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xix
            TIMELINE OF MAIN EVENTS

         

         1895

         
            
               

	JUNE
            
                        
                        	Liberal government led by Lord Rosebery resigns. Replaced by Unionist coalition comprising Conservatives and Liberal Unionists led by Lord Salisbury.



	JULY
            
                        
                        	General election. Unionists win overall majority.



	DECEMBER
            
                        
                        	United States President Grover Cleveland threatens war with Britain.



	 
            
                        
                        	Jameson Raid in South Africa.






         

         1896

         
            
               

	MARCH
            
                        
                        	Reconquest of Sudan begins under Sir Herbert Kitchener.



	OCTOBER
            
                        
                        	Rosebery resigns Liberal leadership. Sir William Harcourt remains as Liberal leader in the Commons.






         

         1897

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Workmen’s Compensation Act.



	FEBRUARY
            
                        
                        	Sir Alfred Milner appointed British High Commissioner in South Africa.



	NOVEMBER
            
                        
                        	National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) founded.






         

         1898

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Irish Local Government Act.



	JULY
            
                        
                        	Britain secures 25-year lease of Weihaiwei in China.



	SEPTEMBER
            
                        
                        	Reconquest of Sudan completed in Battle of Omdurman.



	NOVEMBER
            
                        
                        	France withdraws from Sudan following Fashoda crisis.



	DECEMBER
            
                        
                        	Harcourt resigns Liberal leadership in Commons.xx







         

         1899

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	London Government Act.



	FEBRUARY
            
                        
                        	Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman becomes Liberal leader in the Commons.



	MAY
            
                        
                        	Milner sends despatch to London complaining that Uitlanders in Transvaal are treated like ‘helots’.



	MAY–JUNE
            
                        
                        	Bloemfontein conference between Milner and Kruger.



	SEPTEMBER
            
                        
                        	Trades Union Congress (TUC) resolution calls for special congress of labour organisations to secure greater representation of labour in Parliament.



	OCTOBER
            
                        
                        	Boer ultimatum followed by invasion of Cape Colony and Natal. Boer War begins.






         

         1900

         
            
               

	FEBRUARY
            
                        
                        	Labour Representation Committee formed – renamed Labour Party in 1906.



	OCTOBER
            
                        
                        	General election. Unionists returned with overall majority.






         

         1901

         
            
               

	JANUARY
            
                        
                        	Death of Queen Victoria. Succeeded by Edward VII.



	JUNE
            
                        
                        	Campbell-Bannerman’s ‘methods of barbarism’ speech.



	JULY
            
                        
                        	
Taff Vale judgment.






         

         1902

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Education Act.



	JANUARY
            
                        
                        	Treaty with Japan. Further treaties in 1905 and 1911.



	MAY
            
                        
                        	Boer War ends with Treaty of Vereeniging.



	JULY
            
                        
                        	Salisbury resigns. Succeeded as Prime Minister by Arthur Balfour.






         

         1903

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Irish Land Purchase Act.



	MAY
            
                        
                        	Edward VII visits Paris.



	MAY
            
                        
                        	Chamberlain’s speech in Birmingham calling for inquiry into tariff reform.



	SEPTEMBER
            
                        
                        	Electoral pact agreed between Liberals and LRC (Labour Party).xxi




	SEPTEMBER
            
                        
                        	Chamberlain and four free trade ministers resign



	–OCTOBER
            
                        
                        	from government.






         

         1904

         
            
               
	APRIL
            
                        
                        	Entente with France.





         

         1905

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Aliens Act.



	 
            
                        
                        	Unemployed Workmen Act.



	MARCH
            
                        
                        	First Moroccan crisis.



	DECEMBER
            
                        
                        	Balfour resigns. Campbell-Bannerman appointed Prime Minister.






         

         1906

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Education (Provision of Meals) Act.



	 
            
                        
                        	Trade Disputes Act.



	JANUARY
            
                        
                        	General election. Liberal landslide.



	JANUARY–APRIL
            
                        
                        	Conference to resolve Moroccan crisis at Algeciras.






         

         1907

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Education (Administrative Provisions) Act, providing for medical inspection in schools.



	AUGUST
            
                        
                        	Convention with Russia.






         

         1908

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Old-Age Pensions Act.



	APRIL
            
                        
                        	Campbell-Bannerman resigns, dying shortly after. Asquith appointed Prime Minister.



	OCTOBER
            
                        
                        	Austria–Hungary annexes Bosnia–Herzegovina.






         

         1909

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Labour Exchanges Act.



	 
            
                        
                        	Trade Boards Act.



	APRIL
            
                        
                        	Lloyd George’s People’s Budget.



	NOVEMBER
            
                        
                        	House of Lords reject Budget.xxii




	DECEMBER
            
                        
                        	
Osborne judgment – trade union funding to political parties declared unlawful.






         

         1910

         
            
               

	JANUARY
            
                        
                        	General election. Liberals lose overall majority, but they remain in government with support of Irish Party and Labour.



	MAY
            
                        
                        	Death of Edward VII. Succeeded by George V.



	JUNE–NOVEMBER
            
                        
                        	Constitutional Conference.



	AUGUST
            
                        
                        	Lloyd George’s Criccieth memorandum proposing coalition.



	NOVEMBER
            
                        
                        	George V promises to create peers if necessary to pass Parliament Bill limiting powers of Lords, providing that Liberals win adequate majority in general election.



	DECEMBER
            
                        
                        	General election. Outcome similar to that of January election.






         

         1911

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	National Insurance Act.



	APRIL
            
                        
                        	Irish Home Rule Bill introduced into Commons.



	JULY
            
                        
                        	Second Moroccan crisis.



	AUGUST
            
                        
                        	Lords pass Parliament Bill.



	AUGUST
            
                        
                        	Commons resolution providing for payment for MPs.



	NOVEMBER
            
                        
                        	Balfour resigns Conservative leadership. Andrew Bonar Law becomes Conservative leader in Commons.






         

         1912

         
            
               

	JULY
            
                        
                        	Bonar Law’s speech at Blenheim Palace supporting Ulster resistance to Home Rule.



	SEPTEMBER
            
                        
                        	Solemn League and Covenant signed in Belfast pledging to establish a provisional government in Ulster after introduction of Home Rule.






         

         1913

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	Trade Union Act restoring right of trade unions, under conditions, to contribute funds to political parties.



	JANUARY
            
                        
                        	Paramilitary Ulster Volunteer Force formed.



	MAY
            
                        
                        	Treaty of London ends First Balkan War.



	AUGUST
            
                        
                        	Treaty of Bucharest ends Second Balkan War.xxiii




	OCTOBER–DECEMBER
            
                        
                        	Asquith and Bonar Law fail to agree compromise solution for Ireland.



	NOVEMBER
            
                        
                        	Irish Volunteer Force formed in Dublin.






         

         1914

         
            
               

	MARCH
            
                        
                        	Asquith proposes temporary exclusion for Ulster.



	MARCH
            
                        
                        	Curragh ‘mutiny’.



	APRIL
            
                        
                        	Unionist gun-running at Larne.



	JUNE
            
                        
                        	Amending Bill introduced providing for temporary exclusion of Ulster from Home Rule.



	JULY
            
                        
                        	Buckingham Palace Conference fails to achieve agreement on Ulster.



	JULY
            
                        
                        	Nationalist gun-running at Howth. Police shoot demonstrators, killing three and wounding thirty-eight.



	JULY
            
                        
                        	Death of Chamberlain.



	AUGUST
            
                        
                        	Britain declares war on Germany.



	SEPTEMBER
            
                        
                        	Bills to disestablish Welsh Church and provide for Home Rule for Ireland enacted but suspended for duration of war.






         

      

   


   
      
         
xxv
            PREFACE

         

         In 1895, a young army officer was told by one of the leaders of the Liberal Party, Sir William Harcourt, that ‘the experiences of a long life have convinced me that nothing ever happens’.1 The young officer was Winston Churchill. But since 1895, so Churchill went on, ‘nothing has ever ceased happening’. By 1930, Churchill could ask:

         
            whether any other generation has seen such astounding revolutions of data and values as those through which we have lived. Scarcely anything material or established which I was brought up to believe was permanent and vital, has lasted. Everything I was sure or taught to be sure was impossible, has happened.2

         

         Much of this revolution occurred between 1895 and 1914.

         These years were formative. The tectonic plates were beginning to shift. The years from 1895 to 1914 saw a transition from one political system to another, from aristocratic rule to mass politics. What had seemed a stable political system was buffeted by new and often unexpected forces.

         
            Whole classes or strata of society were, in some degree, tasting power for the first time … In religion, in social relations, in politics, in business, men grown contemptuous of the old ideals were stridently asserting new ones. The former clear objectives were gone, and as yet nothing took their place.3

         

         Those hitherto outside the system – trade unionists and women – were clamouring to get in. Hence the revolt of labour and of the suffragettes.

         The structure of politics was changing. Traditional conflicts – middle classes versus landowners, Anglican Church versus Nonconformists – receded into the background, to be replaced by new conflicts: between workers and employers and between the sexes. There was also a new ideological conflict. The old liberalism, based on the struggle for the franchise and religious xxvifreedom, was giving way to a new liberalism involving a greater role for the state. As early as 1887, Harcourt, speaking on a Bill introduced by a Conservative government providing for the compulsory acquisition of land for allotments, declared, ‘We are all socialists now.’4 

         The years 1895 to 1914 saw a decline of authority: primarily the authority of the aristocracy, dominant politically in 1895 but no longer so in 1914, having been superseded by the new democracy; the authority of employers, challenged by trade unions, was no longer absolute; the authority of men, challenged by suffragettes and a wider feminist revolt, was no longer absolute either. In the nineteenth century, liberals had sought a rational basis for authority to replace one based on precedent or prescription. So, from one point of view, the years 1895 to 1914 may be seen as marking the completion of the liberal programme. But the challenge to authority seemed also to be undermining liberalism itself when it took an extra-parliamentary form, as with militant trade unionists and suffragettes. And it was by no means only radicals of the left who were confronting parliamentary authority. The challenge came also from the right when the House of Lords disputed the legitimacy of the 1906 Liberal government and when Ulster Unionists questioned the legitimacy of Parliament itself. Would liberalism prove tough enough to survive these attacks?

         During the years 1895 to 1914, liberalism also faced a global challenge from rising powers with different philosophies. Before 1895, Britain appeared both secure and supreme, the world’s only global power. Now her supremacy seemed under threat, and she was to find herself engulfed in foreign complications. The global challenge was not only diplomatic but also military, from the autocracies of the Continent, and difficult for a liberal polity to combat. It was a challenge that was to culminate in war in 1914, a war which would destroy many of the certainties of the Victorian and Edwardian years.

         In addition to these political and international problems, Britain, the first industrial nation, faced an economic problem, having lost her industrial leadership to the United States and Germany. In 1896, Germany overtook her in steel production. In 1899, the United States was to surpass her in coal output. ‘The old country must wake up’, the Prince of Wales, later George V, would declare in December 1901, ‘if she intends to maintain her competitive pre-eminence in her colonial trade against foreign competition.’5 Britain’s institutions and industry, so it appeared, needed modernisation. Many asked xxviiwhether her aristocratic and seemingly remote and amateurish elite was capable of providing the leadership needed to undertake that transformation. 

         The years after 1895 saw a reaction against Gladstonian liberalism – the liberalism of the small state at home and non-intervention abroad. The answer to the new challenges, many believed, could be summed up in one word: organisation. There was an emphasis on pushing society in a more collectivist direction and organising the empire into a more united force. Policies designed to achieve this could be summarised in the slogan ‘national efficiency’. In 1903, Joseph Chamberlain was to propose that Britain abandon her long tradition of free trade, so initiating a debate on Britain’s economic future which resonates even today. The economy came to the forefront of political debate, where it still remains. The political agenda was being transformed. In the nineteenth century, it had seemed that what happened at Westminster and what happened in the economy were in two separate compartments, neither influencing the other. Westminster then had been dominated by constitutional, political and religious issues. In the twentieth century, by contrast, politics and the economy came to be intertwined. And Westminster today remains dominated by socio-economic issues – economic management and social welfare.

         The years 1895 to 1914 saw the introduction of ‘the social question’ into British politics. In 1892, Arthur Balfour, Conservative leader in the House of Commons, observed:

         
            We all of us see, the blindest of us must see – that a change has come over the character of political controversy, political speculation, and political aspiration during the last generation, which some people describe as Socialism, but … which ought more properly to be described as a desire for the amelioration of the lot of the great classes of the community … It is an interesting question to see how far the democratic constitution now firmly established in these islands is going to deal successfully with the social problem with which we are brought face to face.6

         

         The next year, the economist Alfred Marshall told the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor that ‘the problem of 1834 was the problem of pauperism, the problem of 1893 is the problem of poverty … that extreme poverty ought to be regarded, not indeed as a crime, but as a thing so detrimental to the State that it should not be endured’.7 At the turn of the century, William Beveridge xxviiiwas told by the head of his Oxford college, ‘When you have learned all that Oxford can teach you, then one thing that needs doing is to go and discover why, with so much wealth in Britain, there continues to be so much poverty and how poverty can be cured.’8 Inequalities of income and wealth, so it seemed, were not divinely ordained but could be altered by political action. 

         In the new century, empirical investigation came to replace the theorising of the philosophers. By 1913, the economic historian R. H. Tawney believed that the social scientists had shown that ‘whatever may be true of more primitive communities, the characteristic note of modern poverty is its association, not with the personal misfortunes peculiar to individuals, but with the economic status of particular classes and occupations’.9 This intellectual shift was given concrete expression in the work of social investigators such as Charles Booth (1840–1916) and Seebohm Rowntree (1871–1954), who for the first time showed, instead of merely asserting, that there were huge disparities of wealth in Britain. Prior to this, so Beatrice Webb believed, ‘neither the individualist nor the socialist could state with an approach to accuracy what exactly was the condition of the people of England. Hence the unreality of their controversy.’10 The social question gave rise to new and disturbing problems for a new generation of politicians – problems which the Liberal government, elected in 1906, began to confront.

         These years, then, 1895 to 1914, heralded a new political agenda which still dominates our politics. The problems of the period – economic modernisation, social welfare and inequality, secondary and technical education, a new role for Britain in the world – were complex and difficult and the late Victorians and Edwardians did not succeed in resolving them. But they are also to a large extent the problems of today, and we have not succeeded in resolving them either. We too face dramatic and hitherto unforeseen problems – the long-term consequences of the financial crisis, migration, terrorism, Covid. Will we prove any more successful at dealing with them than the Edwardians were? Will our political system prove as adaptive as it was then? The answers are by no means obvious.

         
            * * *

         

         When I began to write, I did not do so with the intention of proving any particular thesis, and I did my best to clear my mind of prejudice, but gradually an interpretation began to force itself upon me. It is that the robustness xxixof Britain’s parliamentary and political institutions, with the commitment to rational debate and argument, were powerful enough to carry the country through one of the most turbulent periods of her history; and so make possible the remarkable survival of liberal Britain. My interpretation, therefore, is the direct opposite of that put forward in a classic work by George Dangerfield, published as long ago as 1935, The Strange Death of Liberal England – by England, of course, he meant Britain, as was common in that era. The great French historian Élie Halévy also saw the period as one of decadence in the two-volume epilogue to his History of the English People in the Nineteenth Century, the first volume of which was published in 1926. A similar view has been put forward more recently by Simon Heffer in his book The Age of Decadence, published in 2017. It is for the reader to judge which interpretation best fits the facts. 

         I have sought to justify my interpretation by analysing how Britain was governed during the years 1895 to 1914, and how the men of government sought to resolve the massive problems which they faced. I have tried to approach their proposed solutions with sympathy for their difficulties. I have often found, upon detailed investigation, that the policies of governments, whether Unionist or Liberal, had more to be said for them than either contemporary critics or modern historians have been willing to concede. I have tried to do justice to the complexity of the problems, and to all sides, especially to points of view that may appear unfashionable today. I have tried, in particular, not to use the advantage of hindsight. Historians must always remember that what for them lies in the past lay, for those they are writing about, in the future. So I have tried to write from the perspective of the past.

         Looking at the past in this light, there are many myths about the period, judgements that have become common currency but are almost entirely mistaken. They include:

         
	That the Boer War was instigated by Britain against a small nation struggling for freedom.

            	That in the concentration camps set up during the Boer War, all of the deaths were a result of deliberate cruelty by a regime and better only by degrees than the cruelties inflicted by the Nazis in the 1930s and 1940s.

            	That the Aliens Act of 1905 was inherently antisemitic and that political, as opposed to social, discrimination against Jews was widespread.

            	That the delay in giving women the vote was almost entirely due to male misogyny.

            	That the Labour Party was in a position to overtake the Liberals in 1914.

            	That Britain was near to civil war in 1914. xxx


            	That, in 1914, the powers, including Britain, sleepwalked into war as suggested by Christopher Clark in his influential book The Sleepwalkers.11


            	That, had Britain kept out of the war, she could have secured an honoured place in the kaiser’s European Union, as suggested by Niall Ferguson in his book The Pity of War.12


         

These commonly accepted views are, I believe, based on misconceptions – misconceptions which become clear when the evidence is examined dispassionately.

         The book falls naturally into two parts. The first deals with the years of Conservative or Unionist dominance from 1895 to 1905. This period saw a diplomatic revolution when Britain hesitantly abandoned isolation, signed a treaty with Japan and came to terms with her hereditary enemy, France. In domestic affairs, the period seemed one of quiescence, but subterranean new forces were seething, and they came to the surface after the Liberal election victory in 1906. That election heralded not just a change of government but a change of regime – the theme of the second part of the book. For, in the years after 1906, the foundations of the modern welfare state were laid. If, therefore, the first period seemed in domestic affairs a continuation of the past, the second appears as a pointer to the future, indeed to much of the twentieth century.

         My theme, then, is large but also limited. Total history may be possible, though I have my doubts. But, in any case, I have not attempted it. To have done so would have made the book, already long, quite unmanageable. The decision to restrict the book to just one central theme – the resilience and effectiveness of the British political system in the face of unprecedented challenges – explains, I hope, the omissions. The empire and Ireland are discussed only insofar as they affected the political history of Britain. There is nothing on the intellectual or cultural developments of the period. There is nothing either on social or economic history, and far too little on electoral behaviour and military and naval developments. More important, the British people hardly appear in this book, which is primarily a history of the key decisions determining Britain’s future and those who made them – a small and often close-knit political elite. But I hope my readers will bear in mind a warning often given by Aneurin Bevan, founder of the National Health Service, that a country appears very different looking at it from the bottom up than looking at it, as this book does, from the top down.

         In his book Eminent Victorians, published in 1918, Lytton Strachey wrote xxxithat ‘the history of the Victorian Age will never be written: we know too much about it’. That is even more true of the years 1895 to 1914. The monographic literature is vast, and I cannot claim to have consulted more than a fraction of it, nor more than a small number of the numerous private archives dealing with this period. Strachey went on to say that ‘ignorance is the first requisite of the historian – ignorance, which simplifies and clarifies, which selects and omits’.13 If ignorance is a qualification, it is certainly one that I possess. But I doubt if anyone could claim to have read all of the voluminous material on this period. So the picture I have drawn is inevitably incomplete and no doubt over-simplified, but I hope that it is not distorted. Specialists will be appalled at my over-simplifications and superficialities. But it seemed to me worth risking their strictures in order to attempt an overall interpretation of the period. 

         
            1 Winston Churchill, The World Crisis: 1911–1918 [1923], Odhams, 1938, vol. 1, p. 14.

            2 Ibid.; Winston Churchill, My Early Life 1874–1908 [1930], Fontana, 1959, pp. 74–5.

            3 R. C. K. Ensor, England 1870–1914, Clarendon Press, 1936, p. 304.

            4 House of Commons Debates, 11 August 1887, vol. 319, col. 140. All references in this book to Hansard debates are to the 3rd series (up to 9 February 1892), the 4th series (up to 10 February 1909) and then the 5th series.

            5 The Times, 6 December 1901.

            6 Blanche E. C. Dugdale, Arthur James Balfour, First Earl of Balfour, 1848–1905, Hutchinson, 1936, vol. 1, p. 157.

            7 Quoted in Bentley B. Gilbert, The Evolution of National Insurance in Great Britain: The Origins of the Welfare State, Michael Joseph, 1966, p. 27fn.

            8 Quoted in Asa Briggs, ‘Liberal Economics’, The Listener, 14 June 1956.

            9 John Cooper, The British Welfare Revolution, 1906–14, Bloomsbury, 2017, p. 25.

            10 Beatrice Webb, My Apprenticeship [1926], Cambridge University Press, 1979, p. 216.

            11 Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914, Allen Lane, 2012.

            12 Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, Allen Lane, 1998.

            13 Lytton Strachey, Eminent Victorians, Chatto & Windus, 1918, p. vii.

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            INTRODUCTION

            HOW BRITAIN WAS GOVERNED

         

         Britain in 1895 seemed at the height of her power. She was the centre of the largest empire the world had ever seen, to which around one-fifth of the world’s population belonged and with territories in every continent except Antarctica. ‘How many millions of years has the sun stood in heaven?’ asked the Daily Mail at Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897. ‘But the sun never looked down until yesterday upon the embodiment of so much energy and power.’1 In the same year, the French newspaper Le Figaro declared that the Roman Empire had been ‘equalled, if not surpassed, by the Power which in Canada, Australia, India, in the China Seas, in Egypt, Central and Southern Africa, in the Atlantic and Mediterranean rules the people and governs their interests’. The Berlin Kreuzzeitung regarded the empire as ‘practically unassailable’.2

         But British pride was not directed primarily towards the empire. For the British people believed they had found the solution to the long-standing problem of devising a form of rule which combined both stability and progress. In the years before 1914, they prided themselves on their system of government which they believed was superior to that of other nations. In 1908, an American professor of government at Harvard University, A. Lawrence Lowell, published a two-volume work entitled The Government of England. In the preface, he declared:

         
            The typical Englishman believes that his government is incomparably the best in the world. It is the thing above all others that he is proud of. He does not, of course, always agree with the course of policy pursued … but he is certain that the general form of government is well-nigh perfect.

         

         Lowell endorsed the verdict of ‘the typical Englishman’.

         
            Measured by the standards of duration, absence of violent commotions, maintenance of law and order, general prosperity and contentment of the people, and by the extent of its influence on the institutions and political 2thought of other lands, the English government has been one of the most remarkable the world has ever known.3 

         

         In Europe, only Britain and Sweden had, in modern times, avoided revolution, invasion, foreign occupation, national liberation, civil war or a coup d’état. ‘It is well’, Disraeli had declared at Manchester in April 1872,

         
            to comprehend what is meant by a country not having a revolution for two centuries. It means, for that space, the unbroken exercise and enjoyment of the ingenuity of man. It means, for that space, the continuous application of the discoveries of science to his comfort and convenience. It means the accumulation of capital, the elevation of labour, the establishment of those admirable factories which cover your district, the unwearied improvement of the cultivation of the land, which has extracted from a somewhat churlish soil harvests more exuberant than those furnished by lands nearer to the sun. It means the continuous order which is the only parent of personal liberty and political right.4

         

         During the latter half of the nineteenth century, which had seen a wide expansion of the franchise, it had seemed that the middle classes, despite having won the vote, were content to leave government to the traditional rulers, the aristocracy. But that was changing. At the end of the nineteenth century, government was in transition from an aristocratic system to a plutocratic and then a democratic one, a transformation being brought about more smoothly than many had anticipated, and one that was, in one sense, ‘a radical venture into new ground, but in another it was profoundly conservative, a continuation of what was good in aristocracy by other means. No other country has made such a transition at such low a price.’5

         The secret, so it appeared, lay in parliamentary and responsible government. ‘For a quarter of a century,’ one commentator had written in 1858,

         
            parliamentary government has been established in this country with greater purity and efficiency than it ever possessed before … innumerable measures of unequalled public importance have been adopted in rapid succession by the legislature; and while discord has shaken, and despotism subdued, almost every other great nation in Europe, the people of 3England have never been more heartily attached to their institutions, or more happy at peace among themselves.6 

         

         ‘Our system’, the Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain told the German Chancellor in 1898, ‘was entirely different from that of other nations. It was Parliamentary in a fuller sense.’7 Parliamentary government, according to A. V. Dicey, one of the first to analyse constitutional conventions, depended upon Parliament’s ability ‘to appoint or dismiss the executive’.8 That was what distinguished parliamentary government from other forms.

         Britain in 1895 certainly enjoyed parliamentary government in this sense. Parliament was both the legislature of the United Kingdom but it was also the Imperial Parliament, the supreme authority in the empire. The term ‘Imperial Parliament’ indicated that Britain was undertaking a new experiment, combining imperial rule with a representative system. The Imperial Parliament ruled over peoples such as Australians and Canadians who were represented in their own subordinate Parliaments. But it also ruled over many peoples in Africa and Asia who were not represented at all.

         Parliament was composed, as today, of three elements – the queen, the House of Commons and the House of Lords. But their role and functioning were somewhat different from what they were later to become.

         The Franchise and Electoral System

         While Britain enjoyed responsible as well as representative government, she did not enjoy democratic government in the sense even of universal male suffrage. Indeed, the suffrage was narrower than in the major Continental states, except for Russia, and narrower than in what were regarded as authoritarian states.

         The House of Commons was then, as today, the most influential of the three components, but its predominance in relation to the monarchy and the Lords was not as great as it would become later in the twentieth century. It was elected, not by universal suffrage, but on a restricted franchise which entirely excluded women. This was coming to be perceived as an injustice, and female suffrage had been on the parliamentary agenda ever since the philosopher John Stuart Mill had first advocated it, unsuccessfully, as Liberal MP for Westminster in 1865 in an amendment to the 1867 Reform Bill. 4Indeed, the Commons had voted in favour of the principle as early as 1870; and during the following thirty years, there were a number of Commons debates on it. But since neither Conservative nor Liberal governments were prepared to enact it, the issue languished. The new century, however, was to see renewed agitation for female suffrage, but its supporters were divided as to how best to achieve it. 

         The vote, then, was restricted to men. But Britain was far from enjoying even universal male suffrage. ‘I can remember’, Harold Macmillan, Prime Minister from 1957 to 1963, reminisced in 1975, ‘attending public meetings before the First War, when it was a common practice for the chairman, before calling upon a candidate to answer a question or in reproving a heckler, to use the phrase, “Are you a voter, sir?”’9 Often the answer was no.

         At the end of the nineteenth century, the franchise was regarded not as a right but as a privilege, for which a man qualified by having a stake in the country, symbolised primarily by the ownership or occupation of property. ‘You will find’, declared the constitutional historian F. W. Maitland in 1888, ‘that all through our history the qualification of the voter has depended in some manner or another on his relation to what, loosely speaking, we may call real property.’10 A man enjoyed the vote not as an individual but as an owner, occupier, lodger, resident or university graduate. The 1867 and 1884 Reform Acts had sought to enfranchise what Gladstone had called the ‘capable citizen’, ‘that is, an employed adult male, with a regular domicile, of some substance, the head of a household with the initiative to get himself registered’.11 At the end of the nineteenth century, the best indicator of civic competence was believed to be economic competence. So, until 1918, a man was disqualified from the vote if he was in receipt of relief, other than medical relief, from the Poor Law Guardians.

         The rules regulating the franchise were extraordinarily complex. The scope of the franchise had been determined by the Reform Acts of 1832, 1867 and 1884. But instead of repealing earlier qualifications, these statutes had incorporated them, so as not to disenfranchise those already enjoying the vote. The result was an untidy patchwork.

         The basic qualification for the franchise was the household franchise, but there were various other qualifications, some quite archaic. In consequence, so a Liberal minister claimed, introducing an abortive Reform Bill in 1912, ‘the intricacy of our franchise laws is without parallel in the history of the civilised world’.12

         5There were seven ways in which a man could qualify for the vote. The first was the household franchise, provided for by the 1867 and 1884 Reform Acts, granted to adult males occupying a dwelling, as owners or tenants, and contributing towards the rates.

         The second qualification was the occupational franchise granted to those owning property or tenants of property valued at £10 per annum or more – equivalent to a little over £1,000 in 2022 – with a residential requirement of at least eighteen months. Around 84 per cent of those qualifying for the vote did so as either householders or occupiers.

         The third qualification was ownership of property or land with an annual rent of at least forty shillings a year, after charges had been met. Around 8 per cent of voters qualified under this head, mainly in county constituencies.

         The fourth qualification was the lodger franchise for occupiers of lodgings valued at over £10 per annum unfurnished, which tended to exclude poorer voters outside London, where property prices were lower. Around 5 per cent qualified under this head.

         The fifth qualification was the service franchise, for which only a small number qualified, giving the vote to those living in or occupying a separate dwelling by virtue of an office, service or employment – for example, bank managers, schoolmasters, railwaymen and caretakers. As Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1902, Charles Ritchie would obtain a service vote thanks to his occupying 11 Downing Street!13 But this qualification was only of importance in the City of London.

         The sixth qualification was the university franchise, enjoyed by around 0.6 per cent of men who were university graduates.

         The seventh qualification applied to an even smaller percentage – around 0.3 per cent of the electorate – who were freemen in boroughs where this qualification had existed before 1832.14

         Even so, a man qualified for the vote would not necessarily be able to exercise it. That depended upon being on the electoral register. Not all those who qualified could necessarily achieve this. Indeed, ‘the proper keeping of the register’, according to one authority writing in 1902, ‘which is of such paramount importance for the exercise of the vote, is really a most complicated piece of business. The legislative provisions on the subject are contained in more than a hundred statutes, to which must be added a vast and obscure mass of judicial decisions.’15 The process of registration was indeed ‘so replete with technicalities, complications and anomalies that every obstacle is put 6in the way of getting on, and every facility exists for getting struck off the register’.16 The British electoral system was, so one MP declared in 1892, a system of ‘democracy tempered by registration’.17 

         Electors qualifying under the household, lodger and service franchises required twelve months’ possession of this qualification before being eligible for the register. This was compiled every July, but it did not become effective in England and Wales until the January of the following year – in Scotland, in the November of the year in which it was compiled. There could, therefore, be a delay of eighteen months between qualifying for the vote and being on the register. But even when on the register, continued inclusion was by no means automatic. With the lodger franchise, an annual application was necessary, and a lodger would lose his place if he moved residence, even within the same constituency – even if he moved next door. Occupiers, on the other hand, could move from one house to another within the same constituency without losing their vote.

         The complexities of registration made it difficult for the citizen to understand how to ensure that he remained registered. Some men were registered to vote in one election only to be excluded from the next or vice versa.18 Moreover, the intricacies yielded considerable influence to party agents, experts on electoral law, who sought to secure the inclusion of those they believed politically sympathetic, while objecting to those they believed hostile. The process of adjudicating claims for inclusion on the register was often adversarial, dependent on perceived prospects of party advantage. The litigants were the political parties, not the would-be electors themselves.

         In consequence of the restricted franchise and complex registration process, it has been estimated that in 1895, only around 63 per cent of adult males were actually on the register, and the proportion varied considerably in different parts of the country. Moreover, the complexities are estimated to have disenfranchised at least 1 million people, particularly from the poorer classes and especially in London.19 In 1911, just 20.5 per cent of the adult male population of Whitechapel were registered voters, compared with 75.3 per cent in Birmingham.20

         Those excluded from the franchise included those receiving poor relief (around 5 per cent of the adult male population in 1910 in England and Wales), male domestic servants (around 2.5 per cent), soldiers living in barracks (just over 1 per cent), bachelors living with their parents and those 7whose occupation required frequent movement from one constituency to another, which was almost certainly the largest group of the excluded – probably just under 10 per cent of those excluded belonged to this category.21 Others not on the register would include lodgers failing to meet the registration requirements and those who had not bothered to seek registration. For it was the duty of the elector, not of the state, to ensure that his name was on the register. 

         The various excluded groups had little in common, and by no means comprised only those of a lower social class. On 30 August 1902, a school teacher wrote to The Times, complaining that, though a graduate, he had never been able to vote in a constituency election, since his very success as a teacher involved regular changes of residence. ‘It is a common saying that many respectable people are disenfranchised from this cause, although the slums, which move little, are not.’ One estimate suggests that before 1914, working-class voters comprised up to 76 per cent of the electorate.22

         But even those qualified and on the register might not be able to exercise their right to vote, since before 1914 many constituencies were uncontested. ‘It was almost thought rather bad form’, Harold Macmillan reminisced, ‘to contest a constituency where the result was obvious and the Member had been long installed.’23 The norm until 1922 was for over 100 seats to remain uncontested.24 In 1895, 189 out of 670 constituencies were unopposed (28 per cent) and in 1900, 243 (36 per cent).

         But if many men were unable to vote, there were some who enjoyed more than one vote. For there was extensive plural voting. There were three types of plural voters.

         Male university graduates and, in universities other than Oxford and Cambridge, university teachers as well – in total around 44,000 – enjoyed, in addition to a constituency vote, a vote for university constituencies, provided they had paid the fees needed to keep their names on the books. But electoral registers in the universities seem to have been somewhat inefficient. At Oxford, in default of other information, ‘it was customary to leave names on the register for eighty years after matriculation before assuming the death of the elector’.25 In 1895, the universities returned nine MPs to the Commons – Oxford, Cambridge and Dublin two each, London one, Edinburgh & St Andrews one and Glasgow & Aberdeen one. These university constituencies 8were much smaller than territorial ones. Oxford had around 6,000 graduates, Cambridge nearly 7,000 and Dublin just 4,500. In these constituencies, the ballot was not secret, most votes were given by a proxy, but graduates could also vote by post or by word of mouth.26 MPs sitting for university constituencies had to be graduates of the university they were representing. Between 1885 and 1914, the universities returned Unionists – that is, Conservatives or Liberal Unionists allied to the Conservatives – in every general election except for 1885, when a Liberal had been returned for London University. Many elections in university constituencies were uncontested. There was no contest at Oxford or Trinity College Dublin between 1885 and 1914. At Cambridge, there was just one contest in 1906, but all the candidates were Unionists. 

         The second type of plural voter was the borough freeholder in England and Wales who enjoyed a second vote in the county constituency embracing the borough where he lived.27

         The third type was the man owning a house in more than one county constituency, or a business with a rateable value of over £10 in a constituency other than that in which he lived. But no one could vote more than once in the same constituency. A well-to-do occupier could give his sons a £10 occupational vote by claiming that they were joint occupiers; he could also make sure that his lodgers voted. A labourer whose house would probably not be worth £10, let alone the £20 needed to make one of his sons a joint occupier qualifying for the franchise, could not do the same. ‘We give one vote’, Lloyd George told the National Liberal Federation at Leicester in 1898, with typical exaggeration,

         
            or probably no vote at all, to the man who handles the plough, and ten to the man who handles the hunting-whip … one vote to the busy bee, and ten to the devouring locust … It is not the soil of the country, but the soul, which we want represented in the House of Commons.28

         

         Until 1918, voting took place not in a single day but over a period of around a month. Thus, property owners could, if they wished, travel to a number of constituencies to exercise their plural vote; the development of motor transport in the early twentieth century greatly helped the plural voter. It was alleged that in one of the elections of 1910, a septuagenarian voter sped by 9car to six widely separated constituencies in one day.29 Conservative Central Office estimated that around 2,000 men had four or more votes. Joseph Chamberlain, it appears, enjoyed six votes, and claimed to know someone who enjoyed twenty-three. In a debate in the Commons on 14 May 1906, one man was alleged to enjoy thirty-seven votes, while in January 1910, two brothers between them apparently cast forty-five votes. 

         It is impossible to determine the total number of plural voters, but the probability is that there were between 450,000 and 475,000 – roughly 6 per cent of the electorate.30 In Campbell-Bannerman’s papers, in notes for a speech on electoral reform, it is stated:

         
            There are about 600,000 electors in London of whom from ⅕ to ⅙ are probably disenfranchised on account of the registration and residential qualifications … While the poor man is handicapped at every point in the registration system, the property voter – the burgher – is made to count for anything from one vote up to a dozen.31

         

         Plural voting helped primarily the Unionists. In the January 1910 election, in sixty-nine English county divisions, the plural vote was larger than the Unionist majority. Forty-one of these constituencies were Unionist gains. In them, the total Unionist vote was just under 80,000, but there were nearly twice as many plural voters – at least 156,000. In the City of London constituency, there were 3,865 inhabited houses but 23,500 plural voters.32 After the January 1910 general election, resulting in a hung parliament, Prime Minister H. H. Asquith estimated that the number of plural voters was greater than the Unionist majority in seventy-eight county constituencies.33

         In a speech at Bath in November 1911, after the Liberals had promised to introduce a Bill providing for adult male suffrage and the abolition of plural voting, Lloyd George lashed out at the unfairness of the system, declaring:

         
            Liberalism … is getting tired of appealing for justice to packed juries, whether at the polling booths or at the courts … If in a commercial enterprise anybody reckons his assets three times over – well, he is guilty of a fraud, and I say that if a man votes three times over by this process, he is a fraud on the democracy.10

         

         As for the university seats, ‘no constituency in the land turns out narrower, more bigoted or more fierce partisans’. The other anomalies were equally unfair. ‘All these dodges’, Lloyd George concluded, ‘have just one basis, and that is a fundamental distrust of the people.’34

         The electoral system, then, was undoubtedly biased against the less well off and against the Liberals. Property qualifications and plural voting gave the wealthy more votes than their numerical strength would have entitled them to. Even so, the Liberals probably exaggerated their effect. Of constituencies where the property vote was over 40 per cent, the Liberals won nearly half of the seats between 1886 and 1910.35 And, although some of the very poor were excluded, no major class or section of the community was completely excluded, except for women. Amongst the working classes, the better off, and in particular trade unionists, were more likely to have the vote than poorer sections, since they would be more likely to enjoy job security and a settled residence. There was also a generational effect. Those aged twenty-one to thirty in working-class constituencies were more likely to be disenfranchised than their elders, since they were more likely to be living with their parents or in lodgings. This was perhaps the age group in the working class most likely to identify with the new Labour Party.36

         In 1908, Professor Lowell of Harvard summed up ‘the present condition of the franchise’ as ‘historical, rather than rational’.

         
            It is complicated, uncertain, expensive in the machinery required, and excludes a certain number of people whom there is no reason for excluding, while it admits many people who ought not to be admitted if anyone is to be debarred. But the hardship or injustice affects individuals alone. No considerable class in the community is aggrieved.37

         

         For this reason, there was no mass pressure for reform as there had been before 1832, 1867 and 1884; and for all its weaknesses, it is not unreasonable to conclude with one commentator that it was ‘roughly representative’ – though only of men.38 The electoral system needed tidying up rather than radical reform and the impetus to tidy up was much weaker than that behind the great reform movements of the nineteenth century. In 1909, Philip Snowden, one of the leaders of the Labour Party, declared that he had never 11been questioned about male suffrage in fifteen years of addressing public meetings. ‘By the early twentieth century the franchise seems to have become a politician’s issue rather than one that stirred the population at large.’39 

         If the franchise was biased towards the well-to-do, candidatures were even more so. Indeed, without wealth it was hardly possible to entertain parliamentary ambitions. When Anthony Trollope’s Phineas Finn first thought of standing for the Commons, his father countered that such a ‘proposition, coming from so poor a man, was a monstrosity’. And his political career was to be ruined by lack of money. Yet Phineas had an allowance of £150 a year, three times the income of the average worker. Before 1918, a candidate had to cover not only his own but also the electoral expenses of the returning officer for his constituency. In 1908, the cost of a contested election was estimated at being between £500 and £1,000, and the annual outlay for purposes of registration and nursing a constituency at between £400 and £500.40 Some MPs were also asked to pay for an election agent to relieve the constituency association of financial burdens. In addition, candidates were expected to contribute to constituency party expenses, as well as entertaining and contributing to various good causes. The novelist Rider Haggard, Unionist candidate for Norfolk East in 1895, declared:

         
            From the moment a candidate appears in the field he is fair game and every man’s hand is in his pocket. Demands for ‘your patronage and support’ fall on him, thick as leaves in Vallombrosa. I remember that I was even pestered to supply voters with wooden legs! Why should an election in a county cost, as this one did, something over £2,000 in all?41

         

         James Bigwood, Conservative MP for Brentford from 1886 to 1906 and unopposed from 1892, claimed to have spent £50,000 on his constituency.42 So a rich man was worth more to a constituency than someone less well-to-do.

         An ex-Liberal MP declared that ‘we no longer bribe, we subscribe’. One unsuccessful Conservative candidate wrote of a ‘cheque book system’ of election and a Conservative commentator complained in 1909 of the idea which ‘pervades the upper regions of the Tory Party that politics always have been, and always ought to be, a career reserved for the amusement of the well-born 12and the wealthy’.43 But the Liberal Party appeared more willing than the Conservatives to finance impecunious candidates, and, between 1910 and 1912, ‘many unknown men without a big balance got their first chance in political life’ through the Liberal Chief Whip.44 Once elected, an MP would have to provide for his maintenance, since payment for MPs was not instituted until 1911; while a minister would need to spend even more money than a backbencher to entertain and preserve his social position. 

         The Irish Parliamentary Party had sought to resolve these problems by paying a salary, essential if the small traders and farmers on whom the party relied could stand for election and sit in the Commons, and it used payment of members to enforce discipline. For, in return for the salary, candidates had to sign a letter pledging themselves not publicly to oppose, either inside or outside Parliament, any party decision, even if it went against his constituency’s interests, and to resign if a majority of MPs thought the pledge had been broken. ‘The sovereign rights of the constituencies’, declared John Dillon, one of the party’s leaders in December 1900, ‘is a doctrine that strikes at the root of discipline and unity in the Irish party.’45 The pledge was in the following form:

         
            I pledge myself that in the event of my election to parliament, I will sit, act and vote with the Irish parliamentary party and if, at a meeting of the party convened upon due notice specially to consider the question, it be determined by resolution … supported by a majority of the Irish party, that I have not fulfilled the above pledges, I hereby undertake to resign my seat.46

         

         Working men too sought representation in the Commons. After the 1867 Reform Act, giving the vote to many working men in towns, some trade unions began to sponsor MPs. In 1874, two such MPs were returned, both miners (it was easier for miners than for most other trade unionists to secure such representation, owing to their geographical concentration). In 1900, the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain set up a centralised fund, to which all members contributed, to sponsor candidates supporting the Liberals, known as the ‘Lib-Labs’. And, in 1893, the Scottish socialist James Keir Hardie had played a leading role in helping to form a new party with a socialist constitution, the Independent Labour Party (ILP), whose candidates were eligible for 13party funding if they, like the Irish, committed themselves in writing to supporting the party programme and acting in accordance with party decisions. 

         But otherwise, entry into the Commons was restricted to those with means.

         
            * * *

         

         The 1884 Reform Act had been accompanied by a Redistribution Act in 1885, which, for the first time, established numbers of electors rather than communities as the basis for representation. The basic principle was one constituency for every 54,000 people. More important, the single-member constituency became the norm, whereas, before 1884, the two-member constituency had been predominant. Between 1867 and 1884, just 200 of the 658 MPs had been elected in single-member constituencies. But after 1884, only twenty-seven two-member constituencies remained – twenty-three boroughs, the City of London and three university constituencies (Oxford, Cambridge and Dublin). All other MPs were elected in single-member constituencies.

         There were many debates in Victorian and Edwardian times on the proper qualification for the vote. But, arguably, the electoral system – first past the post in mainly single-member constituencies – was of greater importance in determining the character of governments. The system was often thought to be of great antiquity. But, in reality, it had been agreed in inter-party meetings as recently as 1884. It reinforced a two-bloc system and was a disincentive to party fragmentation. It militated, in particular, against a centre party such as might have been constructed through an alliance between Liberal Imperialists and Unionist free traders at the beginning of the twentieth century. Only the Labour Party managed to establish itself as a new party during this period, and that was because it enjoyed concentrated support in some working-class constituencies; but Labour, as we shall see, was to depend for its survival on an electoral agreement with the Liberals.

         In Ireland, the electoral system sustained one-party dominance, giving the Nationalists almost every seat outside Ulster and the Unionists a monopoly of seats in the Protestant areas of Ulster. Sizeable minorities were excluded from representation – Unionists outside Ulster and Liberals in the whole of Ireland. After the 1885 election in which no Liberals were returned in Ireland, the O’Conor Don, a leading Liberal, wrote:

         
            This is the result of the single-seat constituencies without provision for minority representation. No one that knows anything about Ireland can maintain that this is a true representation of the feelings of the country. 14One necessary consequence of the present representation is that every Catholic who wishes to have any voice or influence in the Legislature or government of the country must join the Nationalists, and it seems to me that it will be next to impossible to govern Ireland constitutionally against the will of 86 per cent of the representation.47

         

         This was to prove an all too accurate prophecy.

         In 1884, it had been widely believed that single-member constituencies of roughly equal size would produce accurate representation both of majorities and minorities, and there was little interest in alternative systems such as proportional representation. In 1885, Beatrice Webb, after attending a meeting of the Proportional Representation Society, established in the previous year, declared that ‘the subject … is at present a dead one’.48 Gradually, however, it came to be seen that the system did not in fact yield accurate representation, and that it generated landslides for the major parties on very small swings of the vote. In 1895, for example, the Unionists – the Conservative and Liberal Unionist coalition – won 411 out of 670 seats in the Commons on 49 per cent of the vote, and in 1900, they won 402 seats with just over 50 per cent of the vote. By 1906, the pendulum had swung, and the Liberals benefited disproportionately, winning 399 seats on just over 49 per cent of the vote. The Unionists with 44 per cent of the vote won just 157 seats.

         In 1908, the Liberals, though sceptical of electoral reform, appointed a Royal Commission on Electoral Systems. It concluded on the working of the electoral system established in 1885:

         
            Whether the authors of the Bill of that year did or did not believe that the single-member constituency would secure a general correspondence between the support in votes and the representation of the two great parties, such a belief was no doubt widely held at the time. It has proved to be unfounded. Majorities in the House have since shown a very great, and at the same time variable, disproportion to majorities in votes, and there is nothing in the system to warrant the belief that such exaggerations will not recur.49

         

         15In evidence to the Commission, James Parker Smith argued that it was not fortuitous that small shifts in votes led to large shifts in seats, and he put forward a ‘cube law’. This law stated that, if the ratio of votes between two parties is A:B, the ratio of seats would be A cubed: B cubed. In its report in 1910, the Commission recommended the alternative vote system.50 But it appeared at an unpropitious time, three days after the death of Edward VII and in the midst of the crisis over the House of Lords, and was generally ignored. Asquith was unsympathetic to reform, as Gladstone had been, and as were most of the radicals in the Liberal Party. In 1906, one Liberal had written to the secretary of the Proportional Representation Society to confess:

         
            I find no zeal for PR even among the Members who consented to back our Bill [for reform] and a large amount of deliberate opposition among Liberals. Many Liberals also avow that they want the system of large majorities whichever way the balance may go. They hold that small majorities would make weak ministries.

         

         That opinion did not seem much altered even with the hung parliaments of 1910. Asquith was prepared, in 1912, to accept proportional representation for the proposed Irish Parliament, but he insisted that he was ‘not an adherent of or even a convert to the principle of proportional representation as applied to popular elections in this country’.51

         The alternative vote would have prevented the Labour/Liberal progressive vote from being split, but most Liberals clearly did not believe that Labour posed enough of a challenge to make it a priority. Unionists were also generally unsympathetic. They sought a majority of their own, not coalition with any other group. Such pressure as there was for reform came from minority groups, for example, the Unionist free traders. For such groups, The Times complained on 16 May 1910, ‘There is the guillotine inside the House if they speak their minds. There is outside the House another guillotine in our electoral system to prevent them entering.’ The Labour Party was divided, but Ramsay MacDonald was opposed, believing that Labour would eventually become a majority party and would then benefit from the system. The Fabians were against reform as militating against effective government. Indeed, Clifford Sharp, shortly to become the first editor of the New Statesman, wrote in 1912 that the British electoral system was ‘on the whole, the most perfect piece of representative machinery which has yet been created anywhere in the world’.52

         Until 1944, there was no permanent machinery to redistribute constituencies in accordance with population movements. 16After 1885, with population movement from the inner cities to the suburbs and the countryside, the inner cities came to be over-represented. Ireland, whose population was almost halved, due to famine and emigration, from a peak in 1845 of around 8,295,000 to around 4,750,000 in 1891, was also grossly over-represented. Redistribution in 1885 had taken insufficient account of this decline in population, and politicians were chary of intervening, fearing to add to Irish grievances. A Committee on Redistribution of Seats, reporting in 1906, proposed various schemes, each of which would have cost Ireland at least twenty seats.53 With redistribution in strict proportion to population, Ireland would have lost thirty seats, England would have gained around twenty, Scotland would have gained one, while Wales would have lost three.54 Near the end of their term of office in 1905, the Unionists were intending to propose redistribution, but the Irish complained that this would violate Article 4 of the 1800 Act of Union, allotting 100 constituencies to Ireland, which they alleged was in the nature of a compact or treaty for all time and could not be reduced without the consent of Irish MPs. So the over-representation of Ireland continued.

         In the United Kingdom as a whole, by 1910, there was one MP for every 62,703 inhabitants; but, while in England there was one MP for every 66,971, in Ireland, an MP represented on average 44,147.55 There were gross discrepancies in constituency size. By 1910, a vote in Kilkenny was worth twenty times the value of a vote in Romford.56 In 1911, the smallest constituency in the country, Newry, in Ireland, contained a population of 12,841, whereas the population of Romford was 312,804, while Durham, the smallest constituency in England, had a population of just 15,986.57

         
            * * *

         

         The system in 1895 now appears as a halfway house between the pre-1867 aristocratic system and the democratic system that was to come with universal suffrage in the Reform Acts of 1918 and 1928. During the twentieth century, the vote came to be conceived of as a basic right of citizenship, rather than requiring a property qualification. Britain has moved during the twentieth century from a diversified franchise, with various different ways of qualifying for the vote, to a simple franchise, with just one way of qualifying. 17But with the electoral system, Britain has moved in the opposite direction, from a broadly uniform electoral system, based upon first past the post, to a more diverse set of arrangements. By 2020, the first-past-the-post system was used only to elect the House of Commons and local authorities in England and Wales. Local authorities in Scotland and Northern Ireland were elected by proportional representation, as were devolved bodies in the non-English parts of the United Kingdom and the London Assembly. 

         Britain, then, in 1895 was far from being a democracy. Nevertheless, as Joseph Chamberlain and A. V. Dicey noticed, she had what the major Continental states, with the exception of France, lacked – namely, a genuine system of parliamentary government with an executive responsible to the elected chamber of the legislature. This, as we shall see, when describing the coming of war in 1914, had important consequences. By contrast, the absence of responsible government in Germany, Austria and Russia meant that the army and navy were not wholly under civilian control.

         Responsible government required a ‘non-fluid’ party system – that is, a system of two parties or blocs, one representing the government, the other the opposition. The defeat of the government either in a general election or in the Commons on a confidence vote would then mean its replacement by the opposition. Britain was the only major European power to enjoy such a system. That was because the evolution of Parliament in Britain had been quite different from that of legislatures on the Continent. For, in Britain, Parliament was regarded not only as a body mirroring the opinion of the nation but more fundamentally as an executive-choosing body. Conflict between a government and an opposition had begun in effect in the seventeenth century between ancestors of the Conservative and Liberal parties, and had spread outwards from Parliament to meet the demands of a new mass electorate. The Labour Party, created in 1900 as a party outside Parliament, rapidly adapted itself to the conventions of the system such as collective Cabinet responsibility and party discipline – the preconditions of responsible government.

         These conventions were buttressed by an electorate broadly divided into two opposing tribes, a picture memorably captured by W. S. Gilbert when he marvelled in Iolanthe:

         
            How Nature always does contrive – Fal, lal, la!

            That every boy and every gal

            That’s born into the world alive

            Is either a little Liberal

            Or else a little Conservative.18

         

         France also seemed to enjoy responsible government but only in theory since she had a multi-party and ‘fluid’ party system. In France, by contrast with Britain, if the government was defeated in the legislature, there was no dissolution and the next government would often include ministers from the previous one, and be supported from the ranks of the previous government. There was no equivalent in the French multi-party system to Her Majesty’s Opposition. And since there was no fear that a hostile majority might come to power, there was far less incentive for party discipline for those in the governing party or parties. In consequence, the parties – particularly the ruling Radical Party – were in reality loosely organised federations with little cohesion on matters of policy. While in Britain real power lay with the government, in France it lay with the parties in Parliament, or even the individual member. As a result, there was often a vacuum of responsibility.

         Germany seemed to enjoy a system of responsible government, but this was deceptive. The powers of the Reichstag appeared on paper considerable. It could initiate legislation and all laws required its consent, as did the annual Budget. But the German system was based in reality upon a separation of powers in which, although the Reichstag represented the people, it did not choose the government which served the kaiser. The government was not responsible to the Reichstag; nor did a hostile vote in the Reichstag entail the resignation of the Chancellor, who was not a party leader, or the government. In 1913, for example, Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg was twice defeated in votes of confidence in the Reichstag but, retaining the confidence of the kaiser, he did not resign. So the people through the legislature could neither remove the government nor replace it with an alternative. The government was not a party government, it was chosen by the Chancellor and designed to produce the goals laid out by the kaiser. The government was an agglomeration of fiefdoms, not a unified executive. Moreover, the heads of the army and navy were not responsible to the Chancellor or the Reichstag but to the kaiser, and had access to him without the Chancellor being present. If the Chancellor were to act against the military contrary to the kaiser’s wishes, he might be dismissed, as was to happen to Bethmann’s predecessor, Bülow, in 1909. When Bethmann was appointed, the kaiser had told him, ‘Foreign policy you can leave to me!’58 Opposition to the kaiser or the military was seen as unpatriotic. On 8 December 1912, the kaiser called a conference to consider military and naval matters. Neither the Chancellor nor the foreign minister were invited. Indeed, the Chancellor did not learn about it until a week later, when he was informed of its decisions.59 The consequences 19of this system were to prove momentous. It would mean that the German war plan of 1914, which envisaged violating Belgian neutrality, was never systematically scrutinised by the Reichstag since ministers were not responsible to it. In February 1913, the German foreign minister had warned the Chief of the General Staff that the invasion of Belgium would mean Britain entering the war, but he was brushed aside. The foreign minister then insisted that the Chief of the General Staff tell the kaiser of his plans, but when this occurred, neither the Chancellor nor the foreign minister were present. By 1914, the plan to invade Belgium was not ‘subject to political interference’.60 The ultimatum to Belgium was in fact drafted by the Chief of the General Staff not the Foreign Office.61 The German government not only accepted decisions made by the military which had diplomatic implications but took no initiative itself to discover the precise military plan of action. For example, the decision by the General Staff in April 1913 to start wartime operations by attacking Liege was not made known to Bethmann until 31 July 1914, the very eve of war. 

         The British system of responsible and representative government, while by no means wholly democratic, did at least enable public opinion to be felt through Parliament. Government policy needed parliamentary sanction, and had to avoid antagonising public opinion too strongly. The Commons could remove governments, as it was to do in 1895 and had done in 1892 and, in effect, twice in 1886, and voters could at general elections replace a government they disliked with an alternative.

         The House of Commons

         For mid-Victorians, Parliament was the centre of the political universe. But by 1895, it seemed that the House of Commons no longer enjoyed as much prestige as it once did. Indeed, it displayed to contemporary commentators many features often assumed to be modern developments – subordination to the executive, overcrowding of the parliamentary timetable, excessive burden of legislation, control by party whips and decline of the private member. Perhaps every generation regards previous generations as a golden age of parliamentary government. The historian Robert Rhodes James once told me that, as a young Clerk of the Commons in 1955, a very elderly parliamentary official told him, ‘This place has never been the same since Mr Gladstone died,’ which had been in 1898.

         In 1894, the constitutional writer Sidney Low wrote an article entitled ‘If the House of Commons were Abolished?’, insisting that abolition would make little difference. It would ‘not necessarily bring the 20Constitution to a standstill … The main difference would be that we should then recognise the real character of our system of government as it has developed itself in comparatively recent years.’ It was not the House of Commons but ‘the Cabinet and the Caucus’ that were ‘the real, efficient working parts of the political machine. So far as law-making goes, there is no room for the House of Commons between those upper and nether millstones.’62 By 1904, Low had come to believe that the Commons had become a mere electoral college, ‘a kind of preparatory school for the polls’.63

         The great mid-Victorian writer on the constitution, Walter Bagehot, writing in The Economist in 1874, had believed that the literary, scientific and philosophical worlds were hardly comparable, in dignity, to the political. ‘I wrote books … and I was nobody. I got into Parliament, and before I had taken my seat I had become somebody.’64 But by 1901, Sir Almeric Fitzroy, Clerk of the Privy Council, could say:

         
            Members of Parliament are slow to realise how rapidly the credit of the House of Commons as an institution is declining … The power of the Press and the creation … of a public opinion independent of and indifferent to the claims of the popular Chamber, have relegated Parliament as a political mouthpiece to a subordinate position where, if it so wills, it can still play a useful though less authoritative part.65

         

         By 1895, the government’s control over the parliamentary timetable was well established. In the 1880s, the Commons had adopted measures restricting debate to overcome obstruction by Irish members. In 1882, the closure, allowing the Speaker to terminate debate if 200 MPs supported him, was first enshrined in standing order, to be applied in standing committees, as well as the floor of the House. In its new and more effective form, after 1887, the closure was moved by the government 651 times before 1905, failing to secure the consent of 200 MPs just seventy-five times.66 The guillotine, first introduced in 1881, allowed the Commons to timetable Bills to limit debate, and was first used on the Irish Crimes Bill of 1887. Timetabling had, by the beginning of the twentieth century, become ‘a regular, because a necessary, 21practice in the case of difficult and hotly contested measures’ and was frequently applied to supply.67 In 1902, Leader of the House Arthur Balfour was to introduce further reforms strengthening government dominance to meet renewed obstruction by Irish members; but even before then, government business was taking up around 85 per cent of the time of the Commons, and private members’ business was being squeezed out entirely. In 1896, Augustine Birrell, a Liberal MP and future minister, complained that, while 

         
            at one time the private Member had an opportunity of making some reputation by legislative effort … now he had hardly any chance. His occupation was well nigh gone, and there was nothing for him to do but to stroll listlessly about the Lobbies, and to come in and out when a Division is threatened.68

         

         Private members’ influence was exercised mainly at Question Time and on comparatively insignificant Early Day Motions.

         The late Victorian period had seen a considerable decline in the independence of backbench MPs and an increase in whipping. In 1860, only 67 per cent of divisions in the session were subject to a Whig/Liberal government whip; by 1894, the figure was 90 per cent. In 1899, the Conservatives put on the whips in 86 per cent of divisions. The growth of party cohesion was also striking. The table below shows the percentage of MPs voting with their party in divisions in 1860 and 1894.
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         The closure undermined the centrality of the House of Commons, while party caucuses and party discipline undermined the independent-minded MP. The House of Commons had lost its supremacy over the government, and was losing to the electorate its control over policy. Lowell, writing in 1908, noted that the whips could pressurise an MP through his constituency, provided this was done with some subtlety.22

         
            Any direct attempt by the whips to bring pressure upon a Member through his constituents would be likely to irritate, and do more harm than good. But it is easy enough, in various ways, to let the constituents know that the Member is not thoroughly supporting his party; and unless his vote against the government is cast in the interest of the constituents themselves, they are not likely to have much sympathy with his independence.70

         

         MPs were coming to be squeezed between the Cabinet and the constituencies. Normally, they could be relied upon as voting fodder. It was rare for amendments to be carried against the government. From 1895 to 1900, only one amendment was carried against the government, and from 1900 to 1905, just seven.71

         The great danger for governments of the period came when they were internally divided or when their backbench support melted away. Then they would fall before a general election as had happened to the Liberals in 1885 and in 1895, while internal division was similarly to destroy the Unionist government in 1905.

         Far-sighted conservatives were becoming concerned at the dangers arising from executive dominance, ‘strong government’. An acute foreign observer noted in 1902 that the ‘extrinsic independence’ which Bagehot had thought essential to parliamentary government had become compromised. The equilibrium between government and Parliament had been ‘destroyed in favour of the leaders’. The party leader, once primus inter pares, was now

         
            a general in command of an army. He barely consults his staff, the front bench, and practically confines his confidences to an inner circle of a few lieutenants. All the rest of the army simply receives marching orders. He no longer takes the advice, as formerly, of this or that leading Member, who served as an intermediary between the leaders and the main body of their adherents. These intermediate ranks have disappeared.72

         

         By 1910, Lord Robert Cecil could tell the Select Committee on Public Business:

         
            I should say that if you really looked into the real principle of our constitution now, it is purely plebiscitical, that you have really a plebiscite by 23which a particular man is selected as Prime Minister, he then selects his Ministry himself, and it is pretty much what he likes.73 

         

         The growth of disciplined parties meant that what happened in the Commons was becoming less important than in the mid-Victorian era. ‘Parliament was ceasing to be the sounding-board of the nation.’74 Increasingly, what happened outside Parliament was more important than what happened on the floor of the Commons. The process had begun with Gladstone’s Midlothian campaign in 1879, when he had called upon ‘the people’ to remove from office an iniquitous government. ‘We have only to imagine, if we can,’ The Times commented on the first Midlothian campaign, ‘a Pitt or a Castlereagh stumping the provinces, and taking into his confidence, not merely a handful of electors, but any crowd he could collect in any part of this island.’ Before Gladstone, the platform had been largely confined to agitators and outsiders – such as Richard Cobden and John Bright – not party leaders. The arena for debate, it was assumed, was Parliament, not the country. Gladstone had altered all that. ‘The duty of making political speeches’, Lord Salisbury had told the queen in 1887, ‘is an aggravation of the labours of your Majesty’s servants which we owe entirely to Mr Gladstone.’75 This was recognised by Lord Hartington, the nominal leader of the Liberals, who, after the 1880 election, in which Disraeli’s Conservatives were defeated, was called upon by the queen to form a government but had to give way to Gladstone. Hartington had already declared in December 1879 that ‘there is not room for argument about the proposition that the man who leads the Liberal Party out of doors ought to lead it in parliament. It is only fair to the Queen, to the country, to the party, that this should be acknowledged at once.’76 In 1880, Gladstone had told Rosebery that ‘what is outside Parliament seems to me to be fast mounting, nay to have already mounted, to an importance much exceeding what is inside. Parliament deals with laws, and branches of the social tree, not with the root.’ Gladstone’s example was to be followed by Joseph Chamberlain in his ‘Unauthorised Programme’ of 1885, and later in his tariff reform campaign; and, on the Conservative side, by Lord Randolph Churchill. In 1885, Lord Argyll, a Whig peer who had resigned from Gladstone’s second government in 1881 in protest at its Irish policy, complained to Gladstone that24

         
            from the moment our government was fairly under way, I saw and felt that speeches outside were allowed to affect opinion, and politically to commit the cabinet in a direction which was not determined by you deliberately, or by the government as a whole, but by the audacity … of our new associates.77

         

         The Commons was becoming a secondary institution. ‘The Platform has, in some ways, usurped the place of or supplanted Parliament,’ one commentator thought in 1892. ‘The really great and vital discussions are now carried on outside Parliament.’78 In this, as in other matters, Gladstone had been a bridge between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, between the golden age of parliamentary government of the mid-nineteenth century and the modern world of mass parties and professional politicians dependent for their position on popular approval.

         The House of Lords

         If Britain was not yet a democracy, that was not solely because of the limited franchise. For the Commons was subject to the check of the unelected House of Lords, whose legislative powers, undefined in statute in 1895, were, in theory at least, co-equal with the Commons.

         In 1895, the House of Lords comprised around 600 hereditary peers, together with twenty-eight Irish representative peers, elected from their number for life, and sixteen Scottish representative peers, elected from their number at each general election. These elections were rarely contested. Unelected Irish peers, but not unelected Scottish peers, were eligible for membership of the House of Commons. The House also contained in 1895 four law lords, together with retired law lords, as well as the two archbishops and twenty-four senior bishops of the Anglican Church. In 1896, eleven of these clerics took the Conservative or Liberal Unionist whip, nine the Liberal whip while six were cross-benchers. But they rarely attended except when the rights of the established church were under discussion.79 The archbishops, bishops and the law lords were the only non-hereditary peers. Women could hold peerages but were not allowed to sit in the House.

         In the late nineteenth century, the Lords still exerted great social as well as political influence. Lowell believed that extension of the franchise had ‘rather increased than diminished the influence of the nobility’; and, as an 25American, he was ‘impressed by the popular confidence in those peers who have attained a position in the forefront of politics. There seems to be a feeling that they … are beyond the reach of the temptations that beset the ordinary man.’80 In Gladstone’s Liberal government of 1892, six out of the nineteen members had been peers, and in Lord Salisbury’s 1895 Unionist government, eight out of twenty. Since the fall of Robert Peel in 1846, every Prime Minister except Gladstone and Lord Palmerston (an Irish peer who had not been elected to the Lords, and in consequence sat in the Commons) had governed for at least part of his term from the Lords not the Commons, although Salisbury was to be the last Prime Minister from the Lords. Between 1851 and 1905, every Foreign Secretary had been a peer, though Lords Derby and Russell had begun in the Commons but been translated to the Lords while Foreign Secretary. Paradoxically, the advent of mass politics was leading to a greater emphasis on the constitutional importance of the Lords. 

         Although there were no statutory limits on the powers of the Lords, there seemed, until 1909, a convention that the Lords should not alter or reject Money Bills, a convention expressed in resolutions of the House of Commons of 1671 and 1678. The Lords had never explicitly accepted this restriction, but they had in practice submitted to it until 1860, when they rejected Gladstone’s Bill to repeal the paper duties. The Commons had then passed three resolutions insisting that supply was the sole concern of the Lower House, and in 1861, Gladstone had circumvented the Lords by combining all revenue-raising measures for the year in an annual Budget, so that, were the Lords to reject it, they would be denying the government supply. In 1894, Chancellor of the Exchequer Sir William Harcourt repeated Gladstone’s ploy to secure the passage of higher and graduated death duties through the Conservative-dominated House of Lords. Conservatives argued that it was illegitimate to put social reform measures into the annual Budget, a process they labelled ‘tacking’. They insisted that the Upper House retained the power to reject a Budget if it contained measures beyond the strict requirements of supply. As late as 1908, one year before Lloyd George’s ‘People’s Budget’, Lowell could refer to the Lords as ‘a co-ordinate branch of the legislature’, so that ‘every Act of Parliament requires its assent, and although in practice it is far less powerful than the House of Commons, the only subject on which the limitations of its authority can be stated with precision is that of finance’.81

         Except when major issues came before them, such as Home Rule or the 1909 Budget, the Lords were rather somnolent, and composed largely of absentees. Until 1906, few beside ministers and opposition aspirants attended 26with any regularity. In 1897, for example, of 580 peers on the roll, the mean attendance was just eighty-six – 15 per cent. On few occasions did as many as 100 peers attend, and, when they did, that was largely due to pressure from the whips. That year, just 21 per cent of the peers on the roll made speeches. Sittings also tended to be short – around ninety minutes to two hours. In 1897, the mean length of sittings was sixty-eight minutes, and just eleven sittings lasted after 7 p.m. ‘The first principle of debate in the House of Lords’, declared the parliamentary journalist Sir Henry Lucy, ‘is that, except under direct pressure, discussion shall be concluded in time to dress for dinner.’ In its obituary of Salisbury on 24 August 1903, the Manchester Guardian likened the Upper House to ‘a family meeting of hereditary councillors’. One reason for the shortness of debates was that Bills generally reached the Lords at the end of the session when standing orders were suspended for the Glorious Twelfth, the beginning of the grouse-shooting season. ‘Some peers tell me’, Lord Salisbury told the Duke of Devonshire in August 1894, ‘that from the grouse point of view, it is desirable that the division should be taken on a Friday, as that will interfere least with country house parties, bent on slaughter.’ There were hardly any real debates. 

         One peer compared speaking in the Lords to ‘speaking by torchlight to corpses in a charnel house’. ‘We have no debates’, Lord Salisbury told Lord Selborne in 1896, ‘because we have no debaters.’82 After the Parliament Act of 1911, limiting the Lords’ powers, matters became even worse. ‘The atmosphere’, declared the Earl of Crawford in 1913, ‘is so soporific, spreading its atrophy with so potent an influence, that it is hopeless to arouse interest in its component members.’83 In his classic text The English Constitution, published in 1867, Walter Bagehot had stressed the need for a revising chamber. ‘While the House of Commons is what it is, a good revising, regulating and retarding House would be a benefit of great magnitude.’ He then went on to ask, ‘But is the House of Lords such a chamber? Does it do this work? This is almost an undiscussed question.’ By 1895, it would have been difficult to answer in the affirmative. ‘The cure for admiring the Lords’, Bagehot had continued, ‘was to go and look at it.’84 He believed the danger facing the Upper House was not abolition but atrophy.

         Yet this somnolent chamber had been given an important constitutional role by Lord Salisbury. In 1869, he had put forward the doctrine of the mandate, according to which it was for peers to test whether a particular government measure genuinely enjoyed electoral approval. ‘There is’, he believed,27

         
            a class of cases small in number, and varying in kind, in which the nation must be called into council and must decide the policy of the Government. It may be that the House of Commons in determining the opinion of the nation is wrong; and if there are grounds for entertaining that belief, it is always open to this House, and indeed it is the duty of this House, to insist that the nation shall be consulted … We must decide … whether the House of Commons does or does not represent the full, the deliberate, the sustained convictions of the body of the nation.85

         

         The Lords, therefore, enjoyed a referendal function. ‘We have’, declared Dicey in 1890, ‘introduced into our constitution the spirit, though not as yet the form, of the referendum.’86 In consequence, it was held that the Lords had the right to force a dissolution, a right they exercised when they rejected the People’s Budget in 1909. It was, however, by no means clear how a partisan and hereditary chamber such as the House of Lords could determine whether a Bill passed by the Commons represented or did not represent the real ‘opinion of the nation’.

         The referendal function had supposedly been exercised in 1893 when the Lords had rejected Home Rule. The Duke of Devonshire, leader of the Liberal Unionists in the Lords, declared that the Lords must ‘prevent changes’ touching the fundamental institutions of the state, ‘without the absolute certainty that they are in accordance with the will of the majority of the people’. ‘No human being’, he insisted,

         
            can tell on what question the majority which put the present Government in power was returned. No doubt some electors voted for Home Rule, but it is quite certain that a larger number voted for disestablishment, or local option, or for parish councils, or for changes in the incidence of taxation in towns, or for changes in the labour laws … I deny that the House of Commons received any mandate upon Home Rule at all in the last election.87

         

         The justification for rejecting a Bill approved by the Commons was, then, that there might not be an electoral majority for Home Rule. But Salisbury added a gloss to the doctrine. In addition to an overall mandate, he argued, the consent of all four nations – Scotland, England, Wales and Ireland – was needed if Home Rule was to achieve legitimacy; and, since the Liberals lacked 28a majority in England, the ‘predominant partner’, whose electors were believed to be opposed to Home Rule, the English were actually better represented in the Lords than in the Commons. The Upper House, Salisbury declared: 

         
            represents an overwhelming majority of England in its objections to [the government’s] measures, and it is only by a very scanty majority, swept up from various other places – especially from the south and west of Ireland – that [the Prime Minister] is able to carry his measures through the House of Commons.88

         

         In accordance with the mandate doctrine, Lord Salisbury challenged the Liberals to dissolve the Commons after the defeat of Home Rule in the Lords in 1893. Gladstone wanted to accept the challenge, but his colleagues would not allow him to. But even if the Liberals had dissolved, and won the ensuing election, the peers could still say that they had won in spite of, not because of, Home Rule. ‘When the great oracle speaks,’ Lord Salisbury declared, ‘we are never quite certain what the great oracle said.’89 A general election can hardly ever be interpreted as yielding a verdict on a distinct policy issue. A policy proposal would have had to be the only major issue at stake between the parties in the election, and the verdict of the voters would have had to be quite unambiguous. It was not enough, the Duke of Devonshire had insisted in 1893, merely for the principle of Irish Home Rule to have been put to the voters; in addition, ‘the form in which it is to be conceded, and the provisions by which this principle is to be carried into effect should also undoubtedly receive the popular approval’.90 The duke was making the hurdle even higher, indeed almost insurmountable. It would be difficult ever to prove that voters had unequivocally endorsed a specific item of legislation. For Salisbury, this was part of the charm of the doctrine. ‘The plan which I prefer is frankly to acknowledge’, Salisbury had written cynically to a colleague in 1872,

         
            that the nation is Master, though the House of Commons is not, and to yield our own opinion only when the judgement of the nation has been challenged at the polls and decidedly expressed. This Doctrine, it seems to me, has the advantage of being: (1) Theoretically sound, (2) popular, (3) safe against agitation, and (4) so rarely applicable as practically to place little fetter upon our independence.91

         

         In failing to dissolve in 1893, the Liberals seemed to be confirming the constitutional propriety of what the Lords had done. 29Instead of dissolving, the Liberals followed a policy labelled ‘filling up the cup’, putting forward reforming measures and challenging the Lords to reject them. This was, as Churchill was to say in 1907, foolish: a policy ‘of bowling lobs for the House of Lords to sky in the hope that the spectators will take pity on the bowler’.92 The Lords tended to restrict their blocking activities to Bills for which electors seemed to have little enthusiasm. If the Liberals were to fight an election on a Bill of this sort and were beaten, the Upper House would end up stronger, not weaker. ‘The plain truth’, the Gladstonian minister John Morley had told Sir William Harcourt in 1894, ‘is that we can do nothing with the House of Lords unless they really resist the will of the British constituencies – and this they are not now doing.’93

         Since the Lords was heavily dominated by Unionists – the 1893 Home Rule Bill had been defeated there by 419 votes to forty-one – the mandate doctrine seemed only to apply when a government of the left, a Liberal government, was in power. By 1906, the year of the Liberal election victory, there were 461 Unionist peers, ninety-eight Liberals and forty-four who sat as independents.94 The seventy-five peers who voted for Lloyd George’s People’s Budget in 1909 ‘constituted the largest pro-Liberal vote in the Lords on a major issue for twenty-five years’.95 And, unlike the Commons, the Lords could not be dissolved.

         The Lords never took the view that legislation proposed by a Unionist government lacked a mandate. The doctrine was used only against Liberal governments. In the words of the Radical Sir Charles Dilke, ‘The claim of Lord Salisbury to force us to “consult the country” is a claim for annual Parliaments when we are in office, and septennial Parliaments when they are in office.’96 (Before the 1911 Parliament Act, the maximum duration of a parliament was seven years, not five.) In the 1890s, the Liberal Prime Minister Lord Rosebery had told the queen that the House of Lords was ‘a permanent barrier raised against the Liberal Party’, since it ‘controls a Liberal but not a Conservative Government’, something he believed ‘obnoxious to the conscience of the country as well as to its best interests’.97 He was to fight the 1895 election largely on the platform of Lords reform. While that campaign failed, when, in 1909, the Lords rejected the Budget, they would test the referendal theory to destruction.30

         The Monarchy

         The era of mass politics, then, seemed to be regenerating the Lords. It also seemed to be regenerating the monarchy. Balfour indeed believed at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign that ‘the importance of the Crown in our Constitution is not a diminishing, but an increasing factor’.98 Queen Victoria (1819–1901) was the first modern sovereign to gain popular enthusiasm and affection, especially in her last years. She had altered the image of the monarchy from that of her dissolute predecessors, William IV and George IV, whom she called her ‘wicked uncles’. The queen’s reign, in Lord Salisbury’s words:

         
            bridged over that great interval which separates old England from new England. Other nations may have had to pass through similar trials, but have seldom passed through them so peaceably, so easily, and with so much prosperity and success as we have. I think that future historians will look to the Queen’s reign as the boundary which separates the two states of England.

         

         To a writer on the Victorian age in 1936, the changes which that period had seen appeared greater than anything that had been witnessed before or since. ‘I am speaking of changes in men’s minds, and I cannot in my own time observe anything of greater consequence than the dethronement of ancient faith by natural science and historical criticism, and the transition from oligarchic to democratic representation.’99 The queen was quite out of sympathy with these changes, deprecating anything which appeared to threaten revealed religion and insisting that she could never be queen of a democratic country. She ‘cannot’, she had written to the Liberal minister W. E. Forster in 1880, ‘and will not be the Queen of a democratic monarchy’.100 In 1892, after the electoral defeat of the Unionists, she wrote to her daughter, the Empress Frederick of Prussia, that ‘it seems to me a defect in our famed Constitution to have to part with an admirable Government like Lord Salisbury’s for no question of any importance, or any particular reason, merely on account of the number of votes’.101 Nevertheless, Lord Salisbury believed that she had

         
            an extraordinary knowledge of what her people would think – extraordinary because it could not have come from any personal intercourse. I have 31said for years that I always thought that when I knew what the Queen thought I knew pretty certainly what view her subjects would take, and especially the middle classes of her subjects.102 

         

         But her popularity spread wider than ‘the middle classes’. In 1897, the year of the Diamond Jubilee, Lady Ampthill, a Lady of the Bedchamber to the queen, travelling in the royal train from Scotland to Windsor, pulled up the blind at 4 a.m. She saw people who had tramped across the country lining the way, ‘in the more populous counties sometimes thirty, forty deep – all this on a dark threatening grey morning’. When the queen heard about this, she was ‘more moved’ by it ‘than by any of the numerous stirring moments which have hitherto marked the celebrations’.103 Even members of the ruling elite were overawed by her. In 1899, Sir Edward Carson, the former Solicitor General for Ireland, declared that he had first met the queen at the time of the Diamond Jubilee. ‘He broke down – could not help crying: and what a tribute from the man who is the most pitiless prosecutor in the kingdom.’104 The queen had become the symbol of British pride and prosperity. She had come to be associated, however erroneously, with the beneficent changes of the era. She was also, by contrast with her predecessors, an exemplar of the domestic virtues with a close and affectionate family life.

         The prestige and affection in which the monarchy was to be held would have appeared highly unlikely when Victoria came to the throne in 1837. The three previous sovereigns had been, in the words of Sir Sidney Lee in his biography of the queen in the Dictionary of National Biography, ‘an imbecile’ (George III), ‘a profligate’ (George IV) and ‘a buffoon’ (William IV). In 1830, Peel had thought the monarchy so unpopular that only a miracle could save it. During the agitation over the 1832 Reform Bill, William IV had felt the crown ‘tottering’ on his head. At that time, the sovereign was regarded as being personally responsible for the measures of the government, and it was believed that a government needed the sovereign’s confidence to survive. But the 1832 Reform Act had constrained royal power, and Victoria had no room for manoeuvre against a representative majority in the Commons. Since 1832, it has only been on exceptional occasions – the Aberdeen coalition of 1852 and Ramsay MacDonald’s national government of 1931 – that royal influence could determine the political colour of the government. The second Reform Act of 1867 had led to the growth of political organisation outside Parliament, and this further limited the scope for royal intervention. 32It was only when party lines were fluid, as with the Home Rule crisis in 1885–86, or when the sovereign was required to choose a new Prime Minister in the absence of agreement by the party in power – as in 1894 when Victoria appointed Lord Rosebery – that the queen could exercise decisive influence. 

         The queen was sceptical of, if not downright hostile towards, the new political ideas of the Victorian era – liberalism and popular government. Indeed, she never wholly discarded the earlier view that government was the servant of the sovereign rather than the people. Yet the prestige of the monarchy at the end of her reign owed much to its association with parliamentary and responsible government in which the sovereign was required to act on the advice of her ministers. It is a paradox that constitutional monarchy arose as a result of political forces of which the queen disapproved. Nevertheless, she was a sovereign of a new type – as Balfour was to tell the House of Commons, in moving an address on the accession of Edward VII in 1901, ‘the first of all constitutional Monarchs whom the world has yet seen’.105 ‘If we look at history’, Bagehot had declared in The English Constitution, ‘we shall find that it is only during the period of the present reign that in England the duties of a constitutional sovereign have ever been well performed.’106 Victoria’s reign had coincided with a fundamental change in the nature of monarchy. Its power was declining, but its influence increased, and its symbolic role in both Britain and the empire grew in importance. The power of the queen as head of state was in decline; her influence as head of the nation, a symbolic figure representing the whole of Britain, had grown.

         The development of responsible government in the empire increased the importance of the monarchy since the empire was, in Balfour’s words, ‘constitutionally linked to us through the person of the Sovereign, the living symbol of Imperial unity’.107 Victoria’s popularity increased with the Golden Jubilee of 1887 and the Diamond Jubilee of 1897, to both of which the self-governing colonies sent their Prime Ministers. In 1876, Disraeli had added ‘Empress of India’ to the queen’s title, implicitly recognising that India was a separate part of the empire. Liberal opposition to this change annoyed the queen and no doubt strengthened her Conservative sympathies. The role of the sovereign in the empire was to be recognised in an amendment to the Royal Titles Act, passed in 1901, after the death of Victoria. After the words ‘of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland’, there was added ‘and of the British Dominions beyond the Seas’. In 1909, Balfour told a royal confidant, Lord Esher, that ‘during the latter half of Queen Victoria’s reign, and more than 33ever now, Great Britain means the British Empire. Our people overseas do not care a rush for Asquith or me. They hardly know our names. For them the symbol of the Empire is the King.’108 The sovereign – not Parliament or the Cabinet – was the institutional link holding the empire together at a time when the self-governing colonies were intent on confirming their independence from the Imperial Parliament and the British government. Britain was embarking on a great experiment, that of combining an empire with a system of representative government, and in that experiment, the monarchy was crucial. 

         Many had believed that the growth of parliamentary government would render the sovereign a mere cipher, that she would become, in the words of Baron Stockmar, an adviser to the prince consort, ‘nothing but a mandarin figure which has to nod its head in assent, or shake it in denial, as his minister pleases’.109 But Victoria showed that the power of the monarchy could be replaced by influence. Bagehot had laid down three constitutional rights which a sovereign enjoyed – the right to be consulted, the right to encourage and the right to warn. There was, however, no easy road to monarchical influence. The details of political affairs were, in Bagehot’s words, ‘vast, disagreeable, complicated and miscellaneous. A king, to be the equal of his ministers in discussion, must work as they work; he must be a man of business as they are men of business.’110 Victoria was the first sovereign prepared to master the endless boxes of state papers sent to her with monotonous regularity by her private secretary. It had been her ‘great aim to follow’ the prince consort’s plan, ‘which was to sign nothing until he had read it and made notes upon what he signed’.111 Balfour referred to her life of ‘continuous labour’. Noticing during the queen’s final illness the accumulating mass of untouched documents which awaited her attention, he

         
            marvelled at the unostentatious patience which for sixty-three years, through sorrow, through suffering, in moments of weariness, in moments of despondency, had enabled her to carry on without break or pause her share in the government of this great Empire. For her there was no holiday, to her there was no intermission of toil. Domestic sorrow, domestic sickness, made no difference in her labours, and they were continued from 34the hour at which she became our Sovereign to within a few days – I had almost said a few hours – of her death.112 

         

         When Bagehot described the monarchy in the 1860s, he wrote as if he were describing accepted constitutional conventions. But, of course, the idea of constitutional monarchy was comparatively recent and there were no authoritative guidelines as to what the queen could or could not do. Bagehot’s three rights were more prescriptive than descriptive, and he implied that a sovereign ought not to use them in a partisan manner. It is not clear whether the queen had read The English Constitution, but she deplored Bagehot as an ‘irreverent’ writer, and was much displeased when she found her grandson, the future George V, studying his works.113 When Victoria’s letters were published, after her death, it became clear that Bagehot had seriously underestimated the extent of the queen’s influence and indeed partisanship. Disraeli had been more perceptive. ‘I know it will be said’, he declared in 1872,

         
            that, however beautiful the theory, the personal influence of the Sovereign is now merged in the responsibility of the minister. I think you will find there is a great fallacy in this view. The principles of the English Constitution do not contemplate the absence of personal influence on the part of the Sovereign; and if they did, the principles of human nature would prevent the fulfilment of such a theory.114

         

         This influence was to become blatantly partisan in the last twenty-five years of the queen’s life, exerted in favour of the Conservative and Liberal Unionist cause and against the Liberals. She wrote incessantly to Gladstone and Rosebery complaining about policies she disliked and speeches of Liberal ministers which she believed were too ‘extreme’. A commentator in 1926 stated:

         
            If, as some have held, it is the duty of the English monarch to be passive and impartial, the Queen was certainly the least constitutional of sovereigns. That she retained the reputation of a model monarch was due to the fact that, though she strained the constitution almost to breaking point, her prejudices and her conventions were so exactly those dominant in her age that she seemed to embody its very nature within herself. Her influence, moreover, was almost always in the direction on which middle class sentiment would have approved.115

         

         35The queen’s partisanship is often explained by her antipathy to Gladstone; but, while undoubtedly a major factor, it extended also to Gladstone’s successor, Lord Rosebery, whom she had personally chosen upon the Grand Old Man’s retirement in 1894, and who ‘was almost as chivalrous, as gallant, as flattering in his method of approach to the Queen as had been Disraeli’.116 The queen’s hostility to the Liberals was as much political as personal. She was opposed to policies which she believed encouraged democratic and populist forces and to what she perceived as Liberal weakness in imperial and foreign affairs. She was opposed, above all, to Irish Home Rule, which she believed would lead to the disintegration of her kingdom. After Gladstone’s conversion to that policy in 1886, she sought to bring together a coalition of Conservatives and ‘moderate’ Unionist Liberals, and communicated with the Conservative opposition as to how this might best be achieved. In 1886, she pressed the Liberal Unionist Lord Hartington to support Lord Salisbury’s Conservative government.

         The queen was criticised in 1894 for using her prerogative of appointing a Prime Minister by choosing as Gladstone’s successor a Liberal of the right, the Liberal Imperialist Lord Rosebery, rather than Sir William Harcourt, who would probably have been the choice of Liberal MPs, or Lord Spencer, who would have been Gladstone’s own choice. She did not consult Gladstone before appointing Rosebery. But, in the queen’s defence, it could be argued that she was under no obligation to consult Gladstone, who was resigning because he had been repudiated by the Cabinet on the issue of naval expenditure, and who had, therefore, lost the authority which gave him the right to be consulted. Spencer was later to declare that he would not have accepted appointment as Prime Minister. As for Harcourt, other members of the Cabinet regarded him as an impossible colleague and his biographer admits that ‘Lord Rosebery was already emerging as the choice of the Cabinet’.117 Ministers could, had they chosen to do so, refused to serve under Rosebery and the queen would then have been compelled to appoint someone else. It is therefore reasonable to conclude that ‘the Queen was working with the grain of politics when she sent for Rosebery. She was exercising a casting vote rather than expressing a purely personal preference.’118

         Rosebery had sought to reform the Lords, widening its composition, so as to dilute the hereditary element. To this the queen was vehemently opposed, seeing it as tantamount to abolition. Lord Salisbury, then Leader of the Opposition in the Lords, gave her a novel constitutional doctrine to use 36against Rosebery. ‘On a matter of this vital importance’, Salisbury told her, the Prime Minister ‘has no constitutional right to announce a totally new policy without first ascertaining your Majesty’s pleasure on the subject, and if he is unable to convince your Majesty, it is his duty to tender his resignation’. The queen then told Rosebery that Lords reform was ‘not a mere question of policy, but as he himself said, “a question of enormous importance”, a “question of the revision of the entire Constitution”, and, as such, she maintains her sanction for its public declaration should have been obtained’. The implication was that, on ‘constitutional’ matters, the Prime Minister needed the confidence of the queen, as well as the Commons. As Rosebery told the queen, this ‘would tend to make the Sovereign a party in all controversies of the hour, and would hazardously compromise the neutrality of the Sovereign’. 

         The Rosebery government, dependent on the Irish Party for its majority, and beset by fissiparous tendencies within the Liberal Party, could, so it seemed, be forced to go to the country at any time. The queen asked Lord Salisbury what would be the most suitable time for a dissolution from the Unionist point of view, and Salisbury told her that she would be within her rights in insisting upon a dissolution.119 Through her private secretary, in November 1894, the queen asked Sir Henry James, a Liberal Unionist, and therefore in opposition, and a former Attorney General, ‘whether she was constitutionally entitled to order a Dissolution, and failing consent of Rosebery, to dismiss the Government’. James tactfully replied that, while the queen undoubtedly had such a right in theory, it would be inexpedient to exercise that right, at least at the present time, since, if Rosebery dissolved, he would say that he was dissolving at the queen’s insistence. If, on the other hand, as was more likely, he refused to dissolve, the queen would have to dismiss him. ‘I could scarcely express myself as strongly as I felt,’ James later wrote, ‘for my view was that it would be a most dangerous act of folly if any premature interference of the Crown took place.’120 Even so, the queen never abandoned the claim that she was entitled to dismiss ministers, or indeed the whole Cabinet, a claim which George V, supported by leading constitutional lawyers such as Dicey and Sir William Anson, was to maintain as late as 1913 during the Home Rule crisis.

         During the last part of her reign, the queen, like the House of Lords, was a source of difficulty to every Liberal government and encouragement to every Conservative one. But her partisanship was not known to the public, since neither Gladstone nor Rosebery, nor indeed any Liberal leader, publicly revealed it. Liberal reticence, therefore, was as important a factor in 37maintaining the prestige of the monarchy as Conservative celebration of it, and because the queen appeared little in public after the death of the prince consort, it was generally assumed that she played little part in politics. It is a paradox that the queen ‘was regarded by the vast mass of her subjects as a divine institution, without flaw … at the very moment when she was behaving more unconstitutionally than ever before’.121 But when the government controlled a united party enjoying a comfortable majority in the Commons, she had little real scope for altering its policy or personnel. So Victoria was, perforce and despite herself, more of a constitutional monarch than her predecessors had been; and by the end of her reign, it had come to be generally accepted that the sovereign should be impartial between the parties. 

         The Cabinet

         The executive in Britain in 1895 was, as today, the Cabinet, in which the Prime Minister was generally the dominant figure. But, remarkably, until 1905, that office had no existence in law; and, as Balfour told his constituents shortly after entering Downing Street, the post was

         
            not recognised by any statute, and … does not form part of the British Constitution, as understood by lawyers. The Prime Minister of the day has no salary as Prime Minister. He has no statutory duties as Prime Minister, his name occurs in no act of Parliament, and though holding the most important place in the Constitutional hierarchy, he has yet no place which is recognised by the laws of his country.122

         

         In 1889, a leading Liberal, John Morley, wrote a biography of the first Prime Minister, Sir Robert Walpole, containing a chapter on the Cabinet said to have been scrutinised by Gladstone. Morley believed that the great virtue of the Cabinet system was its ‘flexibility’, which allowed ‘the Prime Minister in an emergency to take upon himself a power not inferior to that of a dictator, provided always that the House of Commons will stand by him’. The Prime Minister was, in any case, ‘the keystone of the Cabinet arch’ and occupied ‘a position which, so long as it lasts, is one of exceptional and peculiar authority’.123 Sidney Low went even further in 1904, claiming that if a Prime Minister ‘is a Pitt, a Peel, a Palmerston, a Disraeli or a Gladstone, he may come near to being a dictator’.124 In the previous year, Balfour, not normally 38thought of as a strong Prime Minister, had confirmed this judgement by in effect peremptorily dismissing three Cabinet ministers without prior warning because they insisted on sticking to the doctrine of free trade, which he was determined to modify. 

         In foreign and imperial affairs, in particular, the power of the Prime Minister was considerable, and not easily checked by the Cabinet. Under Lord Rosebery’s Liberal government of 1894–95, only an inner ring of ministers – sometimes just the Prime Minister and the Foreign Secretary – saw the boxes of foreign despatches. This practice was continued under Lord Salisbury’s Unionist administration in 1895. Until 1900, Salisbury combined the premiership with the Foreign Office, and it was not always easy for the Cabinet to discover what was happening in foreign affairs, although after 1895, as Salisbury’s strength declined, other ministers were able to exert more influence.

         By contrast with today, the Cabinet in 1895 had no regular time of assembly or fixed place of meeting. It was summoned at the behest of the Prime Minister, or, more rarely, when a senior minister insisted. The date of meeting was fixed by the Prime Minister, often at short notice. In January 1898, Lord Salisbury’s private secretary omitted to inform Lord James of a Cabinet meeting, and he was told by letter what had transpired.125 Under Salisbury, the Cabinet met relatively infrequently. It did not, for example, meet between 5 November 1895 and 8 January 1896, despite serious foreign and imperial problems – insurrection in the Turkish Empire and the Jameson Raid.126 In 1900, despite the outbreak of the Boer War in September, the Cabinet did not meet between the beginning of August and the middle of November.127 In 1901, in the middle of the war, the Cabinet did not meet between the end of August and the beginning of November. Speaking in Oldham in October 1901, Sir Michael Hicks Beach, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, said that this did not matter since ‘there are such things as interviews between ministers … There are official messengers who carry communications between different departments.’ One commentator interpreted this as ‘a rather plain-spoken admission that the formal Council, the pledge of solidarity and collective responsibility has been virtually superseded by informal interviews and communications between certain selected members of the Cabinet’.128 Some believed the Cabinet was already becoming, in Bagehot’s sense, a ‘dignified’ part of the constitution, a conclusion to be resurrected sixty years later 39as a new discovery by the Labour MP and intellectual Richard Crossman, in his introduction to a new edition of Bagehot’s English Constitution, published in 1963. 

         The Cabinet had no written agenda, nor any record or minutes of what was decided. A minister requiring an issue to be considered had to seek the consent of the Prime Minister. Frequently, other ministers were not warned in advance that a particular issue was to be considered. No officials were present, the post of the Cabinet Secretary not coming into existence until 1916. The prime source of information until then for what happened in Cabinet are the letters sent to the sovereign by the Prime Minister, the contents of which were not normally seen by other ministers.

         Indeed, the Cabinet seems not to have been mentioned in any official document until 1900. In 1895, there was just one permanent Cabinet committee, on defence, established by Lord Salisbury, which, so the Duke of Devonshire complained in 1900, ‘has met rarely, and generally without any definite agenda. No minutes have been kept.’129 Other Cabinet committees were occasionally established on an informal and ad hoc basis. But in 1903, the defence committee was to become an advisory council and renamed the Committee of Imperial Defence, which did have a secretary and minutes.

         Morley believed that one of the fundamental principles of Cabinet government was ‘the doctrine of collective responsibility’. But at the end of the nineteenth century, there was some willingness to suspend it when a government was faced with a contentious issue by allowing it to remain an ‘open question’. Female suffrage was to be one such ‘open question’ for the Liberal government after 1905. But it was in any case somewhat difficult to enforce the convention since, in the absence of a secretariat or minutes, it was not always easy for ministers to agree or remember precisely what had been decided. In 1900, Balfour agreed with his uncle, the Prime Minister, that ‘a brief record of Cabinet discussion would be a convenience. My own memory in such matters is very untrustworthy and I sometimes find it difficult after our confused discussions to recollect even the instructions I have received on matters which I have myself brought before it.’130

         This difficulty was to have serious consequences in the crisis over tariff reform in 1902–03. Joseph Chamberlain, the Colonial Secretary, had believed, before visiting South Africa in late 1902, that the Cabinet had agreed to retain a duty on imported corn introduced in the Budget of 1902. But he was to find that at least one minister was quite unaware that there had been 40such a commitment. In the 1903 Budget, the duty was removed. Chamberlain wrote in anger to his colleague, the Liberal Unionist leader in the Lords, the Duke of Devonshire: 

         
            What did I ask of you before I went to South Africa? That you should retain the shilling corn duty and give a drawback to Canada. I thought you had all, except Ritchie [the Chancellor of the Exchequer], accepted this policy. While I was slaving my life out you threw it over as of no importance, and it is to this indifference to a great policy, which you had accepted, that you owe the present situation.

         

         Devonshire replied:

         
            We must go back to the Cabinets immediately before and after your visit to South Africa, the proceedings at which are still extremely obscure to me. As you know, I am rather deaf, and I am afraid sometimes inattentive. I certainly failed to understand that at the first of these a decision was even provisionally taken of such importance as that to which you refer, and it must have been taken after very little discussion.131

         

         The crisis led to the resignation of five Cabinet ministers, including both Chamberlain and the duke, and the eventual disintegration of the Balfour government. It was perhaps this episode to which Austen Chamberlain, Joe’s son, was referring when he told the Commons in 1922 that, under the old system, ‘I have known Cabinets break up under the impression that they had settled something, and every Minister going away asking his neighbour what was the decision to which they had come.’132 Indeed, according to Lord Curzon, who, admittedly, did not himself enter the Cabinet until 1916, ‘the experience of every Cabinet Minister’ was ‘that cases frequently arose when the matter was left so much in doubt that a Minister went away and acted upon what he thought was a decision which subsequently turned out to be no decision at all, or was repudiated by his colleagues’.133

         Local Government

         At the turn of the century, many were proud not only of the parliamentary system but of Britain’s local government, which was rooted, it was often 41alleged, in historic communities. Observers contrasted localism in Britain with centralisation in France. Indeed, an Austrian constitutional authority believed, with perhaps more romance than realism, that ‘the English idea of the state’ was that of ‘an association or federation of self-governing communities’.134 ‘England’, one textbook writer suggested in 1894, again with some romantic exaggeration, ‘is pre-eminently the country of local government’,135 though at the time the remark was made, it seemed, apparently, a ‘commonplace’.136 

         Representative local government in the towns had been instituted in 1835 in the Municipal Corporations Act. But the term ‘local government’ was not used before 1858, and until the 1880s, local government was ‘chaotic, rudimentary, corrupt – altogether behind the needs of the community’. The only nationwide coverage was in the hands of the somewhat unwieldy boards of guardians administering the 1834 Poor Law, of which there were 648. These boards were elected, but turnout in elections for them was very low. Other services were provided by ad hoc school boards in England and Wales established under the provisions of the 1870 Education Act, to ensure that there were sufficient primary schools in every part of the country – by the 1890s there were well over 2,000 of these boards – and by various other ad hoc authorities and improvement commissioners.137

         Despite the rhetoric of localism, turnout in local elections tended to be much lower than in general elections. In 1906, turnout in the general election was 82.6 per cent, in the county council elections 55.5 per cent, in borough elections 48.2 per cent but in elections for the guardians just 28.1 per cent.138 But turnout in local elections could on occasion be high. Fred Jowett, a Bradford Labour MP, wrote in 1907 that ‘it is by no means uncommon in the North of England towns where the Labour and Socialist movement is strong, for 75 to 85 per cent of the number of persons entitled to vote to exercise that right at a municipal election’. In 1908, there was a 90 per cent poll in Nelson and in 1909 a 82 per cent poll in Northampton. When turnout fell to 77 per cent in Rochdale in 1912, there were complaints of ‘apathy’.139 Today, turnout in local government elections is generally between 30 per cent and 40 per cent.

         The boards of guardians and school boards had been established before 42the introduction of a system of representative local government and were somewhat makeshift. But the extension of the franchise for parliamentary elections in 1867 and 1884 prompted the creation of representative local government institutions. It would have been anomalous if those allowed to elect their Parliament could not also elect local authorities. The Local Government Act of 1888 had extended representative government into the counties, including London, with the establishment of county councils. The Act had also provided that boroughs with a population of over 50,000 would become all-purpose authorities, outside the jurisdiction of the counties; and in the Technical Instruction Act of 1889, county boroughs and county councils were given powers to establish ‘higher intermediate schools’ for technical education. 

         The franchise qualification for borough and county councils in 1895 for men was for ratepayers residing in the borough or owning a shop in the borough and occupying property worth at least £10. But the vote was not restricted to men in local government or in elections for Poor Law Guardians or school boards. Duly qualified unmarried women and widows were also able to vote and even, in the case of some of these bodies, to be elected. The electorate for borough councils was on average around one-eighth larger than for the Commons. But there were wide variations between different boroughs and the percentage registered in London was much lower than the average due to the large number of lodgers in the capital.140

         Although the 1888 Act had rationalised the local government system, there remained a tangle of different authorities and ad hoc bodies with different boundaries and different qualifications for voting. The President of the Local Government Board H. H. Fowler told the House of Commons in 1893 that England and Wales had sixty-two county councils, 302 municipal boroughs, thirty-one Improvement Act districts, 688 Local Government Act districts, 574 rural sanitary districts, fifty-eight port sanitary districts, 2,302 school board districts, 362 highway districts, 6,477 highway parishes, 1,052 burial board districts, 648 Poor Law unions, 13,755 ecclesiastical parishes and nearly 15,000 civil parishes.141

         The system had been improved by Fowler’s Local Government Act in 1894. This created urban and rural district councils below county level. The Act also provided for qualified married women to vote in local government elections, though few were able to do so since married women could not qualify on the basis of their husband’s residence. The Act also provided that women could become candidates for election to the new councils, and 43abolished the property qualification for candidates, which was also abolished for urban Poor Law boards of guardians, the rural guardians being absorbed by the new rural district councils. 

         The 1894 Act also created elective parish councils for villages with over 300 inhabitants, to be responsible for such matters as footpaths, allotments, parish charities and street lighting; and made provision for the direct democracy of parish meetings for villages with under 300 inhabitants. Liberals placed high hopes in these new councils, which they believed would erode the vestiges of feudal power in rural areas, removing influence from the squire and parson, the ex officio chairman of the local vestry, and take control of parochial charities from the clergy; the parish councils would also provide village halls, which, unlike church halls, would be open to those of all denominations. The parish council would, so the leader of the agricultural workers’ trade union, Joseph Arch, hoped, ‘revolutionise our villages; it will give England back her vanished peasantry’. The Liberal Party’s ‘Parish Councillor’s Handbook’ claimed that the parish council ‘will abolish patronage and banish privilege. For the rule of the few it will substitute the responsibility and cooperation of the many. It is the Charter of the peasant’s liberty.’ One local newspaper declared that parish councils would be ‘the People’s Magna Carta’, while another considered the first election day for these councils as ‘Emancipation Day in Rural England … The democratic curfew will ring out the vestiges of feudal power and ring in the new era of equal self-government.’142 Liberals hoped indeed that the parish councils would bring village democracy to Britain, but the councils were to fall far short of Liberal aspirations. Their powers were very limited, and they were hampered by their spending being restricted by an opposition amendment to a threepenny rate – or sixpence with the consent of the parish meeting. The first elections to parish councils showed little alteration in the village hierarchy, although a wider cross-section of the community was represented on them than on county councils, with labourers and other unskilled workers comprising around 9 per cent of the total number of councillors. But few women were returned – no more than around 200 out of 57,000 parish councillors.143 The forces of deference were greater in rural areas than many Liberals had appreciated, and in 1951, one commentator concluded that the 1894 Act had done ‘little to alter the basic form of local government at parish level; it merely provided the squire and the parson with a more useful means of carrying on as before’.144 Parish meetings, which Liberals hoped would illustrate the virtues of direct democracy, did not prove effective, and many members held meetings 44only on rare occasions. They tended to be lobbyists to rural district councils and county councils rather than active authorities in their own right. Even so, in 1972, when local government was being radically reformed in England and Wales, Lord Redcliffe-Maud, who had chaired a Royal Commission on Local Government, declared: 

         
            The parish provides some of the best examples of genuine British self-government that one could find anywhere in this country, and as fine an example of local self-government as one would find anywhere in the world. In the parish community there are people who at least know each other by sight. It is that grass-roots community which I think should continue to be the basis of the whole structure of local self-government.145

         

         The 1894 Act put the coping stone on a structure of local government which was not altered in any fundamental respect until the 1970s. An Austrian admirer of British institutions observed that, in consequence of the Act:

         
            The grand principle of representative democracy has now been fully applied to local government – England has created for herself ‘self-government’ in the true sense of the word. She has secured self-government – that is to say, the right of her people to legislate, to deliberate and to administer through councils or parliaments elected on the basis of popular suffrage – and this is the root of the incomparable strength of the English Body Politic.146

         

         That was an over-romanticised view. Admittedly, central government played a much smaller role in local affairs than it was to do in the twentieth century. But this was less because of a deep-seated belief in local autonomy than because the functions of local councils were so very minimal that they did not impinge upon the concerns of central government. County council functions, for example, were in 1888 a curious hotch-potch. The county

         
            repairs all main roads and county bridges … It prevents the pollution of rivers … It regulates all Local Government elections. It pays the salary of the clerks to the justices … It grants licences for music and dancing and racecourses; it insists on the proper use of weights and measures; it protects the purchaser of coal and bread.14745

         

         Most of these matters did not require central intervention and could happily be left to local representatives. There was a sharp division between the ‘high politics’ of foreign and colonial policy, the politics of diplomacy and management of the empire, and the ‘low politics’ of highways and sanitation. No true statesman would concern himself with the latter.148

         Local authorities had minimal powers, most of which were permissive, on many of the matters later to become cornerstones of the welfare state. For example, public health was from 1894 a function of urban district and rural district councils, but there were few statutory duties. Aid to the poor and, in England, Scotland and Ireland, education – with the exception of ‘technical education’ after 1889 – lay outside local government entirely, being, until 1902, the responsibility of directly elected ad hoc boards. It was not until after the Liberal election victory in 1906 that local authorities were to expand their welfare functions, although aid to the poor, except in rural areas, did not become a local government responsibility until 1929.

         Local authorities were also limited by their narrow financial base. Their main sources of revenue were a rate on property, together with a small though growing grant from the central Exchequer. In 1898, of approximately £69 million local authority revenues, around £38 million was derived from the rates and £11 million from central government. The rest came from receipts and fees, sales of property and revenue-raising undertakings such as waterworks and gasworks.149 In addition, local authorities tended to be dominated by the well-to-do and the propertied, who sought not to extend local services but to economise and hold down the level of rates.

         There was one area of municipal government, however, where there had been considerable expansion in the last thirty years of the nineteenth century: the municipalisation of utilities. By 1882, 148 local authorities owned municipal gas undertakings, and Joseph Chamberlain, as Mayor of Birmingham between 1873 and 1876, had made the city a byword for effective local government with its municipal water supply, sanitary arrangements and gas supply. Birmingham was not in fact the pioneer of municipalisation, but Chamberlain was its most effective publicist. ‘I am so parochially minded’, he declared in 1880 – paradoxically in the light of his later career – ‘that I look with greater satisfaction to the annexation of the gas and water’ than to the annexation of new colonies.150 Chamberlain’s approach was sometimes labelled ‘municipal socialism’, and indeed it influenced the early Fabians, but its prime purpose was to apply business principles to local government 46by using profits from municipal enterprise to finance slum clearance, sanitation and house-building. As President of the Board of Trade from 1880 to 1885, Chamberlain had promoted legislation enabling local authorities to buy private electricity companies – the Electric Lighting Act of 1882. By 1900, most large city authorities owned their gasworks, electricity supply and tramways.151 Until the nationalisation of the major public utilities by the Attlee government of 1945–51, most public ownership of utilities was under local not central government. But in areas such as the economy, education, health, transport, housing, welfare and the environment, the late nineteenth century state had a very limited role. It is a paradox that, although the British may have believed their form of government the best in the world, they did not expect it to do very much. 

         Scotland, Wales and Ireland

         The United Kingdom is and has been since 1707 a composite state. Despite the rejection of Home Rule in 1886 and 1893, it would be a mistake to describe it as unitary, if that implies a Jacobin state, built around an unambiguous political centre and following a policy of administration standardisation. The political elite has always resisted the integration of the non-English parts of the kingdom, preferring indirect rule, which offered scope for the indigenous institutions of the non-English parts to be preserved. The Britain of this period is best described not as a unitary state but as a union state.152 Such union states had been common in Europe before the nineteenth century but had been swept away on the Continent in the process of nation-building after the French Revolution, under the influence of the doctrine of popular sovereignty, which implied that there was a single unified will which was to be represented at the centre. But that doctrine had never taken hold in Britain, since the nation had been created with the Anglo-Scottish Union in 1707, nearly a century before the French Revolution; and Britain did not, until her first national referendum, on Europe, in 1975, recognise popular sovereignty as the basis of legitimacy. Paradoxically, it was the historic foundations of the British state and the absence of administrative standardisation that facilitated the sense of Britishness in the nineteenth century and much of the twentieth.

         Of the 38 million inhabitants living in Britain at the end of the nineteenth century, some 28 million – around 70 per cent – lived in England, by far the 47dominant part of the kingdom, though not as dominant as it would become in the twenty-first century, when England was to contain 85 per cent of those living in Britain. Part of the reason for this was, of course, that, until 1921, the whole of the island of Ireland was part of the United Kingdom. In the late nineteenth century, the majority of English MPs rejected Home Rule for Ireland, but they nevertheless accepted that the non-English parts of the kingdom required separate institutions. They did not seek to integrate the non-English parts of the kingdom into a uniform system of government. Separate institutional arrangements for Scotland and Wales proved far less contentious than Home Rule for Ireland. 

         The office of Secretary of State for Scotland, which had a population of around 4 million, had been created in 1885, as a result of the efforts of Lord Rosebery, the future Liberal Prime Minister. But the first holder, the Duke of Richmond and Gordon, was to be appointed by Lord Salisbury’s Conservative government later that year. The post was seen as a sinecure. ‘The work is not heavy,’ Lord Salisbury assured the duke, ‘it really is a matter where the effulgence of two Dukedoms and the best salmon river in Scotland will go a long way.’153 In February 1898, the Secretary, Lord Balfour of Burleigh, ‘illustrating the good government of Scotland and the satisfaction of the people with their parliamentary ministers’ declared:

         
            that on the opening day of the session his work at the Scots Office was concluded in twenty minutes. He received no letter and only two visits from MPs, one Radical and one Conservative, who in each case called in order to thank the Secretary for what he had done during the recess.154

         

         Nevertheless, the secretary was responsible for home office, local government, education and some trade functions in Scotland, and during the twentieth century his responsibilities steadily increased. From 1892, the secretary was in peacetime always a member of the Cabinet. And since debates on the Scottish Vote in the Commons were, by convention, confined to Scottish MPs, Scotland, by the end of the nineteenth century, had obtained ‘some of the substance, without the form, of home rule’.155 Between 1895 and 1914, Scotland was to produce two of the four Prime Ministers (Balfour and Campbell-Bannerman), while a third (Asquith) sat for a Scottish constituency (East Fife), as did two post-1918 Prime Ministers (Andrew Bonar Law and Ramsay MacDonald). One third of Campbell-Bannerman’s 1905 Cabinet 48were Scots. Scotland, then, seemed fully integrated into British politics in comparison with Ireland and Wales. 

         In Wales, the population was around 2 million. There, by contrast with England and Scotland, the first county council elections in 1889 saw not the election of the well-to-do – former justices of the peace and landowners – but a radical triumph, with the Liberals winning every county except Brecknock. This was largely the result of Welsh national feeling, hostile to the landed interest and the gentry. But Welsh national feeling took a different form from that in Ireland. In Wales, there was not ‘that self-generating demand for an ever-increasing degree of exclusion from the British political system that stamped the nationalist movement in Ireland’.156 Liberals regarded the essence of Welshness as lying in its Nonconformity and sought religious equality and recognition of their status rather than separation. Welsh Liberals were divided on Home Rule for Wales, but they were united in seeking recognition for their religious distinctiveness and cultural aspirations. There was no equivalent in Wales of Irish conditions – memories of famine, forced emigration and absentee landlords. ‘It is not the Irish case over again,’ Gladstone had told his friend Stuart Rendel, MP for Montgomery, in November 1892.157 Industrialisation in south Wales was tying her economy more closely to that of England, weakening nationalism by relieving pressure on the land and so providing an alternative to migration that was not so easily available to the Irish peasant. Welshness, then, was to be achieved not through separation but recognition by the English of Welsh claims. In 1896, the Cymru Fydd movement – calling for Home Rule – collapsed, largely due to conflict between north Wales, which was sympathetic to Home Rule, and the South Wales Liberal Federation, which was not. An alderman from south Wales declared that ‘a cosmopolitan population from Swansea to Newport’ would ‘never bow to the domination of Welsh ideas’.158 Tom Ellis, leader of Cymru Fydd, came to perceive ‘that it was the nonconformity of Wales that created the unity of Wales, rather than any spontaneous national demand for home rule’.159 So the focus was less on a Welsh Parliament than on national educational institutions and the disestablishment of the Anglican Church in Wales. The former proved easier to achieve than the latter.

         In 1889, the Intermediate Education Act had made Welsh county councils the first local education authorities in Britain, empowered to raise a 49halfpenny rate for secondary education, with an Exchequer grant being made available equivalent to the sum raised by rates, the system later to be adopted in England in Balfour’s Education Act of 1902. In 1893, a charter had been granted to the University of Wales, and in 1896 a Central Welsh Board had been established to administer examinations. The Welsh educational system was becoming ‘a national system, the first and most striking expression in institutional terms of the reawakened consciousness of nationhood’.160 The disestablishment of the Welsh Church, however, was far more contentious and was not enacted until 1914. 

         By 1914, Scotland and Wales were well integrated into the United Kingdom. A Scottish humorist, Ian Hay, wrote a book in 1917 in which he declared how sorry he felt for the English.

         
            Today a Scot is leading the British army in France [Haig], another is commanding the British grand fleet at sea [Beatty], while a third directs the Imperial General Staff at home [Robertson]. The Lord Chancellor is a Scot [Lord Finlay]; so are the Chancellor of the Exchequer and the Foreign Secretary [Bonar Law and Arthur Balfour]. The Prime Minister is a Welshman [Lloyd George], and the first Lord of the Admiralty is an Irishman [Carson]. Yet no one has ever brought in a bill to give home rule to England.161

         

         But Ireland was not so well integrated. Indeed, in 1886, in preparing the First Home Rule Bill, Gladstone had believed that ‘the long, vexed and troubled relations between Great Britain and Ireland exhibit to us the one and only conspicuous failure of the political genius of our race to confront and master difficulty, and to obtain in a reasonable degree the main ends of civilised life’.162 The question which Ireland posed at the end of the nineteenth century was, as with Scotland in the twenty-first, whether she could be reconciled to the Union. The Act of Union of 1800, uniting Ireland with Britain, had been carried in the Irish Parliament by corrupt means, and by virtue of a promise of Catholic emancipation – a promise not honoured until 1829. By contrast with the Union with Scotland, this Union never achieved general acceptance in Ireland.

         In 1895, the population of Ireland was just under 5 million. It had been falling in every decade since the great famine of the 1840s, widely blamed on English cruelty and insensitivity. The Catholic population of Ireland 50regarded itself as belonging to a conquered and stigmatised people ruled by coercion. When, in the debates on the Commonwealth of Australia Bill, federating the Australian colonies, a Liberal spokesman, R. B. Haldane, declared, ‘Parliament does not coerce her children,’ an Irish MP interjected. ‘We do not accept that statement.’163 So it was far more difficult to create institutions reconciling Ireland to the Union than to create institutions recognising Scottish and Welsh distinctiveness; and it was a problem which Victorian and Edwardian politicians failed to solve. 

         From 1886, when Gladstone introduced the First Home Rule Bill, Ireland was to remain central to British politics. Introducing his Bill, Gladstone declared, ‘We have arrived at a stage in our political transactions with Ireland, where two roads part one from the other, not soon probably to meet again.’164 The rejection of the Bill on Second Reading by 343 votes to 313 was to determine the future not only of Irish but of British politics for many years. It was to have the effect in the long run of turning Irish Nationalists away from constitutionalism. By contrast, the passage of Home Rule might well have set both Ireland and Britain on an alternative constitutional path, marked by a recasting of relationships between the centre and the periphery. Perhaps it might have led to the kind of quasi-federal system which Tony Blair sought to construct after 1997; and perhaps even a written or codified constitution charting the relationships between the nations and regions of the United Kingdom. But it was not to be.

         Many otherwise liberally minded people refused to support Home Rule since they believed that, even though tainted by corruption, the Union with Ireland was the consummation of a long historical process uniting the British Isles under one Parliament. To undo this process would be, in the words of the great constitutional lawyer Dicey, a Liberal Unionist, to ‘undo the work not only of Pitt, but of Somers, of Henry VII and of Edward I’.165 It would, many believed, lead not only to the disintegration of the United Kingdom but also of the empire. ‘If Ireland goes,’ Lord Salisbury believed, ‘India will go fifty years later.’166 In fact, India ‘went’ in 1947, just twenty-five years after Ireland became independent in 1922. Both were to be partitioned, and had, perhaps, only been held together by British rule. In 1895, however, fears that Ireland would ‘go’ appeared quite misplaced. An observer noticed in 1896 greater enthusiasm at the opera in Dublin for ‘God Save the Queen’ than ‘God Save Ireland’.167 The queen, admittedly, did little to encourage 51this feeling. When, in November 1897, the Cabinet declared that it would be desirable to establish a royal residence in Ireland, she flatly refused. 

         With the rejection of Home Rule, the British government was faced with the problem of how Ireland was to be governed under a Union to which she seemed no longer to consent. The government of Ireland was quite different from that of any other part of the kingdom. Although she sent MPs to Westminster, her executive and administration were in Dublin, headed by the Lord Lieutenant, representing the sovereign, and the Chief Secretary, normally a member of the British Cabinet, and in effect Secretary of State for Ireland. The Chief Secretary was in charge of some twenty-nine Irish departments as well as the Irish police force, prisons and legal offices, and was ‘effectively an interior or justice minister’.168 There was a separate Irish Privy Council and separate judiciary and law officers. Ireland, therefore, had a separate executive and judiciary but no separate legislature, and the Chief Secretary, the political head of the Irish government, normally spent nine months of every year in London. Between 1855 and 1905, there had been twenty-seven Chief Secretaries, with an average tenure of just under two years. Since 1871, no Irishman by birth had been appointed, and some were total strangers to the country.

         The Lord Lieutenant was supposed to exercise the functions of the queen in Ireland. Until 1918, he was always a hereditary peer, although by convention he did not speak in the Lords, and was not responsible to Parliament for the exercise of his functions.169 He was, nevertheless, a political appointee, and, from 1895 to 1902, and in 1918, he was a member of the Cabinet. The existence of such a post was in itself contentious, since it underlined Ireland’s lack of integration with the rest of the United Kingdom. In 1902, George Wyndham, the Irish Secretary, a Unionist, declared that the post should be abolished since it was ‘an anachronism which serves only to confirm memories of a constitutional division between Great Britain and Ireland which has long since been abolished and ought never to revive’.170 But the constitutional division depended upon more than the post of Lord Lieutenant.

         From 1885, when the vote had been extended to the Irish agricultural labourer, giving Ireland for the first time a popular franchise, nearly every Irish constituency outside Ulster returned a member of the Irish Parliamentary Party, a party whose raison d’être was Home Rule. After 1885, Irish Nationalists never won fewer than eighty-one of the 103 Irish constituencies. So Ireland could only be governed by those opposed to the majority of her 52representatives. Whether Liberals or Conservatives were in power in London, the Chief Secretary and the Irish administration were in the hands of a party which had only minority support in Ireland. Irish representatives, unless they belonged to the minority Unionists, could play no part in the government of their country. The constitutional implication of the Anglo-Irish Union of 1800 had been the legal equality of Ireland with the rest of the kingdom; but to most in Ireland, the relationship seemed one of subordination. Ireland appeared, by contrast with Scotland, a dependency not a partner. 

         When, in 1884, Gladstone was preparing to expand the franchise, his Home Secretary, Sir William Harcourt, feared that

         
            there will be declared to the world in larger print what we all know to be the case, that we hold Ireland by force and by force alone, as in the days of Cromwell, only that we are obliged to hold it by a force ten times larger than he found necessary … We have never governed and we never shall govern Ireland by the good of its people.171

         

         In 1908, Lowell was to conclude that while ‘Scotland is governed by Scotchmen in accordance with Scottish ideas … Ireland has been governed by Englishmen, and until recently, in accordance with English ideas’.172

         Harcourt’s fellow Liberal John Morley, who had been Chief Secretary from 1892 to 1895, told an audience in Manchester in 1902 that the government of Ireland was ‘a very good machine for governing a country against its own consent’.173 The administration of Ireland was primarily by Protestants and men committed to the Union. An Irish magistrate reminiscing in 1951 gave a not unfair verdict when he declared, ‘We were governed from London by people who knew little about our country, but who ruled it fairly though in the English interest, through an oligarchy in Dublin.’174 In 1893, Chamberlain had asked, ‘Does anybody doubt that if Ireland were a thousand miles away from England she would not have been, long before this, a self-governing colony?’175 But Ireland, unlike the self-governing colonies, was ruled not through popular consent but paternalistically, to which was added an admixture of coercion.

         Ireland was administered quite differently from the rest of the country by boards with members nominated by the Chief Secretary, almost always belonging to the Unionist ascendancy. They could not be called to account 53by Irish MPs. Arrangements for preserving law and order were also quite different from those in the rest of the country. The Royal Irish Constabulary, by contrast with police forces elsewhere, was a national and centralised force, used for internal security and characterised as a paramilitary organisation operating as an agent of government.176 The constabulary was seen by many Catholics as in effect an army of occupation, since most of its officers belonged to the Protestant minority. For almost the whole of the nineteenth century, Ireland was governed by special coercive legislation which had no counterpart in the rest of Britain. In 1912, Augustine Birrell, the Irish Secretary, declared that there had been eighty-six coercion acts in the century following the Act of Union, including a Peace Preservation Act (Ireland) by which any person possessing or suspected of possessing arms or ammunition could be arrested without a warrant, an Act which had been repealed by the Liberals in 1906.177 Ironically, had it remained on the statute book, it would have prevented the Unionists from arming in 1914. The Crimes Act of 1887 allowed the Lord Lieutenant to prohibit organisations he thought ‘dangerous’ and to allow offences of agrarian violence to be tried by a magistrate without a jury. It remained on the statute book until Irish independence in 1922. In 1886, Sir William Harcourt, Gladstone’s Chancellor of the Exchequer, had predicted that, if Home Rule were to be rejected, ‘its ghost will ever haunt your festivals of coercion’.178 This was to prove an all too true prediction. 

         Gladstone had believed that repressive legislation in Ireland was ‘morally worn out’, since it was imposed by a foreign authority. In consequence, the success of coercive legislation depended upon two ‘essential conditions’ – ‘the autocracy of government and the secrecy of public transactions’. Neither of these conditions could be met in a liberal state. Further, the breakdown of law and order in Ireland served, in the rest of Britain, to produce ‘not only disparaging and hostile judgment but estrangement of feeling from Ireland’. It thus served ‘to widen the breach between the countries’. Home Rulers had hoped that by making the Irish police responsible to an elected Parliament, respect for the law would increase. Law and order, Gladstone believed, could be preserved only if ‘as in England the law is felt to be indigenous’.179

         ‘The administration of Ireland’, Lowell noted in 1908,

         
            has been the conspicuous failure of the English government. Its history for a century has been a long tale of expedients, palliations and concessions, 54which have never availed to secure either permanent good order or the contentment and loyalty of the inhabitants. Each step has been taken, not of foresight, but under pressure.180 

         

         Government in Ireland was in form free but in reality autocratic. The problem of how to govern an Ireland which did not consent to rule from Westminster was to vex both Liberal and Unionist governments until, in 1918, Ireland outside Ulster returned a majority of MPs from Sinn Féin, which had almost entirely replaced the Irish Parliamentary Party. Sinn Féin MPs refused to take their seats at Westminster and established their own Parliament in Dublin. After an abortive attempt to put down a guerrilla uprising, Westminster was forced to concede independence in the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921.

         The Empire

         Westminster was the Parliament not only of the United Kingdom. It was also the Imperial Parliament at the centre of the largest land empire the world had ever seen, containing in 1895, in addition to the 38 million living in Britain, around 360 million people, and covering around one-fifth of the globe, around 12 million square miles out of a habitable total of 60 million square miles. The 400 million living in the empire comprised over a quarter of the world’s population of around 1,500 million, and a larger area and population than either Russia or the United States.

         In addition to the formal empire, under the authority of the crown, there was also an informal empire. This included territories such as the Indian native states, whose rulers were ‘advised’ by Britain, and Egypt, formally a part of the Ottoman Empire but ‘temporarily’ occupied by Britain from 1882 to 1936. In Afghanistan, by agreement with the emir, Britain controlled her foreign relations, guaranteed her against external aggression and paid the state a subsidy. In other parts of the world such as China, not subject to formal control, Britain enjoyed extra-territorial privileges such as bases, treaty ports and trade concessions; while in parts of Latin America, trade arrangements were supported when necessary by financial control, or, in the last resort, by diplomatic or even military intervention.

         The empire was not a product of design. It had been unsystematically acquired, in part by conquest – ‘If our ancestors had cared for the rights of other people,’ Lord Salisbury had said in the 1870s, ‘the British Empire would not have been made’ – but also by colonisation and settlement.181 It 55was organised on a ramshackle basis. At its zenith in 1913, it contained over 100 separate political units.182 It is hardly possible to explain the empire in terms of any single theory. Nor was there ever a single vision of empire but different and opposed visions – ‘humanitarian, authoritarian, democratic, protectionist, free-trading, religious-minded and militaristic’.183 Because its internal diversity was so great, no single pattern of rule was possible, and it was hardly feasible to impose a uniform imperial policy from London. The empire rested, the Boer General Smuts believed, ‘more upon prestige and moral intimidation than upon true military strength’.184 Perhaps it rested on a large-scale confidence trick, but when challenged in wars, from the time of the Indian rebellion or ‘mutiny’ in 1857 to the attempt by Boers in South Africa to undermine it in the 1890s, the British fought tenaciously to maintain it. 

         The strength of the empire during the ‘imperial century’, which lasted from 1815 to 1914, was based on contingent factors, control of the sea and the absence of hegemonic competitors on the Continent able to challenge British rule, as well as the inability or unwillingness of Asians and Africans to resist British domination.

         There were three British empires in 1895, divided largely on grounds of race and colour.185 They were governed in quite different ways.

         The first empire comprised in 1895 colonies of white settlement in temperate climes – Canada, Newfoundland and Labrador (not joined to Canada until 1949), the Australian colonies (to be federated in 1900), New Zealand and the two British colonies in South Africa (Cape Colony and Natal). These had begun as in large part the British nation spreading itself across the world rather than ruling over foreign peoples, although admittedly Canada and the South African colonies contained large white populations – French and Dutch – not of British origin. In the self-governing colonies, native populations – Māoris, Aboriginal Australians, Bantu peoples, Bushmen and the Khoekhoe in South Africa – had not been able to resist the domination of white immigrant settlers. They had been subdued and dispossessed, often by violence, and sometimes by what approached genocide. ‘In spite of their human likeness, the Tasmanians’, H. G. Wells writes at the beginning of his novel The War of the Worlds, published in 1898, ‘were entirely swept out of 56existence in a war of extermination waged by European immigrants in the space of fifty years.’186 

         The colonies of settlement comprised a population of around 11 million and in them the settlers provided a popular foundation for self-government. The revolt of the American colonies had shown that remote colonies could not be ruled from London, while distance made it impracticable for them to send representatives to Westminster. The only logical solution, therefore, was seen to be responsible government, first implemented in Nova Scotia in 1848, following recommendations of the Durham report in 1839. Since Britain, unlike the major Continental powers, had a system of responsible government, an executive responsible to a directly elected legislature, the settlers could adapt it to the colonies. In addition, free trade destroyed the rationale of a centralised empire with a single tariff policy, something which Chamberlain was later to attempt to institute. But for the mid-Victorians, there had been an intimate connection between free trade and responsible government, and so the self-governing part of the empire was quite different in this regard from the colonies of other powers, few of which were colonies of settlement. In them, mercantilism remained the norm.

         The growth of responsible government meant that, as Rosebery told his audience at Adelaide in 1884, the self-governing colonies were in reality ‘no longer colonies in the ordinary sense of the term’. For, although constitutionally subordinate to Westminster, they were not politically subordinate. Indeed, as early as 1859, Britain had gone so far as to recognise their right to tariff autonomy, which included the right to levy tariffs against British goods. Australia, Rosebery went on, had become ‘a nation – a nation not in aspiration or in the future, but in performance and fact’. He then asked, ‘Does this fact of your being a nation … imply separation from the Empire?’, and answered, ‘God forbid! There is no need for any nation, however great, leaving the Empire, because the Empire is a commonwealth of nations.’187 This was, apparently, the first use of the term ‘commonwealth’ into which the empire was to be transformed in the twentieth century. Empire designates a relationship of superior and subordinate, but commonwealth designates a quite different relationship, one of equals.

         In 1775, Edmund Burke had predicted that the ties linking the colonies with the mother country, though ‘light as air’, would be ‘strong as links of iron’. By 1895, that was certainly so with the self-governing colonies. As Chamberlain noted in his first major public speech as Colonial Secretary in 57November 1895, it was a paradox of self-government that, as freedom spread, so did attachment to the mother country. ‘As the possibility of separation has become greater, the desire for separation has become less.’188 That attachment was symbolised by allegiance to the queen. Legislation on domestic affairs, as well as tariffs and defence, was, by convention, for the colonial government alone; and at some international conferences, they would be represented by their own delegations and not by Britain. Westminster, by convention, would legislate for these colonies only on imperial matters, except with the consent of the colony. The very limited power of disallowance, or veto, which Westminster in theory retained was employed only when a self-governing colony proposed to legislate in a manner prejudicial to other parts of the empire or foreign countries. But even this very limited degree of subordination was voluntary, since if a colony had sought to sever the connection, it was hardly likely that Britain would seek to restrain it by force. On almost all legislation in the self-governing colonies, therefore, the queen acted in practice on the advice of her colonial and not her British ministers. The relationship had become one of states coexisting with the mother country on a basis of near equality. The ‘mid-Victorian disengagement from the settlement colonies was’, it has been argued, ‘a major development in British colonial policy and an unprecedented transfer of power by an imperial state, comparable in its way with the decolonisation of Africa a century later … a recognition of reality as much as a failure of will’.189 At the 1907 Imperial Conference, the special position of the self-governing colonies was to be recognised by calling them ‘dominions’. In these colonies, Britain had been, so Lord Salisbury believed in 1897, engaging in ‘a great experiment’, ‘trying to sustain an Empire entirely upon the basis of mutual goodwill, sympathy and affection’.190 

         But the colonies of settlement represented only part of the empire. For there was, secondly, a dependent empire of territories where there had been little white settlement. In the novel The Gay-Dombeys, published in 1919, but referring to a visit to Salisbury’s Hatfield home in 1888, the explorer Sir Harry Johnston wrote, ‘It is a curious anomaly that the future weal or woe of millions of black or brown people … is being determined in a Hertfordshire beech avenue … where there hasn’t been the shade of a palm for two million years.’191 The self-governing colonies were held together by ethnicity, religion and language, but there were no such ties in the dependent empire or in India.58

         The colonies of the dependent empire were ruled by a governor appointed by the queen on the advice of the Colonial Secretary. The dependent empire and India tended to be ignored by those such as the Cambridge historian Sir John Seeley, who had sought to foster a consciousness of empire in his book The Expansion of England, first published in 1883, when he wrote that the empire consisted primarily of the British peoples transplanting themselves overseas.

         In the dependent empire as well as India, self-government was seen as a distant goal unlikely to be achieved for many years, if at all. The justification of imperial rule there was less as a preparation for self-government than as a civilising mission to less advanced races. Much of the dependent empire had the constitutional status of crown colonies, so-called because in them the crown retained full control of the executive. Some – for example, Bermuda, Jamaica, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and Fiji – enjoyed a partial degree of self-government with a legislature comprising nominated or locally elected members; but the governor was not responsible to that legislature. Other crown colonies had no representative body at all, although in some, the governor was advised by nominated members. Crown colony government, therefore, was a flexible form of government giving the British authorities and the governor wide discretion.

         In addition to the formal dependent empire, there were various protectorates and other possessions, not formally annexed, in which the inhabitants were not British subjects and not part of the British dominions but in which the crown had authority, either through treaty or by other means. Protectorates were in a loose and often ill-defined and indefinite relationship with the crown. They were generally subject to indirect rule, with the local ruler being under the authority of a Commissioner or High Commissioner appointed by the queen on the advice, generally, of the Colonial Office; although, in some cases, by the Foreign Office. The majority of such protectorates were in Africa, Asia or the Arab world. They included Aden (now part of Yemen), Bahrain and, from 1899, Kuwait; many of the territories now comprising Malaysia and various islands in the Western Pacific; and in Africa, the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, ruled in condominium with Egypt from 1899, and most of the territories for which Britain was responsible other than the white-ruled colonies, Cape Colony and Natal. There were also various protectorates on the frontiers of India to protect the Indian empire.192 Protectorates were generally in territories where there had been no previous organised or stable system of government. A protectorate, like a crown colony, was a flexible 59form of government which could be adjusted to the needs of the moment. This flexibility was needed both to protect indigenous peoples from other powers but also to protect them ‘from the grosser forms of ill-treatment and oppression by their rulers, and from raids of slave dealers and marauders’.193 Joseph Chamberlain, Colonial Secretary from 1895 to 1903, argued that Britain ought to assume much greater responsibility for such territories, which he regarded ‘as being in the condition of undeveloped estates, and estates which can never be developed without Imperial assistance’.194 ‘What is wanted for Uganda’, Chamberlain had declared in 1894, ‘is what Birmingham has got – an improvement scheme.’195 But while Birmingham could accept a large increase in its indebtedness, the Treasury would not, so Chamberlain could not do as much for the colonies as he had been able to do for Birmingham. 

         The third element in the empire was India, an empire in itself. The Indian subcontinent contained nearly 300 million people – three-quarters of the total population of the empire – but was ruled by around 300,000 British civil and military officials. It was around eight times the size of Britain and five times the size of the whole French colonial empire, while in territory it was equal to the whole of Europe minus Russia, and was larger than the Roman Empire.196 Bengal alone with 66 million people had a larger population than any European state except Russia, and a larger population than the United States.

         The Indian empire had been acquired by conquest and cession, not by settlement, nor by what Sir John Seeley was to characterise as a ‘fit of absence of mind’. By contrast with the colonies of settlement, the peoples of India had no natural ties or affinities with the population of Britain, being different in ethnicity, religion and language. Constitutionally, the Indian empire was a strange anomaly, being ruled autocratically by foreigners who lived beyond the seas, a feature which distinguished it from, for example, the Russian Empire. Since the rebellion or ‘mutiny’ of 1857, India had been for the first time in her history under one supreme authority: the Imperial Parliament. By contrast with the rest of the dependent empire, it was represented in the Cabinet by a Secretary of State, responsible, not to Indians in whose interests he was expected to govern, but to the House of Commons. He was assisted by a Council of India, a primarily consultative body with no power to initiate legislation and only a very limited power of veto, and generally 60recruited from retired officials who had worked in India. The first two Indian members were not to be appointed until 1907. 

         As with the dependent empire, government in India was autocratic, contradicting the liberal premises on which Britain and the self-governing empire were based. Indian participation in government was almost nonexistent. The government in India was headed by a viceroy, representing the queen-empress, assisted by an executive council whose members he nominated; in 1897, just five of its twenty-four members were Indians. The viceroy had the power to overrule the council on matters that he regarded as of particular importance. The purpose of the council was to protect the viceroy from political interference, although ‘a far better protection was parliamentary boredom, artfully maintained by the avalanche of reports – a printed mass of impenetrable detail – supplied by the Indian government’.197

         For the purposes of legislation, the Indian executive council was enlarged into a legislative council with additional members, comprising officials from the Indian provinces, and others either chosen from provincial legislatures or appointed through recommendations by various bodies to the viceroy to give it a representative aspect. The viceroy was free to reject recommendations from the legislative council, although he hardly ever did so. But the official element was always in the majority and the legislative council had very limited powers. Many measures could not be introduced without the viceroy’s sanction, and no Bill could be put before the council without the approval of the Secretary of State for India. The legislative council was for most practical purposes an instrument of the viceroy; it could discuss the Budget but not vote on it, and its functions were primarily deliberative and interrogative. It existed not to control but to assist the viceroy. As viceroy Curzon wrote to the India Secretary in June 1901, ‘As you and I know, though perhaps it is desirable that the world should not, India is really governed by confidential correspondence between the Secretary of State and the Viceroy.’ Curzon declared himself ‘surprised that such a form of rule was permitted by the British Constitution’.198

         Nor was there much control of Indian affairs at Westminster. The Secretary of State’s salary was paid from Indian revenues and this made him less accountable to Parliament than other ministers. In any case, he initiated little, and most of his answers to parliamentary questions merely referred to actions of the government in India. The Indian Budget was regularly submitted to Parliament, but the financial statement was generally debated in a perfunctory way on one of the last days of the parliamentary session. There were few real opportunities for MPs to scrutinise the Indian administration, 61and when they sought to do so, the government was perfectly prepared to ignore parliamentary motions, as with, for example, a motion in April 1891 condemning the opium revenue, and one in June 1893 requesting that examinations for the Indian civil service be held in India as well as in Britain. In consequence, ‘few British MPs took more than an occasional interest in Indian affairs and a debate about India was sure to empty the Commons’.199 That was, Lowell believed, ‘highly fortunate, for there is probably no body of men less fitted to rule a people than a representative assembly elected in another land by a different race’.200 Curzon was worried at this indifference, complaining that an Indian famine received ‘no more attention at home than a squall on the Serpentine’.201 No Prime Minister visited India between Wellington in the 1820s and Ramsay MacDonald in the twentieth century. 

         There was also in India a separate military system, and a separate commander-in-chief of the army. India, by contrast with the rest of the empire, was required to maintain an army and paid through taxes around two-thirds of its cost. Indian troops composed around half of this army and were to be despatched to help maintain order in Sudan and East Africa.

         The Indian Councils Act of 1892 had marked the beginning of representative government on the subcontinent, empowering various bodies, such as universities and chambers of commerce, to nominate members to legislative councils. But these councils were purely advisory and could do little more than debate. Still, the Act, though unsatisfactory to Indian nationalists, can be seen in hindsight as the beginning of a long process of constitutional development leading eventually to independence within the Commonwealth. But that was far from the thoughts of statesmen at the turn of the century. In his book Considerations on Representative Government, the liberal philosopher John Stuart Mill had thought the Indians unsuited to parliamentary rule. Curzon thought India would never be ready for self-government. Instead, she needed ‘beneficent rule, a Roman proconsulship or an enlightened despotism, not sympathetic guiding towards constitutional development’.202 The otherwise enlightened Liberal, John Morley, disciple of Gladstone, ardent Home Ruler and India Secretary in the reforming 1905 Liberal government, thought that self-government would not come for a very long time. When introducing reforms to Indian government in 1908, providing for a more representative system at the centre, and Indian majorities in the provincial councils, he told the Lords, ‘If I were attempting to set up a Parliamentary system in India, or if it could be said that this chapter of reforms led directly 62or necessarily up to the establishment of a Parliamentary system in India, I, for one, would have nothing at all to do with it.’203 

         Even Ramsay MacDonald, the Labour leader, believed that ‘the warring elements’ in Indian life needed ‘a unifying and controlling power’. Britain, he believed, was ‘the nurse of India. Deserted by her guardian, India would be the prey of disruptive elements within herself as well as the victim of her own too enthusiastic worshippers to say nothing of what would happen to her from incursions from the outside.’204 Many believed that the British model of parliamentary government was unsuitable for Asian people or people of colour, and India in particular was seen ‘as a colossal honeycomb of conflicting communities and interests, not a nation to be enfranchised by territorial constituencies and on the principle of “representation by population”’.205 As late as 1943, a Labour Party statement on colonial policy was to declare that, ‘for a considerable time to come, most colonial peoples will not be ready for self-government’.206 In the same year, Labour’s Herbert Morrison stated that some colonies were not yet ‘mature’ enough for self-government. It would be like giving ‘latch-keys, bank accounts and shotguns’ to ‘a child of ten’, while Ernest Bevin, the former trade union leader and future Foreign Secretary, believed that Britain could ‘sidetrack the small, politically-minded minority … if we could guarantee security from external attack to, and raise the standard of living of, the Indian people as a whole, the vast majority of them would not trouble their heads about political development’.207

         At the end of the nineteenth century, few in Britain doubted that the British presence in India was beneficial. Even so radical a critic of imperialism as J. A. Hobson believed that Britain had contributed much to India. Admitting that Britain had undermined Indian culture and done too little to alleviate poverty, he nevertheless waxed eloquent on the benefits.

         
            We have established a wider and more permanent internal peace than India had ever known from the days of Alexander the Great. We have raised the standard of justice by fair and equal administration of laws; we have regulated and probably reduced the burden of taxation, checking the corruption and tyranny of native princes and their publicans. For the instruction of the people we have introduced a public system of schools and colleges … Roads, railways and a network of canals have facilitated 63communication and transport … In Bombay and elsewhere cotton mills with modern machinery have been set up … We are gradually breaking down many of the religious and social superstitions which sin against humanity and retard progress, and even the deeply rooted caste system is modified wherever British influence is felt. There can be no question that much of the work of England in India is well done.208 

         

         That estimate was shared even by some Indian nationalists, with the Indian National Congress, founded in 1885, proclaiming its ‘unswerving loyalty’ to the crown and calling British rule a ‘divine dispensation’.209 Satyendra Sinha, the first Indian to become a member of the viceroy’s executive council, and later Lord Sinha, was no doubt being flattering when he told Lady Minto, the viceroy’s wife, ‘If the English left India today … we should have to telegraph to Aden, and get them to return as fast as they could, for in a couple of days India would be in chaos.’ The nationalist leader Gokhale apparently said something similar, and one authority has insisted that ‘for many years’ the empire ‘was regarded by most educated and politically-minded Indians as a necessary and even beneficent phenomenon’.210 But while the motives may have seemed beneficent to many in Britain, and administration was generally constructive and not corrupt, it was impossible to ignore the fact that Indians were second-class citizens in their own country, and looked upon as subject races. ‘The Imperialist’, according to Sir Charles Eliot, a former lieutenant governor of Bengal, in 1906,

         
            thinks of ‘our dependencies’, of the white man’s burden, and the glories of the island race. He puts himself and his countrymen in the place of an Imperial monarch … but that is exactly the type of sentiment that is not wanted in India … The many well-authenticated tales of provocation, rudeness and injustice which I heard … would fill a volume all by themselves.

         

         In many areas of Indian life – clubs and in many libraries – there was a colour bar. There were even two separate official parties to mark the birthday of the queen-empress. Keir Hardie on a visit to India in 1909 was shocked to find that ‘travelling on a Government railway line in their own country’, Indians ‘are treated by the governing white caste much as they themselves treat the 64poor outcast pariahs’. Some carriages were labelled ‘Europeans Only’.211 Even so, Hardie regarded the empire as ‘the one great power that would mould the affairs of the world’ and thought that it ‘was right that this should be so’.212 Ramsay MacDonald, visiting India in 1910, found that the civil servant there was ‘an Englishman first and foremost … He is always complaining of India. He is like a philanthropic slum-dweller at best.’ MacDonald concluded, ‘The Pax Britannica has produced insolence amongst the governors.’213 ‘I cannot help thinking,’ the Prince of Wales, later George V, declared at the Guildhall in 1906, ‘from all I have heard and seen, that the task of governing India will be made all the easier if, on our part, we infuse into it a wider element of sympathy.’214 The tragedy of British rule was, in the words of the great Indian writer Rabindranath Tagore, that what was ‘truly best’ in British civilisation, ‘the upholding of dignity of human relationships, has no place in the British administration of this country’.215 

         In his novel Kim, published in 1901, Rudyard Kipling highlights the ignorance of Indian culture and traditions of most of the British sahibs living in India. Few knew any of the Indian languages and many remained alienated from the country they were ruling, believing themselves to be superior, a privileged caste. A similar picture was to be painted many years later by E. M. Forster in his novel A Passage to India, published in 1924. And Forster, unlike Kipling, realised that paternalism by a foreign race could never yield satisfactory relationships. The first Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, wrote in his autobiography published in 1936 that India was treated as an enormous country house with Indians located in the servants’ hall, pantry and kitchen, although, ‘sometimes we were treated to a rare honour – we were given a cup of tea in the drawing-room’.216 What most upset him, Mahatma Gandhi declared in later life, was ‘the hardness of heart of the educated’.217 The British saw themselves as trustees, but in this, there was a large element of hypocrisy.

         Of India’s population of around 300 million, 230 million lived in British India. The rest lived in the princely states, of which there were nearly 700, the largest of which, Hyderabad, was the size of Italy, although some were of minuscule size. The princely states were not strictly part of the empire and were not ruled from the India Office in Whitehall but governed by native rulers, princes and maharajahs. The laws of British India did not apply, and 65sovereignty was divided between the British government and the ruler in different proportions, regulated by treaties, charters and customary practices. The vast majority of the princely states enjoyed substantial self-government in domestic affairs under the ‘suzerainty’ of Britain, the paramount power, but they were forbidden to enter into alliances with other powers or conduct an independent foreign policy; and British residents, responsible for the safety and welfare of British subjects, were assigned to them as ‘advisers’ to prevent misgovernment and ensure internal peace. In the early 1880s, the princely states were regarded as ‘a wilderness of oppression and misrule’, but in the last resort, a ruler could be removed for misgovernment, as with the Gaekwad of Baroda in 1875.218 British advisers had ensured that barbaric customs, for example, infanticide and suttee – the burning of widows – had been abolished in the princely states. For Britain, these states were of value in inhibiting the growth of Indian nationalism, and indeed the princes had shown little sympathy for the ‘mutiny’ in 1857. Further, as Lord Salisbury, when Secretary of State for India, had argued in 1867, they offered careers to ‘clever and pushing natives … energetic spirits … [who] will fret under our rule, as not merely an alien domination, but a personal injury to themselves’.219 

         The government of India revealed in stark form the conflict between two principles: parliamentary and responsible government as practised in Britain and the self-governing colonies, and autocracy as practised in India. But such a system was hardly new to India, which had been ruled autocratically both under the Mogul Empire and under the Hindu rulers who had preceded it. The British system was, however, different since, although autocratic, it was neither despotic nor arbitrary but constitutional, basing itself, in theory at least, on the rule of law. It sought to fuse what seemed to be conflicting principles in a constitutional autocracy. It was not, for the moment, rejected by the vast majority of Indians.220

         
            * * *

         

         In 1887, at the first Colonial Conference – predecessor to Imperial Conferences and modern Commonwealth Heads of Government Meetings – the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, noted the sprawling character of the empire and its ‘want of continuity’. He declared that the empire ‘has this peculiarity which distinguishes it; it is separated into parts by large stretches of ocean’. 66‘We could not’, he continued, ‘emulate the German Empire in conducting all our Imperial affairs from one centre.’221 Nor, he might have added, did it wish to emulate the Roman Empire by making it unitary, with its members subordinate to the centre. The empire, by contrast with the Roman, and the compact empires of Russia and Germany, was not ring-fenced but maritime, distributed along the world’s sea lanes. 

         The maritime and insular nature of the empire had profound implications for foreign policy, defence and the constitution. It meant that, by contrast with many other empires, rival powers were interposed between the mother country, its various dominions and possessions, and India. So Britain required a strong navy. ‘What really determines the Foreign Policy of this country’, Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey was to tell the imperial defence conference in May 1911, ‘is the question of sea power. It is the Naval question which underlies the whole of our European Foreign policy.’222 But as an insular and maritime nation, it seemed that Britain did not need conscription or a large army. Britain’s army was in fact smaller than Switzerland’s. Bismarck had once declared that if the British Army ever invaded Germany, he would send a police force to arrest it.223 In 1914, Kitchener was to say that Britain had a ‘town clerk’s army’.224 The army had a very limited purpose – not so much to defend the home territory (which was achieved by the navy) or to conduct operations on the Continent (since, until the early twentieth century, British participation in a Continental war was deemed unlikely) but to hold British India – not so much against internal disaffection (which was not seen at the end of the nineteenth century as a serious threat) but against foreign powers and in particular Russia. In 1897, there were seventy-seven battalions in India and various colonial outposts, and just sixty-four in Britain.225 ‘Our Regular Army’, Balfour had told Lord Kitchener, commander-in-chief of the army in India,

         
            does not exist primarily for the defence of Great Britain, but almost entirely (1) for the defence of India, (2) the retention of South Africa, (3) conceivably (but only barely conceivably) for the defence of Canada, and (4) for the purpose of small expeditions against the Naval stations and Colonies of other Powers … The defence of India is undoubtedly the most 67formidable and the one which throws the greatest strain upon the Mother Country.226 

         

         For only India was vulnerable to the land forces of another nation – Russia, whose programme of railway development was bringing her nearer to the Indian frontier.

         It was indeed because Britain had a small army that her naval supremacy was acceptable to other powers. For without a large army, the navy could not be used for aggressive purposes. But were a power with a large army, such as Germany, to seek also to establish naval supremacy, that would be seen both by other powers and also by Britain as a threat.

         The empire made British foreign and defence policy highly complex. Other powers had a more focused perception of where danger might arise – France primarily from Germany, and Germany from her eastern and western frontiers. But Britain with worldwide responsibilities faced global dangers – dangers more difficult to confront when the development of railway communications allowed large armies to be swiftly transferred over land, rendering naval supremacy a wasting asset. The geographer Halford Mackinder, in a lecture to the Royal Geographical Society, published in the Geographical Journal in 1904, entitled ‘The Geographical Pivot of History’, noticed a changing balance between land and sea power, so that the era in which naval power was dominant was coming to an end. The pre-eminent nations would in the future be those in command of large armies, not large navies. The implication was that Britain would be threatened by rivals which naval forces could not reach and that her global pre-eminence could not last.

         The empire also gave rise to two constitutional problems. Its maritime nature raised the conundrum of how peoples distant from the centre should be ruled. Either they would be ruled as dependencies from London or be given self-government. There was no middle way. Self-government, as we have seen, had been implemented by the end of the nineteenth century in the colonies of settlement, but it was far from being accepted for crown colonies, protectorates and India. Yet foreign rule was incompatible with a liberal polity. Burgeoning liberal ideas of democracy and freedom in Britain awakened in subject peoples liberal demands which logically a liberal polity could not in the end resist.

         Colonial self-government gave rise to a second constitutional question. How could the various dispersed and apparently disconnected territories become sufficiently cohesive to act together? How could colonial 68self-government be reconciled with the imperial connection? One answer had been imperial federation. But by 1895, this seemed outside the range of practical politics, as it would unacceptably limit colonial autonomy. Instead, the imperial connection was to be strengthened by evolutionary methods through the development of the Colonial Conference, renamed the Imperial Council in 1905, as a real consultative body. But there was an alternative, more radical answer. It was to link the disparate parts of the self-governing empire through a new commercial policy, tariff reform and imperial preference. That answer, challenging the principle of free trade, would in due course shatter the Unionist coalition which governed Britain from 1895 to 1905. 

         
            * * *

         

         At the beginning of the twentieth century, the empire was widely believed to be a bulwark of Britain’s international position. A mere offshore island had been transformed into a global power. ‘England without an empire?’ Chamberlain was to enquire in 1906,

         
            Can you conceive it? England in that case would not be the England we love … This England of ours … would no longer be a power, if not supreme, at all events of the greatest influence, generally well exercised on the civilisation and the peace of the world. It would be a fifth-rate nation, existing on the sufferance of its more powerful neighbours.227

         

         Nevertheless, it is doubtful if for much of the period the empire attracted great enthusiasm or even interest amongst the British people. Indeed, until the late 1890s, the public seemed little concerned with imperial matters. In 1883, Sir John Seeley, Regius Professor of History at Cambridge, had written, in much quoted words, that he had found ‘something very characteristic in the indifference which we show towards this mighty phenomenon of the diffusion of our race and the expansion of our state. We seem, as it were, to have conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind.’228

         Imperialists sought to make the British public enthusiastic towards empire. But, except perhaps for bursts of popular excitement in the late 1890s, such enthusiasm remained largely confined to the elites. On the day after his Commons speech on the colonies as ‘undeveloped estates’, Chamberlain addressed a deputation on West African Railways, appealing to them 69to support ‘what is in a certain sense a new policy’ that ‘the people of this country’ should ‘invest some of their superfluous wealth in the development of their great estate … I shall appeal to the opinion of this country, which is gradually ripening’. The implication was that there was little spontaneous feeling for empire. Indeed, even Chamberlain’s Cabinet colleagues, though calling themselves imperialists, objected to policies involving greater public expenditure and therefore higher taxation. Imperial feeling was something which had to be evoked. It did not appear to be natural or spontaneous.229 

         Perhaps attitudes to empire were changing in the late 1890s, but they came to the surface only sporadically on occasions of heightened emotion such as the Diamond Jubilee, the victory in Sudan in 1898 (avenging the murder of General Gordon in 1885) or the Relief of Mafeking in 1900. But Mafeking occurred after a long line of unexpected defeats in the Boer War towards which the public had seemed on the whole indifferent. One contemporary commentator noted that Mafeking ‘cannot be judged except by contrast with the long months of painful self-suppression which had preceded it’.230 And the outburst was ‘as sudden as it proved to be short-lived’, apparently felt most strongly amongst those previously politically inarticulate. Even this sporadic enthusiasm, moreover, appeared stronger in some regions than in others. Wales, Scotland and Yorkshire and a number of rural areas seemed largely resistant to it. Ideological support for imperialism appeared ‘more manifestly literary and emotional than political’, and, ‘in practice, policy devoted itself rather to development and consolidation than to expansion’.231 In his novel Mr Britling Sees It Through, published in 1916, H. G. Wells wrote that ‘nineteen people out of twenty in the middle class and most of the lower class know no more of the Empire than they did of the Argentine Republic or the Italian renaissance’.232 In 1942, George Orwell, with his usual penetrating insight, was to write that ‘the mass of the people in the nineties as now, were anti-militarist, bored by the Empire, and only unconsciously patriotic’.233 The Unionist government of 1895 was continually worried that popular enthusiasm for empire was too weak, especially when it sought to awaken public opinion to the iniquities visited on British citizens in the Transvaal. On 11 July 1899, just three months before the outbreak of the Boer War, Salisbury told the queen that the majority of the Cabinet ‘were 70impressed with the want of support such a war would seem likely to command with public opinion in this country; and were in favour of very circumspect action’.234 When voters were offered, in the 1906 election, tariff reform, which might mean higher food prices, to unite the empire, they rejected it. In the twenty-first century, voters were to prove equally unwilling to accept higher food prices for the sake of the European Union. In December 1906, Lord Milner, just returned from South Africa as governor of the Transvaal, complained to his fellow imperialist Leo Amery, ‘One must unfortunately explain to these d––––d fools [i.e. the voters] why we want … an Empire’.235 As late as 1951, a Colonial Office survey discovered that 49 per cent of a sample were unable to name a single UK colony, although one respondent suggested Lincolnshire!236 The lack of popular enthusiasm or even interest in the empire no doubt helps to explain how decolonisation from the 1940s onwards could be undertaken without the internal traumas that scarred, for example, Belgium, France and Portugal, enabling Britain to be transformed from a global power to a small island off the continent of Europe with little psychological dislocation. ‘I think that I can save the British Empire from anything,’ Winston Churchill told his private secretary in the 1940s, ‘except the British.’237 

         Admittedly, attitudes were changing amongst the governing class in the 1890s. The struggle against Home Rule had served to release what Lord Salisbury called the ‘slumbering genius’ of imperialism.238 Chamberlain in particular was striking ‘a new chord in his political rhetoric’, an imperialist chord.239 Chamberlain’s politics of social reform seemed to be meeting an imperialist cross-current. What both had in common was a reaction against Gladstonianism, the politics of the limited state at home and non-intervention abroad. The new chord struck by Chamberlain was a response to a perceived threat to Britain’s global and industrial supremacy. British imperial dominance had depended largely upon the absence of rivals, and upon factors which were coming to appear transitory – industrial prowess and naval supremacy. It could no longer be taken for granted in the face of jealous rivals. The assertive, sometimes strident, imperialism of the 1890s was in large part a response to a lost feeling of security. And it cast doubt on whether Britain’s policy of avoiding alliances was any longer the right one. Queen Victoria herself appreciated the alteration in Britain’s international position, 71telling Lord Salisbury in 1896, ‘Affairs now are so different from what they used to be, that the Queen cannot help feeling that our isolation is dangerous.’240 In imperial affairs, the 1890s saw a more ‘forward’ policy, in foreign policy, the beginnings of the so-called new course, the search for alliances. 

         Many imperial problems which the Unionist government had to confront occurred in Africa, where there were challenges both from other powers and from local nationalisms. In 1878, at the time of the Treaty of Berlin, less than 10 per cent of Africa was ruled by a European power. By the end of the century, after the ‘scramble for Africa’, the whole of Africa except Ethiopia and Liberia had been gobbled up by European powers. Britain had played a large part in the scramble. Between 1882 and 1898, over 70 million Africans were incorporated into the empire, and in 1897, Lord Rosebery boasted to an Edinburgh audience that in the previous twelve years, 2.6 million square miles of territory had been added to it, predominantly in Africa. Facing competition from powers which did not adhere to free trade and were closing markets to British commerce, older informal methods of control appeared no longer sufficient. Speaking in Bradford in 1895, shortly before the general election, Salisbury blamed ‘the dreary period of general depression and difficulty and distress through which we have passed for the last few years’ on hostile tariffs. So we must ‘make our way not only in the civilised, but in the uncivilised markets of the world’. He went on to criticise those who

         
            have dreamt that it would be a pleasant thing, so to speak, to close the capital account of the Empire and to add no further to its responsibilities … If we mean to hold our own against the efforts of the civilised Powers of the world to strangle our commerce by their prohibitive finance we must be prepared to take the requisite measures to open new markets for ourselves among the half-civilised nations of the globe, and we must not be afraid if that effort, which is vital to our industries, should bring with it a new responsibility of empire and government. (Cheers.)241

         

         In West and East Africa, the trade motive was predominant in the scramble for colonies. We had not gone to equatorial Africa, the Pall Mall Gazette declared, in an excess of frankness in an article in July 1899 entitled ‘Why We Seek Tropical Colonies’,

         
            from religious or humanitarian motives. Missionaries and philanthropists, indeed, complain sometimes that their work is hampered by Downing 72Street regulations. Still less have we sought out the African in order to endow him with the vices (and virtues) of western civilisation. The fact is that when what has been done through pure love of adventure and the pride of power has been eliminated, the dominating force which has taken us to Equatorial Africa is the desire for trade. We are in the tropical countries for our own advantage, and only incidentally for the good of the Africans.242 

         

         At the end of the century, trade with the tropical empire was greater than that with Canada, Cape, Natal, New Zealand and the Australian states, with the exception of Queensland, combined. It was difficult for the Liberal opposition to oppose the scramble since there was a broad consensus that trade should be protected, but by the end of the century, there was a growing belief that expansion had come to an end and that consolidation was now needed. Most Liberals did not want to abandon the empire, but they believed that it was now large enough and that further acquisitions were no longer needed. The irony is that the flag-waving imperialism of the late 1890s came well after the bulk of colonial acquisitions had already been made. Popular imperialism, such as it was, appeared more a consequence of the expansion of empire than a cause.

         The more self-conscious imperialists amongst the elite comprised not only Conservatives but also Liberals or ex-Liberals – Chamberlain, Rosebery, Milner – together with Rosebery’s disciples amongst the Liberal Imperialists, Asquith, Haldane and Grey. And imperialism also struck a chord with Fabians such as the Webbs and Bernard Shaw. But it was to split both parties. In the 1890s, the Liberal split was often described as between imperialists and anti-imperialists. Yet, Campbell-Bannerman, Liberal leader from 1899, and often thought of as an anti-imperialist, insisted in an election speech in September 1900 that he was ‘as proud of the Empire as any man’ and indeed that ‘the Empire was largely created by Liberal enterprise and has been consolidated by Liberal policy’.243 Hardly anyone was anti-imperialist in the sense of wanting to abandon the empire, while after the 1890s few wanted to annex more territories. The differences were largely concentrated on British policy in Africa, and particularly South Africa. They concerned how best the empire was to be preserved. The Unionists proved beneficiaries of the imperial spirit and of the Liberal split in the 1895 and 1900 elections. But when tariff reform came to split the Unionists, the Liberals would be the 73beneficiaries, winning a landslide victory in 1906. Voters were not prepared to support the empire if that meant a rise in the price of food. 

         
            * * *

         

         In Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness, the narrator, Marlow, declares:

         
            The conquest of the earth … is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental presence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea – something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to.

         

         Imperialists believed that the British Empire was redeemed by an idea or rather ideas – the rule of law; freedom of religion; honest public administration; the development of public services such as schools and medical facilities; the removal of traditional superstitions such as human sacrifice in India; the ending of tribal warfare; and the abolition of the slave trade organised by Arabs in East Africa. Yet, in India, when empire ended, life expectancy was just thirty-two, and the adult literacy rate was around 15 per cent.244 In theory, the colonial empire and India were based on religious and racial equality, and after the Indian ‘mutiny’ Queen Victoria had prohibited racial discrimination on the subcontinent. In Africa, similarly, racial discrimination was in theory outlawed. Yet all too often fine ideals were not realised in practice. There was widespread racial and social discrimination in India and Africa, as well as economic exploitation. In Sierra Leone, Fiji and self-governing Natal, there was discrimination in taxation levels, and in some colonies there was forced labour.245 While British administration was rarely corrupt, it was often insensitive and cruel. Attitudes to non-white people were frequently insulting, and there was some brutality. As late as the 1940s, the travel writer Jan Morris was shocked when, travelling from Port Said to Palestine with a commanding officer, ‘a young lieutenant-colonel of particularly sweet temperament, very gentle, a very nice man, as popular with his soldiers as he was with his officers’, Morris found the train corridor blocked by an Egyptian leaning into a compartment and talking to someone inside. The officer simply kicked the Egyptian out of the way. The empire allowed the British to ‘wander the world like the children of rich parents’.246 But the official rationale for empire was not based on permanent racial or 74fundamental biological differences. The eugenics movement which developed in Britain in the early twentieth century did, it is true, emphasise such differences, but it never became a powerful force amongst government or people. The rationale for empire was instead based on a perversion of Darwinism which suggested that certain groups were less ‘advanced’ than others. And the evils of empire could at least be scrutinised by a parliamentary system and a free press, something less true in the authoritarian states. The imperial system had, it has been suggested, ‘a built-in capacity for self-criticism’, and so historians can ‘draw on the material accumulated by … commissions of inquiry, parliamentary debates, metropolitan blue books, and similar records which formed part of a self-corrective mechanism of a type … They played an important part in putting a stop to imperial abuses.’247 

         British defenders of empire hoped that it would spread free trade and what would now be called globalisation to the benefit of all. But the economic balance sheet of empire is unclear and economists have not reached a consensus on it. Economic factors were probably not, however, decisive in political decision-making, except where other powers sought to shut off access to trade by means of tariffs. But Britain felt a responsibility for developing Chamberlain’s ‘undeveloped estate’, and that involved an economic cost. So did defending the empire. The profit and loss account, therefore, is uncertain. Indeed, any calculation of profit and loss is complicated, as the Indian economist Amartya Sen has pointed out, because it is impossible to answer the counterfactual question of what India and the colonies would have been like had the British Empire not existed. But, of course, the fundamental fact about the dependent empire is that it involved the rule of one people by another and was therefore incompatible with liberal norms.

         ‘God forgive us’, one native administrator declared, ‘for our sorry deeds and our generous intentions – for the fact is that no race can govern another quite justly.’248 It is difficult to find a more appropriate epitaph.

         The empire has cast its shadow over much of the world and also over Britain herself. Around one-quarter of today’s sovereign states have been ‘hewn from its fabric’.249 And there is evidence that it was not seen as an unmitigated evil by all its non-white colonial subjects. In 1914, 1.5 million Indians volunteered to fight with Britain, and, every subject nation, with the solitary exception of Burma – now Myanmar – chose voluntarily on achieving independence to remain in the Commonwealth, an institution based on sovereign equality replacing an empire based on domination.75

         Conclusion: A Liberal Polity

         In the novel Our Mutual Friend, published in 1865, Charles Dickens’s Mr Podsnap declared, ‘We Englishmen are Very Proud of our Constitution … It was Bestowed Upon Us By providence. No other Country is so Favoured as This Country.’ What Dickens had intended as satire had seemed to many, in the Victorian era, sober realism. Bagehot in the second edition of The English Constitution, published in 1872, had little doubt that the British system of government was a model and exemplar for all civilised peoples. ‘As I write for Englishmen,’ he declared in 1874, ‘I need not draw out a formal proof that England is a country successful in politics.’250 But in the early twentieth century, doubts were beginning to creep in. In 1908, Lowell found some ‘discontent with some of the results of democracy, a feeling which finds vent in widespread criticism of representative institutions’.251 British critics shared this worry. In 1896, the historian W. E. H. Lecky had discerned a ‘declining respect of parliamentary government’ due to ‘the tendency of democracy to impair the stability of government and the working of parliamentary institutions’.252 ‘Under the present condition of things,’ Dicey wrote, in private correspondence in 1894, ‘sham Parliamentary government means a very vicious form of government by party.’253 Criticism of the British system of government became louder during the Boer War, when military reverses during its early phases together with the poor physical condition of many army recruits led some to conclude that it was inimical to efficiency, and that government needed to be run on more businesslike lines. A state, Lord Rosebery declared in 1900, was ‘in essence a great joint stock company with unlimited liability on the part of its shareholders’. The editor of the influential periodical The Nineteenth Century insisted that ‘the business of the country, as administered by all the various Departments of State’, needed to be based on ‘ordinary business principles and methods’.254 Similar criticisms were to be heard throughout the twentieth century and are by no means entirely absent today. The British people were to listen politely to these sermons but took little notice of them.

         British commentators and foreign observers had, nevertheless, not been wholly wrong to praise British institutions. Although, as we have seen, Britain was far from being a democracy, the rule of law prevailed, impartially administered, even though much of the criminal law remained barbarous and access 76to the courts was prohibitively expensive. The labour movement agreed with leaders of the ‘capitalist’ parties that the state, despite gross inequalities, far from being an instrument of the ruling class, could be captured by representatives of the working class who would then be able to transform society. The trade unions had confidence in the justice system, only temporarily interrupted by a series of legal judgments at the turn of the century restricting their hitherto accepted status. In public administration, standards of integrity were high with comparatively little corruption. Outside Ireland, there was an atmosphere of ideological and religious tolerance. Civil liberties, and in particular freedom of speech, were widely respected. And even though Britain was some way from being a democracy, it was a country in which public opinion could make itself felt. It was a liberal society in which the police were unarmed, with a lively and free press in which no one need fear the hand of the authorities if they expressed unpopular opinions or opinions opposed to those of the government. It was the same country in which years ago Karl Marx had been able to research and preach his subversive doctrines, doctrines which wreaked havoc elsewhere but found no more than minuscule support in the country in which he had taken refuge. Compared to most of the Continent, the British people could breathe the freer air of a tolerant society within a profoundly liberal culture. 

         There were, admittedly, gross – some would argue obscene – social and economic inequalities. Around 1 per cent of the population over twenty-five owned 67 per cent of the national capital, while 87 per cent owned 8 per cent.255 Britain was a paradise for the rich, a country in which ‘five dukes spent on themselves more than was spent on university education throughout Great Britain’.256 In Edwardian Britain, the plutocracy was less shy of displaying its wealth than its predecessors had been. Socially, Britain was even further from being a democracy than it was politically. There remained much deference towards the landed classes, and some social ostracism directed towards Nonconformists, Catholics and Jews. Writing in 1941, Orwell was to point out that Britain was ‘certainly two nations, if not three or four’. Nevertheless, ‘at the same time the vast majority of the people feel themselves to be a single nation and are conscious of resembling one another more than they resemble foreigners. Patriotism is usually stronger than class-hatred, and always stronger than any kind of internationalism.’ Britain was, Orwell believed, ‘a family. It has its private language and its common memories, and at the approach of an enemy it closes its ranks.’ But it was ‘a family with the wrong members in control’.257 The same was true of Britain during the years 1895 to 1914.
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