematical and logical innovations of the nineteenth century. Some but not all extended the skepticism or inductive empiricism associated with the crisis of faith and the collapse of classical economics.

Modernist empiricism replaced monism, evolutionary and ethical positivism, and romantic organicism. Modernist empiricism is atomistic and analytic. It brakes up the continuities and gradual change of earlier evolutionary narratives. It divides the world into discrete, discontinuous units, whether these are empirical facts or single propositions. Modernist empiricism then makes sense of these units using impersonal mathematical rules or analytic schemes. It uses synchronic calculations, typologies, systems, and structures to explain the nature and behaviour of atomized units.

As modernists turned to atomistic and analytic modes of inquiry, so they crafted new ways of comprehending human life. For a start, where nineteenth century thinkers generally conceived of action as conduct infused with reason and morals, modernists think of as behaviour to be examined either independently of any assumptions about mind or else in terms of theories about hidden depths of the mind that often overwhelm reason and morals. In addition, whereas nineteenth century thinkers generally explained social life using an evolutionary narrative, modernists appeal to interests, processes, and functions. As early as 1921, Herman Finer added to his study of comparative government an analytic index of topics designed to enable readers to compare similar institutions across states.
 Before long, he started to present their studies in analytic rather than historical terms, proceeding topic by topic, discussing institutions in comparison with similar ones in other counties rather than in the context of a historical narrative.

Modernist philosophers, scientists, and social theorists shifted their focus from wholes and their evolution to atomistic and analytical studies of discrete, discontinuous elements and their assemblage. At the edge of such modernism, moreover, we find ideas of self-reference, incompleteness, and radical subjectivity that were almost entirely absent from earlier thinking. If there had been a century of monism, it was over.
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