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6 Richard Cobb, "The Assassination 
of Paris," New York Review of 
Books, 28 (February 1980), 
p. 16. 
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TWO INTERPRETATIONS OF VICTORIAN 
LONDON 

Wohl, Anthony S. The Eternal 
Slum: Housing and Social Policy in 
Victorian London. Montreal: 
McGill-QueenTs University Press, 
1977. Pp. xiv, 361. 

Jones Gareth Stedman. Outcast 
London: A Study in t h e 
Relationship Between Classes in 
Victorian Society. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1971. Pp. 
xiv, 419. 

British urban h i s t o r i a n s , led 
by the pioneering work of the l a te 
H.J . Dyos, have i n c r e a s i n g l y 
demonstrated that many aspects of 
the Vic tor ian per iod and a f t e r 
cannot be comprehended wi thout 
digesting their deta i led findings 
and r e f l e c t i n g on t h e i r 
conclusions. Historians trained 
conventionally twenty years ago in 
poli t ical and economic f ie lds have 
had to come to grips with the work 
of Dyos, Sutcliffe, Stedman Jones, 
Tarn and Jackson, to name but a 
few. This adjustment is e s sen t i a l 
for t e a c h e r s of h i s t o r y bo th 
because many students are deeply 
interested in the social effects of 
urbanizat ion and because i t i s 
necessary to in tegra te the urban 
dimension with tradit ional h is tory 
in order to shed new l igh t on our 
own research. For example, what 
h i s t o r i a n would now c l a i m to 
understand the decade of the 1880s 
without an acute awareness of the 
housing c r i s i s which preoccupied 
poli t icians, churchmen, journalists 
and the general publ ic . Yet to 
open the standard biographies of 

p o l i t i c i a n s such as Glads tone , 
Chamberlain and Sal isbury i s to 
read hundreds of pages abou t 
I re land, Egypt, r a d i c a l i s m and 
e l ec to ra l reform with scarcely a 
mention of housing in Gladstone1s 
c a s e and o n l y f r a g m e n t a r y 
references to Chamber l a i n T s and 
Sa l i sbury ' s i n t e r e s t s in urban 
problems. Is i t not profoundly 
revealing that Wohl can demonstrate 
t h a t G l a d s t o n e was " t o t a l l y 
uninterested" in housing reform, 
whereas Chamberlain and, to a 
greater degree, Salisbury had keen 
i n s i g h t s i n t o the dilemma and 
constructive policies to deal with 
some housing and casua l labour 
problems? Moreover, Wohl is surely 
correct to claim tha t , un t i l the 
Fabians, the Soc ia l Democratic 
Federation and the Independent 
Labour Pa r ty , as wel l as o ther 
socialist groups, are studied with 
greater r e f e r ence to the urban 
cr i s i s (in London e s p e c i a l l y ) , we 
sha l l be l i m i t e d to incomplete 
rehashings of in t e rna l p o l i t i c a l 
struggles, personality dissect ions 
and s t a l e r e v i e w s of t h e i r 
programmes for change. 

I t i s a mark of W o h l ' s 
achievement that in h i s ranging 
s t u d y he shou ld f o r c e us t o 
re-examine t r a d i t i o n a l views of 
p o l i t i c i a n s and p a r t i e s , 
ph i l an th ropy and governmenta l 
f inance, while at the same time 
presenting the fullest examination 
to da te of u rban di lemmas in 
Br i ta in T s c a p i t a l . While London 
was not in the vanguard of many 
important urban reform movements, 
he justif ies yet another study of 
that c i ty in terms both of i t s 
sheer size when compared with other 
B r i t i s h c i t i e s and i t s un ique 
importance to the United Kingdom 
and Western Europe general ly . If 
his book lacks the analysis of the 
de-industr ial izat ion of Victorian 
London, c a r e f u l l y developed by 
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Gareth Stedman Jones , t h i s omission 
i s not a se r ious flaw s ince The 
Eternal Slum ought to be read in 
conjunct ion with Jones f s Outcast 
London. 

Drawing upon a mass ive r ange 
o f p a r l i a m e n t a r y p a p e r s , 
contemporary w r i t i n g s and c u r r e n t 
s c h o l a r s h i p , Wohl t r a c e s the e a r l y 
awareness of housing problems from 
the 1840s through the c r i s i s of the 
1880s and c a r r i e s the reader to the 
Great War and a f t e r in an ex t ended 
e p i l o g u e . He i s r i g h t t o 
concent ra te the main focus of h i s 
book on t h e 1 8 8 0 s , s i n c e t h a t 
d e c a d e w i t n e s s e d t h e g r e a t e s t 
a g i t a t i o n over t he h o u s i n g c r i s i s 
b e f o r e t h e s t o r m y " h o m e s f o r 
h e r o e s " c o n t r o v e r s y i n t h e 
p o s t - 1 9 1 8 R e c o n s t r u c t i o n e r a . 
Moreover, s ince the p u b l i c a t i o n i n 
1971 of Outcast London, t h i s 
neo-Marxist explana t ion c o n c e r n i n g 
t h e i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n 
working c l a s s u n r e s t and the twin 
problems of h igh unemployment and 
wretched housing has been the most 
i n t r i g u i n g , i f c o n t r o v e r s i a l , 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n for many s tudents of 
Vic to r i an B r i t a i n . For J o n e s , t he 
va r ious bourgeo i s r e a c t i o n s - t h e 
Royal Commission of 1 8 8 4 - 5 , t h e 
r e l i e f funds of 1886 and 1889, the 
response to the London Dock S t r i k e 
of 1889 - a l l a r o s e from m i d d l e 
c l a s s f e a r , not g u i l t , about t he 
poss ib le consequences of the masses 
s u f f e r i n g f r o m t e r r i b l e 
o v e r c r o w d i n g a n d u n c e r t a i n 
e m p l o y m e n t . W o h l , w i t h h i s 
g u a r d e d l y m e l i o r i s t , l i b e r a l 
assumptions and h i s more d e t a i l e d 
h i s t o r i c a l background of r e s p o n s e s 
t o o v e r c r o w d i n g , p r o v i d e s a 
powerful a l t e r n a t i v e e x p l a n a t i o n . 
J o n e s d o e s n o t d e a l w i t h 
i n d i v i d u a l s save as he p e r c e i v e s 
t h e i r a c t s t o be a f u n c t i o n of 
t h e i r c l a s s - d e t e r m i n e d s t a t e . 
Wohl , on t h e o t h e r h a n d , u s e s 
e v i d e n c e t o a r g u e t h a t t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l s he examines a c t from a 
complex i n t e r a c t i o n of a v a r i e t y of 
m o t i v e s by no means a l l c l a s s 
d e t e r m i n e d . Hence we h a v e r i c h 
(and more convincing) p o r t r a i t s of 
many Medica l O f f i c e r s of H e a l t h , 
l e a d i n g c i v i l s e r v a n t s , 
p h i l a n t h r o p i s t s and p o l i t i c i a n s . 

Wohl shows how t h e h o u s i n g 
c r i s i s in the p e r i o d 1850 t o 1880 
was gradual ly i s o l a t e d from o t h e r 
s o c i a l problems. He e x p l a i n s more 
s a t i s f a c t o r i l y t h a n J o n e s t h e 
groping a t t e m p t s to a l l e v i a t e the 
problem, such as the Torrens Act of 
1868 and the Cross Act of 1875, as 
proceeding not from s i n i s t e r or a t 
l e a s t l i m i t e d c l a s s p e r c e p t i o n s , 
but from a legacy of Tory democracy 
and C h r i s t i a n p h i l a n t h r o p y . The 
c o m p l e x i t y of the problem i s not 
r educed to a s i m p l i s t i c M a r x i s t 
f o r m u l a , which s i m p l i c i t y J o n e s 
himself has abandoned in h i s more 
r e c e n t w r i t i n g s on working c l a s s 
c u l t u r e . Wohl c o n v i n c i n g l y 
i l l u s t r a t e s how, in an age b e f o r e 
p r o g r e s s i v e t a x a t i o n a n d t h e 
welfare s t a t e , phi lanthropy was the 
most s e n s i b l e a t t e m p t to g r a p p l e 
with imper fec t ly p e r c e i v e d s o c i a l 
p r o b l e m s . He c r e d i t s , 
p e r s u a s i v e l y , the a g i t a t i o n of both 
the enl ightened Medical Off icers of 
H e a l t h a n d s e n s a t i o n a l i s t 
j o u r n a l i s t s f o r p u s h i n g t h e 
g o v e r n i n g c l a s s e s t o w a r d s a 
r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t t he magni tude of 
the problem in London was such tha t 
municipal and s t a t e s o c i a l i s m had 
t o b e v i e w e d a s t h e o n l y 
p rogress ive means to app roach the 
h o u s i n g c r i s i s . I t i s i n t h e 
context of t h i s en l igh tenment t h a t 
we have e x c e l l e n t e v a l u a t i o n s of 
t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h e R o y a l 
Commission on Housing of 1885 and 
work of S i d n e y Webb and o t h e r 
Progress ives on the London County 
Council a f t e r 1888. 

Wohl t e n d s t o t a i l o f f by 
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1900, a l t h o u g h h i s d i s c u s s i o n of 
the impact of cheap workmen1s t r a i n 
fa res on the growth of lower c l a s s 
suburbs, with t h e i r combina t ion of 
more space but a l so dreary d e s i g n , 
i s t h o u g h t f u l l y p r e s e n t e d . But 
b o t h W o h l a n d J o n e s p r o v e 
c o n c l u s i v e l y t h a t , more than any 
o t h e r i s s u e , t h e h o u s i n g c r i s i s 
revealed the i n a b i l i t y of c l a s s i c a l 
e c o n o m i c t h e o r y t o p r o v i d e 
so lu t ions to overcrowding and many 
o t h e r s o c i a l p r o b l e m s . U n l i k e 
Wohl, however, Jones l a m e n t s t h a t 
t h e h o u s i n g c r i s i s w a s n o t 
a l l e v i a t e d t h r o u g h a r i s e i n 
p r o l e t a r i a n c lass -consc iousness but 
only by the bureaucra t i c s t a t e and 
by t h e L o n d o n L a b o u r p a r t y 
"machine" of H e r b e r t M o r r i s o n . 
Occasional ly , Wohl r e v e a l s a l a c k 
of a u t h o r i t y i n t r a d i t i o n a l 
p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y when he desc r ibes 
George Goschen, a ve ry i m p o r t a n t 
Unionist cabinet m i n i s t e r (1886 t o 
1892 and 1895 t o 1 9 0 0 ) , as h a v i n g 
d ied i n 1886. Wohl a l s o i s n o t 
completely accura te abou t , or f a i r 
t o , G l a d s t o n e . C e r t a i n l y he was 
n o t i n t e r e s t e d i n h o u s i n g 
l e g i s l a t i o n . Bu t he was n o t 
i n d i f f e r e n t t o s u f f e r i n g . Dr iven 
by a m i x t u r e of e v a n g e l i c a l z e a l 
and V i c t o r i a n s e x u a l r e p r e s s i o n , 
Gladstone often prowled the s t r e e t s 
of London1s dangerous a reas seeking 
to convince p r o s t i t u t e s to r e p e n t . 
C o n v i n c e d o f t h e t r u t h o f 
l a i s s e z - f a i r e theory , he could only 
hope t h a t t h e t e r r i b l e u r b a n 
c o n d i t i o n s h e s a w w o u l d b e 
a l l e v i a t e d t h r o u g h working c l a s s 
s e l f - h e l p f u e l e d by C h r i s t i a n 
r i g h t e o u s n e s s . Impr i soned by h i s 
i d e o l o g y and r e l y i n g so much on 
s e l f - h e l p , h e w a s f a r t o o 
o p t i m i s t i c . V i c t o r i a n u r b a n 
h i s t o r y needs to be w r i t t e n w i t h 
g r e a t e r knowledge of G l a d s t o n e 1 s 
p o l i t i c a l and m o r a l b e l i e f s . 
S i m i l a r l y , i n h i s r e f e r e n c e s t o 
Charles Booth and Seebohm Rowntree 
as s o c i a l i n v e s t i g a t o r s , he cou ld 

have p r o f i t t e d from E.P. Hennock f s 
i m p o r t a n t a r t i c l e on p o v e r t y and 
s o c i a l t h e o r y . * More s e r i o u s i s 
h i s f a i l u r e , sha red by J o n e s , to 
e x p l o r e , or even to h i n t a t , the 
poss ib l e l inks between the f a i l u r e 
to proceed with the recommendations 
of the Royal Commission on Housing 
and t h e Home Rule c r i s i s . T h a t 
c r i s i s o f 1 8 8 6 p r o d u c e d a 
g e o l o g i c a l s h i f t i n B r i t i s h 
p o l i t i c s , d i v e r t i n g , a r g u a b l y , 
e n e r g i e s from s o c i a l reform i n t o 
manoeuvrings to c r ea t e and maintain 
n e w p a r t y a l i g n m e n t s . 
Never the les s , Wohl has w r i t t e n an 
important work which i s e s s e n t i a l 
t o a l l s e r i o u s s t u d e n t s of 
Vic to r i an B r i t a i n . 

Richard Rempel 
Department of History 
McMaster University 
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Nash, Gary B. The Urban Crucible: 
Social Change, Political 
Consciousness, and The Origins of 
the American Revolution. 
C a m b r i d g e , M a s s . : H a r v a r d 
Univers i ty P r e s s , 1979 . Pp . x i x , 
548. Appendices, maps, index. 

The Progress ive i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
of the American Revolut ion, thought 
t o be n e a r d e a t h d u r i n g t h e 
h e g e m o n y o f c o n s e n s u s 
h i s t o r i o g r a p h y i n t h e 1 9 5 0 s , 
recovered much of i t s h e a l t h a f t e r 
r e s u s c i t a t i o n by the New Left in 
the 1960s. With American s o c i e t y 
torn apar t by deep d i v i s i o n s over 
the poor, m i n o r i t y r i g h t s and the 
Vietnam imbrogl io , a pas t based on 
a sense of s h a r e d v a l u e s seemed 
sanguine to many h i s t o r i a n s and one 

* S e e E . P . H e n n o c k , " P o v e r t y 
and S o c i a l T h e o r y in E n g l a n d : T h e 
E x p e r i e n c e , o f t h e 1 8 8 0 s , " Social 
History, V o l . I ( 1 9 7 6 ) , pp . 
67-9 I . 


