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On Politics and Journalism: The Splendid Fail‐

ure 

In  the  introduction  to  his  recent  book  on

newspaper politics  in the Early Republic,  Jeffrey

Pasley comments wearily  that  "Political  and cul‐

tural  historians  have  often  used  newspapers  as

sources, but they have rarely done justice to the

press as a historical phenomenon in itself."[1] Pas‐

ley's comment comes to mind when reading Eric

Hopkins'  biography of  Charles  Frederick Gurney

Masterman (1873-1927), a British journalist of na‐

tional  stature  and  Liberal  Party  politician.  Hop‐

kins, a well-known social historian, who has writ‐

ten extensively on the British working classes dur‐

ing  the  nineteenth  and  twentieth  centuries,[2]

presents  a  detailed  and  well  contextualized  ac‐

count of Masterman's social background, personal

life and political career. However, the journalistic

aspects of his career, although presented through‐

out the book, are left dangling: they lack the rich

background  information  and  detailed  analysis

that otherwise accompany the narrative. 

This uneven treatment of Masterman's career

is the result of the questions Hopkins set out to an‐

swer in his study. For students of Edwardian Bri‐

tain, Masterman is not an unknown figure waiting

to  be re-discovered:  he  published several  books,

and is considered a typical Edwardian Liberal in‐

tellectual and reformer; he took a decisive part in

framing  and  implementing  the  Liberal  govern‐

ment's reforms of the pre-War years; and during

the First World War he built and put to work the

first propaganda corps,  from which the Ministry

of  Information grew.[3]  Against  the  backdrop of

this brilliant career, Masterman was very much a

political  failure,  occupying  a  Parliamentary  seat

for  only  nine  years  and  winning  elections  only

five times over two decades (which saw successive

political  crises,  with  numerous  general-  and  by-

elections),  plunging  from  a  Cabinet  post  to

poverty, and from the promise of great intellect to

a life of alcohol and drugs. Such an intriguing fig‐

ure called for a scholarly biography to replace the

existing  biography written by Masterman's  wife,

which slighted many personal aspects of his life.



Hopkins,  armed  with  the  Masterman  papers,

made  available  only  recently,  wanted  to  figure

them out.[4] 

Charles Masterman was, as Hopkins describes

him,  "a  highly  complex  man,"  whose  "sad  and

moving story" resulted not only from political mis‐

judgment or the decline of the Liberal party. Hop‐

kins' conclusion is that he was "a brilliant and tal‐

ented man whose temperament was perhaps his

own  worst  enemy"  (p.  ix).  To  understand  this

highly  intellectual  but  deeply  emotional  man,

Hopkins pursues a detailed--almost overbearingly

so--biography, that attempts to unravel, along side

his journalistic and political careers, his psycholo‐

gical history. He thus dwells on his upbringing and

family background, and emphasizes his recurrent

attacks of clinical depression, his rather unusual

family life, his apparently non-abusive homosexu‐

al-pedophilic  tendency,  and his  abuse  of  alcohol

and drugs. 

Masterman,  born  in  1873,  had  a  strict  and

evangelical  upbringing.  He won a scholarship to

Christ's College, where he read literature, politics

and religion ("Moral Science"), earning two Firsts

(1895, 1896). As a student he grew closer to New

Liberalism (with its typical interest in the plight of

the urban poor) and Christian Socialism. In hope

of becoming close to working class people and af‐

fecting their lives culturally and spiritually (which

he  eventually  felt  he  could  not  realize),  Master‐

man  lived  for  eight  years  (1900-1908)  in  South

London,  two  of  them in  a  settlement-like  apart‐

ment in Albany Dwellings. 

His growing interest in social reform and sup‐

port for the Liberal party led him after graduation

to contribute articles to several Liberal papers and

to  a  Christian  Social  Union  journal.  Masterman

also toyed at the time with the idea of establishing,

with several friends, a weekly penny paper advoc‐

ating Christian Socialism, but they were unable to

come up with the necessary funds. Early in 1903

his  journalistic  career  received  a  substantial

boost, when he became the literary editor of the

Daily News. Masterman continued to serve in this

capacity after he became a Member of Parliament,

while  contributing  also  to  other  Liberal  papers.

Hopkins  fails  to  mention  that  all  the  papers  he

wrote for were part of the thriving Liberal journ‐

alism of  the  time,  and that  the  Daily  News was

probably the most important Liberal daily, with a

large, national circulation.[5] Nor does he make it

clear how active Masterman remained in journal‐

ism after he was promoted to a governmental pos‐

ition. For the six years he performed government

work (beginning in 1908), all Hopkins mentions is

that by 1912, "[a]ccording to one authority on the

period" Masterman was one of Lloyd George's two

"closest  journalistic  lieutenants  [that]  were  paid

public  relations  assistants  cranking  out  columns

of  hand-outs  for  newspapers  and  writing

speeches" (p. 114). Nothing more. 

Unfortunately little is said about his journal‐

ism,  except  when discussing his  two volumes of

collected essays (and several other of his ten pub‐

lished  books).  Hopkins  describes  Masterman's

journalistic  writing  as  rather  literary  but  very

readable, exhibiting considerable skill, great lucid‐

ity and belonging to "the higher form of journal‐

ism, urbane, erudite, with a stylish turn of phrase"

(pp.  49-50).  In  his  more  descriptive  articles  he

drew largely upon his South London experience,

describing with a vivid, non-sentimental style the

life in working-class neighborhoods. As a publicist

he discussed a variety of topics, but he always re‐

turned to what Hopkins refers to as "Masterman‐

land" (p. 74): "the deserted countryside, the state

of  the  poor,  unemployment,  housing,  slum  chil‐

dren,  and  urban  living  conditions  generally"  (p.

66).  His  writings  represented  the  social  thought

and interests of the New Liberalism, concentrating

on the need to ameliorate the state of the urban

poor, but they lacked any practical aspect, such as

a  discussion  of  economic  matters  or  of  possible

solutions.  Instead,  he emphasized over and over

again the need for spiritual regeneration, or "mor‐

al advancement" (p. 203). Like other Christian So‐

cialists  (and  Edwardian  Liberal  intellectuals  in
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general, as Samuel Hynes argues), he was "strong

on the evils of industrial capitalism, but less forth‐

coming on how to cure those evils" (p. 50).[6] 

Masterman's journalistic career seems to have

given the starting push to his  political  life.  Hop‐

kins  notes,  although  in  vague  manner,  that  by

1903 his Daily News career made him well-enough

known that he was asked to stand for Parliament

on behalf of the Liberal Party. He eventually won

in the general landslide elections of January 1906,

which  established  the  Liberals  as  the  party  in

power.  Hopkins  neglects  to  contextualize  the

journalist-politician phenomena. It is worthwhile

to point out, however, that Masterman was one of

several  Liberal-party  journalists  (as  well  as

writers  and  academics)  who  had  entered  the

House of Commons at the time. For many of them,

work on the editorial staff of a London, or large

provincial daily was "quite a common entree into

politics".[7] 

Masterman's  rise  in  politics  was  swift.

Between 1908 and 1913 he filled a series govern‐

ment  positions  under  Winston  Churchill  and

Lloyd George. He helped Lloyd George with shap‐

ing,  and particularly with passing,  the most cru‐

cial  budgetary and reform Acts  implemented by

the  pre-War  Liberal  government.  The  most  im‐

portant  of  these was the National  Insurance Act

(1911) -  the first national scheme for health and

unemployment  insurance.  For  three  years

(1912-1915)  he  played  a  decisive  role  in  imple‐

menting the act, first in establishing the new na‐

tional health organization, and then in overseeing

its operation. This was an immense task, "perhaps

the  greatest  positive  achievement  of  his  entire

political career" (p. 122), in which he invested all

his time and energy. Although the Liberal health

scheme is considered by present-day historians as

"a corner-stone of  the modern welfare state"  (p.

109),  it  attracted  wide-spread  opposition,  from

both Conservatives and working class people (who

resented  its  compulsory  nature).  Owing  to  his

seminal role in passing the act and implementing

it, all of this criticism was directed personally at

him, both in Parliament and in the press, particu‐

larly  by the Northcliffe papers.  These venomous

attacks,  some  personal  in  character,  may  well

have contributed to the beginning of his political

downfall.  In February 1914, he was promoted to

the  Cabinet  as  Chancellor  of  the  Duchy  of  Lan‐

caster, but since he lost three elections in one year

and was unable to secure a seat in Parliament, he

was  compelled  to  resign  by  early  1915.  Mater‐

man's health problems, political misjudgment on

his part and his inaptitude in nurturing constitu‐

encies, a complex political situation in the party,

and  eventually  the  decline  of  the  Liberal  party

were the primary causes of his repeated failures,

which went on until 1923. Nevertheless, one can‐

not ignore the role of the press, since attacks on

him and on the Insurance System appeared from

1911  on,  and  well  into  the  War  years.  Unfortu‐

nately for the journalism historian, Hopkins neg‐

lects to develop this topic or to evaluate the impact

of such attacks on Masterman's political career. 

Shortly  after  the  war  broke out,  Masterman

was put in charge of  a new propaganda depart‐

ment  (known  as  Wellington  House).  Once  again

Masterman was to employ his excellent organiza‐

tional skills, as he put to use his familiarity with

the  leading  journalistic  and  literary  elite  of  the

country,  in  building  a  new organization and as‐

sembling an impressive staff. As the excellent res‐

ults  of  this  department  were  kept  secret,  while

many leading newspaper editors were resentful of

its  privileged  publishing  activities,  further  criti‐

cism  of  Masterman  was  again  in  the  press.  His

idealistic  drive  helped  him  stay  in  this  capacity

until the end of the war in November 1918, des‐

pite continuous reductions in salary and reorgan‐

izations, which unfairly reduced his responsibility

to only a section of the propaganda machinery he

himself built. An advisory committee, consisting of

Lord Northcliffe and other press lords, was at least

partially  responsible  for  these  changes.  Further‐

more, he did so while giving up his own journalist‐

ic writing, which would have re-established his ca‐

H-Net Reviews

3



reer and promised better earnings and freedom.

Tragically, and due largely to his cold relations at

this  time with  Lloyd George,  his  contribution to

the  war  efforts  were  largely  forgotten,  and  the

only  honors  he  received  were  from  the  Belgian

government. 

In 1919 he returned to journalism. He wrote

again for Liberal  newspapers,  including The Na‐

tion, for which he wrote a weekly column on Par‐

liamentary proceedings from 1923 until near his

death. But with "Liberalism becoming something

of a dying creed" (p. 179), and it becoming harder

for freelance writers to get published in the post-

war  period  (a  statement  Hopkins  does  not  ex‐

plain),  Masterman  was  unable  to  rebuild  his

journalistic  career.  Poor  physical  and  mental

health, exasperated by recurrent disappointments

and constant worry over his diminishing income,

led  him  to  excessive  drinking  and  "self-medica‐

tions" (addiction to drugs), which made it harder

for him to write and worsened his already serious

financial problems. 

Masterman finally returned to Parliament in

1923. Once again he was instrumental in shaping

and passing an important bill--Wheatley's Housing

Bill, probably the greatest achievement of the first

Labour  government.  Although  a  Liberal  MP,  his

strong  support  for  the  government  led  some  to

claim that he was in essence "leading the Labour

Party"  (p.  218).  Unfortunately,  this  Parliament

ended  abruptly  after  less  than  a  year  with  the

resignation of the first Labour Government (Octo‐

ber 1924). In the ensuing election Masterman lost

his seat, never to return to politics again, and dy‐

ing three years later. 

Three  aspects  of  Masterman's  life  are  of  in‐

terest  to  (mass)  communication  historians:  his

newspaper  writing;  the  press  treatment  of  his

political  career;  and  his  contribution  to  British

propaganda during World War I. As already men‐

tioned, many questions regarding the first two is‐

sues are left unanswered, nor does Hopkins break

new ground on the third topic. Masterman's journ‐

alism is  examined for  its  content  and style,  but

since Hopkins read only the reprinted articles, it

remains unclear how representative these collec‐

ted essays were of his work. Neither is it clear how

extensive his journalistic writing was, how much

of  it  was  publicist  and  how  much  descriptive.

Likewise,  more  could  have  been  said  about  the

way he was represented in the attacking press, as

well  as its possible impact on leading politicians

and on public opinion; nothing,  it  should be ad‐

ded, is mentioned regarding positive coverage of

his  governmental  work  in  Liberal  newspapers.

The  dynamic  relations  between  journalism  and

politics are barely discussed, while the journalistic

developments in early twentieth century Britain,

such as the shifting dominance, around 1910, from

the Liberal press to the Conservative press, are left

completely out of the study.[8] Similarly, names of

newspapers, publishers and editors are presented

with almost no comment. 

All  this  stands  in  contrast  with  the  political

and social  background that  are  well-woven into

the  chronological  narrative  of  Masterman's  life.

Thus, the book is clearly of little value in under‐

standing British journalism, except perhaps for a

survey of New Liberalism thought, in which case it

does not  go much beyond Samuel  Hynes'  thesis.

While the book present a picture of late-Victorian

and Edwardian England through a fascinating life

story, and makes for pleasant reading, the overly

detailed  and  somewhat  repetitive  description  of

his  personal  life,  do  not  make this  book recom‐

mended for class reading in social or political his‐

tory. Nevertheless, it will serve well any scholarly

research on Edwardian politics.  Notwithstanding

its weaknesses, Hopkins has presented a full, well

indexed and authoritative biography of an import‐

ant figure, a "brilliant and remarkable individual,"

who although not  forgotten,  had not  been,  until

the publication of this volume, "accorded his prop‐

er place in history".[9] 

A  final  comment  on  price  and  setting:  al‐

though a hard cover book, and taking into account
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that it  is  aimed exclusively for library purchase,

the publisher's price of $119.95 (and even $95.96

after  discount)  seems unreasonably high for  the

rather short book that it is. The 300 pages are not

even single-spaced in the manner of most books,

and although providing for comfortable reading,

they could have easily been set into a much slim‐

mer, and cheaper, volume. 
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