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FOREWORD


Anyone who becomes leader of the Conservative Party is deeply conscious of its long and remarkable history. There is the roll-call of famous names: William Pitt the Younger, the Duke of Wellington, Sir Robert Peel, Benjamin Disraeli, Lord Salisbury, Winston Churchill and Margaret Thatcher. There is also the long list of great events – milestones in our island story – for which the Conservative Party has been responsible. The list includes the repeal of the Corn Laws, which laid the basis for late-Victorian prosperity (though the short-term interests of the Party itself were gravely damaged by the political consequences); the rapid expansion of Britain’s largely beneficent empire; the growth of the electorate by giving the vote to urban working men in 1867 and to younger women in 1928; the huge widening of educational opportunities through Rab Butler’s 1944 Act, a Tory-inspired measure passed by the wartime coalition; and, most recently, the ‘Thatcherite revolution’, which will inspire much historical writing in the years ahead.


Conservatism itself does not spring from the works of any single philosopher. It embodies a long historical tradition which has adapted itself with immense skill to changing circumstances over the centuries. As one of the many influential publications produced by the party itself after 1945, The Conservative Faith in a Modern Age, put it: ‘On Conservatism there are many books. But the only textbook of Conservatism is the history of the British people, their institutions, their traditions, their accumulated wisdom and their character.’ While recognising the substantial contributions that other political parties have made to the development of Britain, Conservatives are deeply aware of the extent to which their history is also the history of their country.


How far back do the Conservative Party and its unique traditions go? There are some who argue that they stem from the era of parliamentary reform in the 1830s. The name ‘Conservative Party’ first appeared in the political vocabulary in 1830 itself. But I have always taken the view that our political bloodline goes back to the Exclusion Crisis of 1680 when the Gaelic word ‘Tory’, meaning thief or brigand, was first applied to a group of British politicians. The occasion was the likely succession to the throne of the Catholic Duke of York, later King James II. Other politicians, to whom the word ‘Whig’ was applied, meaning sour milk, formed a second political party with the aim of altering the line of hereditary succession to exclude the Duke from the throne. The Tories, of course, won the immediate political argument! Recent historical research tends to support the long political antecedents of the modern Conservative Party. Certainly, the Duke of Wellington and Sir Robert Peel – the leaders of the Party in the 1830s – did not regard themselves as the creators of a new party but as the heirs of distinctive Tory political force which had existed throughout most of the eighteenth century.


What has been the Conservative Party’s secret of success, and the source of its political longevity? The answer to that question is quite simple: it has never set its face against change or sought to become a reactionary force like some right-wing continental parties in the past. Disraeli gave eloquent expression to the point in a famous speech in Edinburgh in 1867:


In a progressive country change is a constant; and the question is not whether you should resist change which is inevitable, but whether that change should be carried out in deference to the manners, the customs, the laws, and the traditions of a people, or whether it should be carried out in deference to abstract principles, and arbitrary and general doctrines.


Throughout its long history the Conservative Party has rejected ‘abstract principles and arbitrary and general doctrines’ in favour of policies that respect the unique history and character of the British people. In the nineteenth century the Party turned itself from being the spokesman of the narrow views of the landed interest into the representative of all types and conditions of men with an organisation after 1867 which linked the Party in the constituencies to the leaders at Westminster. Time and again it showed its clear understanding of peoples’ real wishes and needs. As long ago as 1926 a Tory councillor in Leeds defiantly told his Labour opponents ‘it is a good thing for people to buy their homes’ at a time when most lived in rented property. History was on his side, as the remarkable success of Margaret Thatcher’s ‘right to buy’ policy was to show in the 1980s.


Like all bodies and institutions that span the centuries, the Conservative Party has had its share of reverses. But on each occasion it set to work to restore its fortunes, re-examining both the structure of its organisation and the fundamentals of its policies in the tradition that Disraeli had provided for it.


This book depicts the achievements of the oldest political party in the democratic world, and shows how it recovered from its setbacks.


Michael Howard


July 2004




THE ARGUMENT


Many histories of the Conservative Party have been written, although not an illustrated one since Sheila Moore’s twenty-five years ago. The authors believe illustrated histories have a unique role to play in gaining a full and rounded understanding of the past. The photographs, posters, paintings, cartoons and caricatures in the following pages convey a sense of the party’s past that words alone can never fully capture.


This is not a freshly researched history, although it has tried to convey recent trends in research and interpretation. For academic history, one should turn above all to the work of John Ramsden, who has taken over from Robert Blake as the leading historian of the party, and whose work is listed, with others, in the bibliography.


The argument in this book is that the Conservative Party is a far less settled body than popularly believed: indeed, its very fluidity and adaptability has allowed it to survive for so long and through such seismic changes in the political landscape. The party swiftly and regularly adapted itself to each new political system as it emerged. A more rigid, rule-defined party might not have survived (the party did not adopt a formal constitution until 1998). Core beliefs do exist – defence of property, importance of the nation, a belief in organic, not sudden change – but this is not saying much. Many left-of-centre parties hold such beliefs. Much more remarkable have been the many changes, indeed, often complete reversals in what the party has stood for. The party thus championed the aristocracy, the empire and a universal welfare state, then moved away from them when they were no longer in tune with the electorate. The party organisation has provided some continuity, but much less than might appear at first sight. The party organisation, as the book reveals, has invented and reinvented itself: at times an elite, a mass membership, a voluntary and a professional, a parliamentary and an extra-parliamentary organisation. Not even the name of the party has been constant: Tory, Conservative, Unionist, National are labels that have been used to describe the party at different times.


The party’s extraordinary electoral success has come from its ability to align itself with the powerful interests in the nation – which have themselves evolved over two hundred years – and by its finding a succession of leaders, nine in number, who have personified and defined the party, given it its particular policies, appeal, style and structure, to suit different ages. These leaders – William Pitt ‘the Younger’, Lord Liverpool, Robert Peel, Benjamin Disraeli, Lord Salisbury, Stanley Baldwin, Winston Churchill, Harold Macmillan and Margaret Thatcher – have so dominated the party that it makes sense, as the book does, to call the party after them – for example, ‘Pitt’s Party’, which was utterly different to ‘Thatcher’s Party’.


There was, however, no ‘Derby Party’, ‘Bonar Law Party’ nor ‘Heath Party’. The challenge is for Michael Howard to define the party. He has, at last, ended the Thatcher Party, which lasted a full thirteen years after her fall. He now has to provide the policies fit for the twenty-first century, devise a modern organisation, and ensure the message reaches a broad enough section of the nation to inspire them to vote for the party. The challenge is heightened because New Labour has, since 1994, stolen the Conservative Party’s two secret weapons, its non-doctrinaire adaptability, and its hunger for office. In Tony Blair, Michael Howard faces the party’s most formidable opponent since Palmerston in the mid-nineteenth century, a figure, like Blair, whose policies gave him the appeal of a Tory and who parked his Liberal Party solidly in the middle ground of politics, fortified by a strong economy and by the support of the middle classes. Blair is the first Labour leader in the party’s history to emulate the winning Tory formula: that is his genius.


Time will tell whether Howard will be the tenth Conservative leader to define the party and lead it back to power. What is certain is that without such a historic figure, any recovery would be short-lived, not epoch-making.




ONE


EARLY BEGINNINGS TO THE PARTY OF PEEL: 1640–1867


There has never been one Conservative Party. Rather, throughout the last three and a half centuries, under a variety of names and with different purposes and fluctuating beliefs, there has been a grouping that has formed and reformed itself, but which is recognisably the same entity. Its nature at any given moment has been defined largely by the character and views of the dominant leader of the day, by the political system in which it operated and by the nature of the Opposition that it confronted. Generations of historians have argued over exactly when the party was born. While the earliest roots lie with the Royalist cause in the English Civil War, contemporary historians such as John Barnes refer to the 140 years between the beheading of Charles I in 1649 and that of Louis XVI in 1789 as the party’s ‘pre-history’. Pitt the Younger’s eighteen and a half years in office is often cited as the party’s true starting point, while others insist Peel’s leadership in the 1830s marked the birth of the modern party. Ultimately, looking for evidence of a coherent Conservative Party through the centuries is a mistake. It is better to see each of the phases in the party’s existence since the Civil War in terms of a family tree with each generation less and less like its ancestors. Michael Howard might look at Edward Hyde in the 1640s and see some similarities, but the grouping they head is radically different.


TORY ANCESTORS: 1640–1714


In his seminal work The History of the Tory Party 1640–1714 (1924), the historian Keith Feiling traces the origins of the Conservative Party to the Royalists who backed Charles I in the civil wars of the 1640s. The Royalists sought to maintain the authority of the Crown in the face of the puritan challenge that led ultimately to the beheading of Charles I in January 1649. More subtly, the origins of Toryism can be traced to the moderate royalists like Sir Edward Hyde and Lord Falkland, who tried to find a ‘middle way’ between the intransigence of the monarchy and the increasing radicalism of the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary forces ranged against it.


No middle way could be found and the Royalists went into exile or underground until the monarchy was restored in 1660. The financial situation in which the restored monarch, Charles II, found himself meant that he could not do without Parliament. He had to look to his ministers, principally Hyde (now Earl of Clarendon) and subsequently the Earl of Danby to organise a ‘Court’ party, which would back him in the House of Commons. Part of the difficulty in tracing the ancestry of the Tory party springs from the fact that as long as the Crown was an active player in the political game, groups that supported the royal prerogative found it hard to distinguish themselves as entities in their own right. The next phase in party development came when the legitimacy of the monarch was called into question during the Exclusion Crisis of 1679–81. As Charles had no children, his brother James, the Duke of York, was next in line for the throne. Yet because James was a Catholic, a group of parliamentarians, known as the ‘Whigs’, tried to pass a law barring him from the succession. Those who stood against the Whigs and supported the Crown were dubbed ‘Tories’, initially a gibe which implied Catholic brigands from Ireland, but soon, as a result of Royalist propaganda, a label worn with pride. While the Tories disliked Catholicism just as much as the Whigs, they viewed the attempt to interfere in the succession as unconstitutional and thought it threatened England with a return to the horrors of the 1640s.


With the Tories on side, Charles II saw off the Whig challenge and James II came to the throne in 1685. But many of those who had supported the Crown were soon alienated by the way in which James advanced Catholics and sought to recast the monarchy along the absolutist model of his French contemporary, Louis XIV. Torn between their support for the Crown and their deep attachment to the Church of England, which they saw to be threatened by James II, many Tories chose the latter and secretly invited William of Orange to intervene. The Glorious Revolution, though largely bloodless, still remained of considerable embarrassment to the Tories, who although pleased that James had fled the country, remained instinctively hostile to William assuming the title of king. The emergence of a dual monarchy, James’s daughter Mary sharing the throne with her husband William, did much to reconcile them to what had happened, but they felt considerably happier once William was dead and James’s younger daughter Anne succeeded to the throne in 1702.


Initially, however, Anne’s accession did not bring about the boon in influence that many Tories had hoped for. While the Queen’s principal allies, Godolphin and Marlborough, were Tory in sympathy, they were determined to maintain a cross-party administration. Yet as the character of the administration began to tilt towards the Whigs, Anne, a staunch Anglican, grew increasingly resentful. In the end she turned to Harley and a predominantly Tory administration, and Harley’s younger ally, the mercurial Lord Bolingbroke, worked to deliver the Tories a monopoly of power.


Queen Anne’s death in 1714 changed everything. Her successor, George of Hanover, Anne’s second cousin once removed, had been selected by Parliament over James II’s Catholic descendants on the grounds that he was Protestant. Feiling argues that the ‘first’ Tory party came to an end with Queen Anne’s death. It would be more correct to say that the Tory administration was bitterly divided between the supporters of the incoming Hanoverian monarch, and a significant minority who looked to a King ‘over the water’, James II’s son, as the rightful heir. The Whigs exploited the frustrations of this minority, claiming that the Tories had tried to engineer the succession of a Catholic to the throne. An abortive invasion by the ‘Old Pretender’ (James II’s son) in 1715 served to confirm that the threat was real. In the next twenty-five years, the Whig Robert Walpole was to make good use of the ‘Jacobite taint’ to keep the Tories out of power.


OUT IN THE COLD: 1714–83


Few anticipated the swiftness of the Tory party’s decline. A critical mistake was the refusal of the entire ‘Hanoverian’ faction, Nottingham apart, to take office, but they had no reason to anticipate the disastrous defeat the party suffered in the January 1715 election. By then the Whigs had conducted a ferocious purge of the royal household, lord lieutenancies, revenue departments, military posts, legal offices and magistracies. The votes cast for the two parties were roughly equal, but Whig success in edging home in the smaller boroughs gave them a crucial victory, 341 Whigs being returned against 217 Tories. In September, Scottish Tories joined in the unsuccessful ‘Jacobite’ uprising against the new King, which further reinforced the identity of purpose between King George and his Whig ministers.


Despite long years in the cold, the Tory grouping did not lose its cohesion, and successive splits in the governing Whigs seemed to afford them a chance to return to office. On every occasion, however, temporary allies betrayed them. Their strength diminished: in 1715 they still commanded almost a third of MPs, but by 1742 that proportion had fallen to a quarter. Yet support also fell for Walpole. A key contributing factor was the return of Bolingbroke from exile and his co-founding of The Craftsman with the most brilliant of the Whig dissidents, Pulteney. The journal lambasted Walpole’s corrupt practices and, more constructively, preached the virtues of a national administration that would bury forever the names of Whig and Tory. Later generations of Tories have looked back to Bolingbroke for eternal truths about Toryism, but his purpose was more pragmatic and short term. He and Pulteney wanted Walpole out. Although it took time for the dissident Whigs to join in a broad-bottomed opposition to Walpole, the Tories already enjoyed their co-operation at constituency level. The 1741 election destroyed Walpole’s majority and brought about his fall within months, but the Tories gained little because the Whig Duke of Newcastle engineered a pact with Pulteney that ensured that the new administration remained almost entirely Whig.


The Tories now placed their hopes in the future, or more precisely, in the next king, George II’s grandson. Under the tutelage of Lord Bute, the future George III became convinced that, when he came to the throne, he should appoint politicians on their personal strengths, not their party affiliation: the Whig hegemony looked set to end. Sure enough, when George III succeeded his grandfather in 1760, he brought Tories back to court and installed Bute as a Secretary of State. The Tories supported Bute in his desire for peace with France, which came to fruition with the Treaty of Paris in 1763. Bute then stood down and Grenville emerged as his successor, heading what William Pitt immediately dubbed ‘a Tory administration’. Considered an insult at that time, Pitt’s claim was that the new ministry supported ‘royal’ government along pre-1688 lines. Yet this was only partially true. Many of Grenville’s ministers were Whigs and while a majority of Tories were ready to give their support to the King, the party was now split and a considerable number sided with the Opposition.


Gradually, a new party alignment began to take shape as George III manoeuvred to secure a ministry more to his liking. Although at one on policy, Grenville and the King were at odds on patronage and the continued influence of Bute, and in 1765, George dismissed him as Prime Minister. His replacement, the Marquess of Rockingham, adopted a conciliatory tone towards the increasingly rebellious American colonies. He even succeeded in repealing Grenville’s Stamp Act, which had placed new duties on the American colonialists, despite vociferous opposition from within his administration, most notably from the self-styled ‘King’s Friends’, backed by the monarch. In 1766, the divided government finally collapsed and the King charged Pitt with forming a new ministry. By now the Tory party was hopelessly divided, one group working closely with the King’s Friends, while those who had followed Rockingham or Grenville into opposition remained loyal to their new leaders.


Under Pitt’s ministry from 1766, the King’s Friends became increasingly prominent. The press and opposition parties branded the government as ‘Tory’, to the fury of Pitt’s supporters. After just two years, mounting protests from the American colonies about duties on trade and Pitt’s increasingly poor health precipitated his departure, making way for the Duke of Grafton. Grafton too found his time dominated by the American colonies and proved no more able than Pitt to hold a government together. In 1770, he resigned. His successor, Lord North, described himself as a Whig, but came from a Tory family that had come to terms with the Whig ascendancy. His command of parliamentary debate and his skill at managing the country’s finances were the major reasons for his twelve-year tenure of power. A successful minister while peace lasted, North’s reputation was destroyed by the loss of the American colonies and his refusal to embrace calls for government reform. The Crown’s defeat at Yorktown in November 1781 left North in no doubt that he must make peace with the colonialists. George III would not let him do so but neither would he let North resign. When defeat became inevitable, the King finally let him go and turned to the Opposition.


There followed considerable government instability, with three different prime ministers serving between 1782 and 1783, until in December 1873, George asked the 24-year-old William Pitt (‘the Younger’) to form a ministry. Pitt could count on the support from the Court and Treasury element in the Commons and also had the support of avowed King’s men. But what mattered more was his public reputation as the champion of reform and retrenchment. That brought him support from the independents, who had brought down North in 1782. Consequently, even before the election in 1784, Pitt was well on the way to achieving a majority in the Commons.


THE PITT PARTY: 1783–1806


There followed a 23-year period of Tory dominance. Except it was not really a period of ‘Tory’ hegemony at all, with Pitt terming himself an ‘independent Whig’, and ‘Tory’ remaining a term of abuse. Not until the early nineteenth century did MPs generally describe themselves as ‘Tories’, while the label ‘Tory’, applying to newspapers and journals, the principal media forms of the day, was not in general use until after 1820. More confusingly still, Pitt (like his father, William Pitt ‘the Elder’) was identified originally not with Anglicanism, one of the Tories’ core beliefs, but with the Dissenters. Nor could one say that Pitt was ‘right-wing’ in contrast to the ‘left-wing’ Whigs, as the terms right-wing and left-wing did not exist before they were coined based on the seating plan of the pro- and anti-reform groupings in the French Assembly in 1789.


In what sense, then, can one label the period from 1783 to 1806 (under Pitt until 1801, then Addington until 1804 and under Pitt again until 1806) one of Tory hegemony? Until 1788–9, it made no real sense to label Pitt’s administration ‘Tory’. He saw his primary duty more as providing stable and efficient government than following any particular set of principles. But Pitt’s own independence and position was greatly enhanced following George’s first period of incapacity through mental illness from 1788, which accelerated the long-term shift in power from the monarchy to government ministers. Some historians have seen George’s madness as the moment when a ‘Tory’ government came into existence (in place of the ‘King’s government’). A further boost to the Tory cause came from the French Revolution in 1789. Although the events were welcomed in some quarters as a just fate for Louis XVI as head of England’s old enemy, it soon became alarmingly clear that if not only the monarchy but also landed interests were to be terminated in France, they could be in Britain also. After war was begun in 1793 against Revolutionary France, the status quo in Britain bound ever more tightly together in a common cause against the republicans and radicals across the English Channel. The following year, the Whigs split, and a faction led by Rockingham came over to join Pitt’s government, establishing an alliance between monarchists and the landed interests, and leaving just a small rump of the more radical Whigs on the outside. The identification of a common enemy produced a popular upsurge of Toryism, spawning across the country ‘King’ and ‘Constitution’ clubs, ‘Pitt’ clubs and ‘Constitutional Associations’.


One of the Whigs to join Pitt in 1794 was Edmund Burke, regarded as the profoundest thinker on the evolution of Conservatism in Britain. Burke’s fundamental insight was that society is organic, and that change must be evolutionary, not revolutionary, and in line with social and national traditions. Authority, hallowed over the ages, had an automatic entitlement to be respected, but change was inevitable and desirable; as he wrote, a ‘state without the means of some change is without the means of its conservation’. This thinking explained and justified the conservative preference for gradual reform as opposed to reactionary obstruction of change at all costs, which ran the risk of a build-up of pressure to the point that it became unmanageable. But lest one overestimate Burke’s significance for the Conservative Party, it is worth remembering that his key positions, including support for the landed interest, property, the hereditary principle, the Church of England, order and moderate reform, and constitutional rather than radical change, had been part of the conservative tradition long before Burke joined its ranks. One must thus treat with some scepticism assertions by those like John Gray who see Burke as ‘the founder of British Conservatism’. British Conservatism has always been much more about what British conservatives have done and thought than what philosophers have written.


THE LIVERPOOL PARTY: 1812–27


The general election in 1807, which followed Pitt’s death in 1806, saw the Whigs again branding government supporters ‘Tories’. The dividing line between both groups began to become clearer, although the number of independent MPs in the Commons remained high. Events in France continued to polarise opinion in Britain between supporters of the King and Church of England, the Tories, and those who favoured reform, the Whigs. Supporters of the Tory leader Lord Liverpool were also united in their belief in strict law and order, a rejection of anything that smacked of radicalism, and their dislike of the Foxite Whigs. The distinct identity of the emerging Tories under Liverpool was given a boost by their unbroken period of domination of government, under the Duke of Portland until 1809, then under Spencer Percival until his assassination in May 1812, and then under Liverpool himself until 1827. During these years, far more than under Pitt, a recognisably ‘Tory’ government could be said to be in power, even though Liverpool and his ministerial colleagues saw themselves as Pitt’s successors, and barely thought of themselves as a distinctive ‘party’ at all. Developments were occurring, however, which encouraged the emergence of a more clear-cut Tory party. Prime Minister Liverpool did a great deal to boost collective responsibility among his ministers. Whips in the House of Commons began to advise MPs on how to vote (although this advice stopped short of coercion), the number of ‘independent’ MPs began to fall, and the fashionable St James’s clubs, Brook’s and White’s, emerged as the social settings for rival parliamentary teams. Party organisation at Westminster may still have been only skeletal, and in the country non-existent, but it was a start. It would be wrong, however, to see the labels ‘Whig’ and ‘Tory’ as relating to much more than a series of social networks and to a type or temperament. We are not yet speaking of a defined or disciplined group of politicians, although the Foxite Whigs, who were in permanent opposition after 1807, exhibited some traits of what later came to be understood as a political party.


Liverpool has not always been regarded kindly by posterity. Disraeli later dismissed him as an ‘arch mediocrity’. The historian Norman Gash, however, sees Liverpool as ‘the first great Conservative Prime Minister’. He had a difficult hand to play. Abroad, the Napoleonic war was still raging, which he brought to a successful conclusion in 1814–15. At home, he had to face industrial unrest, including Luddism, as a response to rapid industrialisation, disagreements with George IV (who finally succeeded George III in 1820) over his wish to divorce Queen Caroline, and struggles with Parliament to find the money to pay off war debts. As the 1820s wore on, Liverpool’s problems eased, and a new era of ‘Liberal Toryism’ was popularly seen as beginning in 1822, following a repressive period of ‘High Toryism’ during the unstable war and immediate postwar years. Historians now generally deny that Liverpool’s premiership saw such a conscious shift in emphasis in 1822, and stress instead the eased economic position which allowed Liverpool to adopt a more liberal regime. An influx of talented new ministers (notably Canning at the Foreign Office, ‘Prosperity’ Robinson at the Treasury, William Huskisson – one of the first fatalities of the new steam locomotives – at the Board of Trade and Robert Peel at the Home Office) also provided the government with new life. By 1827, when Liverpool retired after a stroke, he had achieved a record many later prime ministers would have been pleased to emulate, including a reduction of tax, stimulating commerce and achieving peace at home and abroad.


Two great issues of the day, however, had not been tackled. The first, the status of Catholics in Ireland, was deliberately avoided by Liverpool, who knew that it would generate great tensions within the party. Pitt had negotiated the Act of Union with Ireland in 1801 to ward off the risk of a French invasion using that country as a base. Pitt’s promise was that civil discrimination against Irish Catholics would be terminated in return for the Irish Parliament agreeing to the Act. But George III refused to agree, which presented a dilemma for the Tories: the desire to preserve the Union with Ireland suggested giving Catholics their civil rights rather than attempting to govern Ireland through an unrepresentative Protestant elite; but granting them civil rights went against their visceral support for the King and Church of England. In 1812 the issue was temporarily put on ice by agreement to the ‘neutrality principle’ on Catholic Emancipation, though Liverpool realised that such procrastination was only storing up problems for the future. The other issue dodged by Liverpool was parliamentary reform. The need to address ‘rotten boroughs’ – districts that elected MPs but which lacked voters – and to reallocate parliamentary seats to the new industrial towns had been clear since the late eighteenth century. Pitt, indeed, had proposed a modest Reform Bill to address the manifest unfairness of the old electoral system, but it had been defeated in Parliament. When the issue came onto the agenda again after the Napoleonic wars, the Tories were adamant about retaining the status quo – unsurprisingly: they benefited greatly from it. Liverpool recognised the blatant unfairness of the current system of parliamentary representation, but he also saw that there was no great support in Parliament for reform, and he was strongly opposed to any plan for strengthening the influence of the urban electorate, with all the fears of radical reform that it might produce. The most trenchant opposition among Liverpool’s supporters on both Irish and electoral reform issues came from the High Tories – or ‘Ultras’ – who in today’s terms would be labelled the ‘far right’.


Neither Canning nor Goderich, Liverpool’s immediate successors during 1827–8, was willing to address either problem. Their successor, Wellington, however, resolved to enter the minefield. A High Tory, he presided not only over the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, which restored civil rights to Protestant Nonconformists, but also oversaw, on a free vote in May 1829, Catholic emancipation in Ireland, which resulted in a restoration of full civil rights to Catholics. The Ultras were incandescent with Wellington, and responded by campaigning hard against him. Wellington hoped to win back their support by staunch opposition to parliamentary reform, but his plan went awry when, in June 1830, George IV’s death led to the succession of his brother William IV. The new king was much more open not only to dealing with Whigs and their leader, Lord Grey, but also to the question of parliamentary reform.


In this new environment, Wellington failed to win back the Ultras, while his opposition to reform alienated totally the Whigs. Unsurprisingly, Wellington was defeated in a vote in the Commons in November 1830, which led to William IV summoning Grey and asking him to form a mainly Whig ministry. This invitation marked not only the end of the long period in the party’s history which had been dominated by Liverpool but also broke up the old Tory party. Canningites, Goderich and even old Ultras joined Grey’s government with a view to producing a final settlement on parliamentary reform. A new age for the party was about to begin.




WHAT’S IN A NAME?


It is a symptom of the party’s perennial quest for power that different names have either been adopted or seriously considered as a way of capturing the electorate’s attention. Here are some of the names that survived, which came and went, and some which never saw the light of day:


TORY


The oldest attributable name for the party, ‘Tory’, has survived over three centuries of political and constitutional change. Despite being used interchangeably with the party’s modern (and official) name, ‘Conservative’, its origins and meaning are quite distinct. Originally coined as a term of abuse for Irish cattle thieves, the word ‘Tory’ can be traced back to the political struggles in the reign of Charles II. The Tories, branded as such by their Whig opponents, supported Charles’s Catholic son, James, as the legitimate heir to the throne. As long as the succession to the throne remained a political issue, the labels ‘Tory’ and Whig’ were used pejoratively by rival factions in Parliament. Pitt the Younger never referred to himself as a ‘Tory’, and it was not until the first two decades of the nineteenth century, when party politics began to take shape, that the term was used unashamedly by leading figures like Canning.


CONSERVATIVE


In the early years of the nineteenth century, Burke’s concept of ‘conservation’ had become increasingly attractive to politicians on the right, so much so that by 1827 the Duke of Wellington declared himself leader of the parti des conservateurs. Like so many other terms in political debate during this time, the words Conservative and Liberal were exported from post-Revolutionary France. It was the reform crisis of 1830–2 which brought about a new name for the party. ‘We now are, as we have always been, decidedly and conscientiously attached to what is called the Tory, and which might with more propriety be called the Conservative Party’, wrote the lawyer John Miller in Quarterly Review in January 1830. Now firmly in the public domain, the label came to symbolise a more forward-looking approach than that of the old Tory Party, which had been vanquished over the struggle for electoral reform in 1832. Two years later, Sir Robert Peel sought to give substance to the party’s new name in his Tamworth Manifesto. Following the split over the Corn Laws in 1846, the Conservative Party temporarily lost its identity, amid the factional warfare between the ‘Peelites’ and the ‘Protectionists’, but it was the latter who within only a few years reclaimed the ‘Conservative’ title. Ever since, the party has retained the name.


UNIONIST


Unionism (referring to the union of Scotland, Ireland and Wales with England) has been a thread that has run through the party’s history since the nineteenth century, when the issue of Irish Home Rule split Gladstone’s Liberal Party. Although Liberal Unionists and Conservatives had formed an alliance in 1886, it was not until 1912, when the two parties formally merged, that the Conservative Party changed its name to the ‘Conservative and Unionist Party’. During the Edwardian period it looked as if ‘Unionist’ might be adopted as the party’s main title, with increasing numbers of Conservative candidates using the label. It remained in common use in England and Wales until the Second World War. Until 1972 Ulster Unionist MPs took the Conservative Whip. However, during the next three years, the Ulster Unionists severed all formal links with the party following disagreements over devolution in the Province. The name proved particularly popular in Scotland until the 1970s, with maintenance of the union a key plank of policy as opposed to the Scots seeking independence or extreme devolution. The party in Scotland continues to campaign as the ‘Scottish Conservative and Unionist Party’, despite calls after the 1997 defeat to drop the word Conservative from its title (because of its ‘English’ connotations).


WHAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN …


The party considered dropping the word ‘Conservative’, particularly after heavy defeats. During the 1945 election, many candidates, including Churchill himself, preferred to campaign with the name ‘National’ (reviving the appeal of the 1930s), rather than Conservative – an indication that the latter had become a vote-loser. In the aftermath of the defeat, both Churchill and the new party chairman, Lord Woolton, favoured ‘the Union Party’ as a replacement for Conservative. The suggestion fell on deaf ears, particularly among the backbench 1922 Committee and the party conference, who feared that a name change would compromise the party’s integrity. It was thought to be too similar to the Unionist label, which had already lost some of its resonance in England. Following the landslide defeat in 1997, there was discussion, albeit not at such a high level, that a different name would signal a fresh start for the party – as happened to the Conservative Party in Canada after its near-annihilation in 1993. ‘Progressive’ or ‘Reform’ Conservatives have been suggested as possible alternatives. But amid all the soul-searching in opposition, there seems to be little appetite for jettisoning the official title.





THE PEEL PARTY: 1832–46


The 1832 Reform Act was to prove a vital turning point in the evolution of the Conservative Party. The Act had the potential significantly to damage the party as it had been so much the beneficiary, especially in Scotland, of the unreformed electoral system. Its very dominance since 1783 had indeed depended much upon it. Yet the party emerged from the episode much the stronger.


The Ultras and others who wanted to resist change at all costs eventually yielded to the moderates, realising that some accommodation with the pressure for reform was inevitable. Even Wellington realised that, once the Reform Act was passed, resistance was futile, and his duty dictated he accept the status quo. As John Ramsden notes, the party was thus spared the fate of many contemporary aristocratic parties in Europe, which became merely reactionary. It was at this time that the party rejected the outdated term ‘Tory’ and became known as the ‘Conservative Party’. The passage of the Reform Act schooled the party into becoming a loyal opposition and also weaned it off its umbilical connection with the monarchy, as William IV endorsed the need for reform. The title of being ‘His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition’ thus became established for the non-government party which existed independently of the monarch.


The 1832 Reform Act did not turn out to be the radical, still less revolutionary, reform that its opponents had feared. The powers of the monarchy were unaffected, as were the powers of the House of Lords, which became a bastion of both reaction and conservatism until the 1911 Parliament Act whittled down its powers. The aristocracy was still dominant within government and the country, and the position of the landed interest was in fact strengthened rather than weakened by the 1832 Act. It did, however, establish the principle that it would be success in general elections, rather than the will of the monarch, that would in future result in changes in government. This development gave both parties a powerful spur to organise themselves better as forces to win elections, and then to retain power and fight off challenges to it.


The Conservatives reached a low point in the first post-Reform Act general election of December 1832, when they were reduced to some 175 MPs ranged against some 480 ‘Reformers’ in a House of Commons with 658 members. Pessimists feared that the Whigs were set to extinguish Toryism altogether by, for example, moving policy against protectionism, thus crippling the landed interest. Yet within eight years of the demoralised and depleted Conservatives convening in Parliament in January 1833, virtually leaderless, they were back in power. The recovery was remarkable, although their prolonged period out of office after 1846 suggested that the party’s problems were not yet entirely over.


Conservative revival was facilitated by the chance falling-out among the Whigs in November 1834, which led to William IV asking the Tories to form a government in their place. Wellington gratefully accepted the King’s offer, but recognised that in the post-1832 Reform Act era a leader in the Commons was needed, and one less associated with opposition to the 1832 Act. He duly recommended to the King that Robert Peel become Prime Minister in his place, and undertook to act as caretaker while his younger colleague returned from a sojourn in Italy.


Peel was to be in office for just three months. However, he realised the huge gain to the party’s cohesion and credibility that would be achieved from showing it could govern in the new post-reform political era. Fighting the January 1835 general election as the government party, and with the support of the monarch, helped the Conservatives. The party gained ninety-four more MPs from the low point of 1832, which established it as a credible political force rather than a demoralised rump. Peel was still a long way short of a majority, and clung on to power for a while, until, after inevitable defeats in the Commons the Whigs under Melbourne returned to office. William’s death in 1837 necessitated another general election, in which the Conservatives gained thirty-four more seats, giving them a majority in England. Four years later, in mid-1841, a further general election saw the Tories gain another fifty-nine seats, giving them an overall majority and putting Peel back in office, this time with far higher prospects of being able to achieve stability and some longevity in power.


Peel’s own leadership was one of several key factors that explain the Conservative recovery after 1832. He had established a record as a pragmatic reformer at the Home Office under Liverpool (most famously his initiation of the ‘peelers’, the Metropolitan Police Force). His brief premiership in 1834–5 showed that the Conservatives accepted the 1832 Act and would not repeal it, and he proved himself willing to embrace further reforms. In his ‘Tamworth Manifesto’ of December 1834, he laid out many of the key themes of Conservatism. In the days before the party published a national manifesto or the leader campaigned nationally, the leader used the document he released in his own constituency to represent the common ideals around which the party could cohere. In essence, Peel’s manifesto to his constituents in Tamworth restated Conservatives’ thinking on the ‘middle way’ between the rejectionism of the reactionary Ultras and the dramatic, even revolutionary, change sought by the radicals. Peel, rather, argued for organic or evolutionary change.


The Tamworth Manifesto, as Bruce Coleman observes, was also designed by Peel to blur the distinctions between Toryism and moderate Whigism, and to woo disillusioned Reformers like the followers of Edward Stanley, the future Lord Derby, into the Tory ranks. The capturing of moderate Whigs was thus another factor in the Conservative recovery. After the 1837 election, the Stanley group of some twenty MPs were treated as Conservatives, and three were to join Peel’s Cabinet in 1841. A further forty Whig MPs defected to the Conservatives between 1835 and 1841, leaving the Whig leadership increasingly dependent upon the support of radical Whig and Irish MPs, which further detracted from the party’s appeal. The arrival of the fleeing Whigs in the Conservatives’ ranks meanwhile reduced Peel’s dependence upon his own radicals, the Ultras. He cleverly encouraged his party to support Whig measures when he deemed them sensible, thus enhancing the perception of his leading a responsible opposition party.


Improved party organisation further facilitated Conservative recovery. The Carlton Club flourished in its new premises in Pall Mall from 1835, not only as the social but also the organisational centre of the party. F.R. Bonham, the party organiser paid for by new fund, proved an inspired appointment, and by 1841 party organisations in some form, often extensions of local dining clubs, were in evidence in many constituencies. There is no way of knowing the electoral importance of these early gropings towards some form of structure at the centre and in the localities, but it was clearly significant, not least in allowing party managers to find suitable candidates to stand and in the party’s growing self-confidence and sense of purpose.


Enhanced organisation within Parliament also helped boost the party’s recovery. Critical here was Peel’s selection of Thomas Freemantle as the party’s Chief Whip from 1837. Devices such as a weekly ‘Whip’s letter’ to MPs and regular meetings of members helped instil a sense of identity and common cause. Party unity in divisions was one of the fruits of this new emphasis on organisation, although traditions of independence among backbench MPs, not least that of the country party, still remained strong.


Peel’s leadership, at least until 1845, has received high praise down the years. He helped rebuild the Conservative Party and gave it shape, yet had the handicap of taking office at a time of economic depression and political unrest. Where the Whig administrations that preceded it were seen as failing, Peel’s economic and financial policies were credited with restoring prosperity and business confidence. With the recovery came the ability for Peel to increase spending on the armed forces, especially the Navy, thus showing that he was safeguarding national security. Some modest social legislation, on factories, public health and the poor law, showed that Conservatives were not deaf to the need to reform, albeit falling far short of what the radicals demanded. For all the acclaim, little about Peel’s second Ministry of 1841–6 was new. He continued in the broad Pittite and Liverpool traditions of upholding social order and property interest, staunch defence of the Crown and Church of England, and support for the Constitution.
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