History of the Fabian Society
Part One: The Early Years – to 1893.
Edward Pease began his History of the Fabian Society with the following quote from the Spectator magazine in 1882:
‘Britain as a whole never was more tranquil and happy. No class is at war with society or government: there is no disaffection anywhere, the Treasury is fairly full, and the accumulations of capital are vast.’

Such a statement testifies to a sense of complacency, added to a profound lack of interest in the conditions of the bulk of the population. However, it is an important statement because it represents accurately the perceptions of the ruling class and its apologists. The early history of the Fabian Society counters that perception in that it represents a need to understand all aspects of British society with a view to bringing about changes in social and economic conditions. 
However, before the Fabian Society was founded in 1884 the first inclination was to form a community away from society. The founding body – The Fellowship of the New Life (or Vita Nuova) - was based on the teachings of Thomas Davidson, a Scotsman who had set up Ethical Churches in the United States. The early meetings explored the possibility of a communistic society which would assist in the moral regeneration of wider society. This idea attracted not only possible Socialists but also those who sought greater personal or sexual freedom of expression.
Within a month those who favoured attempts to begin a ‘new life’ drifted away from those who sought wider political change. The latter individuals carried a proposal that ‘the Competitive system assures the happiness and the comfort of the few at the expense of the suffering of the many and that Society must be reconstituted in such a manner as to secure the general welfare and happiness.’  The parting of the ways was amicable – some people continued to be members of both bodies – and the Fellowship of the New Life continued to develop ideas and circulate them in the publication Seedtime for another 15 years.
The name of the Fabian Society was chosen to commemorate the Roman General Quintus Fabius, known as the Cunctator (or the ‘delayer’) for his policy of avoiding direct conflict. The intention of the choice of name was to convey the rejection of any revolutionary change in favour of evolution or ‘the inevitability of gradualness’.
The early Fabian Society, set up in January 1884, was wholly London-based and operated on the basis of fortnightly meetings addressed by a speaker. The ‘Lecture Committee’ of the Society set out to organise lectures which would cover the whole range of Socialist subjects. In London, a seven-week course was held to inform prospective members of the basis of Socialist thought and the speakers included George Bernard Shaw, Annie Besant and Hubert Bland. 
The Society published these early talks in the Fabian essays in Socialism which brought about a demand for expansion outside of London. However, the Executive were not prepared to let other branches develop their own perceptions of Fabian Socialism and wished to retain close control. In 1891 a series of lectures were presented in Manchester and district but the speakers, particularly Sidney Webb, experienced some hostility from weavers who opposed the campaign for an eight-hour day. However, in the period between 20 September and 27 October sixty lectures were delivered in Liverpool, Hebden Bridge, Preston and Salford and throughout Lancashire & Yorkshire.
These lectures accelerated the process of branch formation with branches in Hyde, Manchester, Oldham and Huddersfield as well as in the West Midlands and Northern Ireland. The most important legacy of this period was the establishment of the ‘Fabian Tract’ as the principal vehicle for Fabian Society ideas. 
The production of tracts was accompanied by an increasing interest in local democratic elections. Many of the tracts concentrated on establishing a framework of facts for local campaigners and arming candidates with proposals for ‘municipal socialism’. The official history of the early years of the Fabian Society [The history of the Fabian Society by Edward Pease] points out that ‘the Society had a virtual monopoly in the production of political pamphlets in which facts and figures were marshalled in support of propositions of reform based on Socialism.’
The reasonableness of such pamphlets was intended to act as a counter to what was seen as the ‘wilder’ end of Socialism embodied by the Social Democratic Federation (SDF). 
In January 1893 the Fabian Society attended the Bradford Conference which had been called to set up an independent working class political party. The Society hoped to convince delegates of the need to stay with Liberalism and adopt a policy of permeation.

However, they had to overcome an objection to their right to be present and for a while Bernard Shaw was banished to the gallery. Such was the strength of feeling for the establishment of a working class political party that the Fabian Society realised that they had little support. The Independent Labour Party (ILP) was established and the Fabian Society started to reconsider where it stood.
In late 1893 Bernard Shaw and Sidney Webb set up their own campaign to examine the ways in which the working class ought to move on from Liberalism and form a party of their own. This campaign arose out of an article entitled To your tents, O Israel and involved the production of a manifesto and a tract [no. 49] entitled Plan of campaign for Labour.
However, many of those in the Fabian Society in London still thought that the working class was ‘not ready’ to take such a step and some members resigned. In the light of this, the Fabian Society prevaricated in order to allow Liberalism an opportunity to carry out reforms.
The Working Class Movement Library has a wealth of material to come in and read on the early history of the Fabian Society and many of the people involved.  We also have an excellent collection of significant Fabian tracts and other publications. 
The history of the Fabian Society [A56] by Edward Pease was written in 1916 and Bernard Shaw wrote The Fabian Society: an early history in 1892 [in Fabian Tracts]. The Library also has Educate, agitate, organize: 100 years of Fabian Socialism by Patricia Pugh [H23] and The first Fabians by N & J Mackenzie [E03].  A more recent work by C E Hill (1996) is available entitled Understanding the Fabian essays in Socialism (1889) [M31].

Some early works available in the Library include What Socialism means by Sidney Webb, 1888 [J21/2],  The basis of the Fabian Society [Fabian Society – Box 2] and Fabian Society – objects & methods by Sidney Webb [Fabian Society – Box 1].  Of particular note is a paper read to the Manchester & District Fabian Society on 10 February 1891 by R J Derfel [Socialism – Box 1].

The Library also has a range of early Fabian Society annual reports [Fabian Society – Box 1].
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