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            Preface
            

         

         After my book The  Kaiser  and  His  Times  had been published in 1964, I looked for a parallel figure in British history round whom to write a study of the later nineteenth century and fixed on Joseph Chamberlain. Having interpreted the Kaiser as a man less authoritarian by nature than his surroundings, I wanted to examine what seemed to be a reverse case. For eighteen months I read steadily and reached some provisional conclusions. But thereafter
         

         
            
               Fate did iron wedges drive

               And always crowd itself betwixt.

            

         

         Only in 1980 was I able to get back on course.

         In the interval two things happened. First a number of books on the subject appeared, including the last two volumes of the Garvin–Amery biography, with their indispensable documents, Enoch Powell’s idiosyncratic commentary on his lavish illustrations and Richard Jay’s careful study of the political story. These made it easier for me to write the kind of book I had in mind, which would evaluate Chamberlain in perspective and devote almost as much space to background as to foreground. Secondly I became more interested than ever in the question why it was that Britain became the first industrial nation and why she lost that position. It was during Chamberlain’s lifetime that she reached and passed her zenith. I thought it would be illuminating to treat the two themes in conjunction.
         

         I did not originally intend to write without any recourse at all to unprinted documents, but that is how things have turned out. I could not possibly have gone through all the original sources for all the ground I have dealt with. To cover only part would have meant either collecting information simply in order to condense it or else trying to marry a series of monographs to a tour  d’horizon.
         

         Instead I have tried to read widely in secondary sources but here too, if I had attempted to include everything, I should have been dead long before the book was finished. But the titles mentioned in the notes by no means exhaust the extent of my studies.
         

         Any historian who ranges widely has to do so at the expense of delving deeply and is bound as a result to drive up the eyebrows of those whose specialised fields he invades. But I do not see how this is to be avoided unless we give up trying to take broad views. In my case I hope it may be excused as the harmless occupation of an old gentleman.
         

         I am deeply grateful to James Joll, Paul Kennedy and Richard Shannon for advice and encouragement.
         

         M. L. G. B. 
 Burford,  November  1984 
         

      

      
    


    
      
         
         

         
            1 The Economic Background
            

         

         
The  First  Industrial  Revolution
         

         During the last three decades of the eighteenth century the population of England was rising by 0·9 per cent or more a year, a higher rate than had ever been achieved before. The main reason was that more people were marrying and marrying earlier; as a result fertility was increasing, and families getting larger. A further but smaller contribution was made by a fall in mortality, especially among infants.1 Both tendencies reflected a gradual increase in prosperity. Labour was in demand, especially in the industrial areas, so that extra children could find work and in due course add to the family income. Diet was improving; the percentage of the population eating wheaten bread is thought to have risen from 60 to 66, while the consumption of tea and sugar increased at more than double the rate of the rise in numbers.2 Epidemic diseases were becoming less virulent; smallpox in particular was being checked by inoculation.3
         

         Yet about 1780 real output per head, which had been growing at about 0·3 per cent around the middle of the century, started to increase by 1 per cent per year, a faster rate than, on the evidence available at present, had ever been achieved anywhere before.4 For the first time in human history the rate of growth in national product effectively outstripped the rate of growth in population. Hitherto, both in agriculture and outside it, production had proved capable of only slow and limited expansion. Increases in the number of persons, to be fed, clothed and housed had before long been checked by growing shortages of the necessary commodities. It is untraceable that real average income per head of any continuously producing community fell much below £80 per year (at 1983 prices); if it had, most of the population would have starved (as a proportion of some populations undoubtedly did). But it is equally untraceable that the average annual income of any community ever rose much above £400 per head. Today’s average  annual income, taking the world as a whole, is £1,800 per head.5
         

         The breakthrough which thus occurred in England at the end of the eighteenth century, and to which the French economist Blanqui in 1837 gave the title of ‘Industrial Revolution’, was therefore of crucial importance for good or ill to the destiny of mankind. Its underlying causes were so multifarious as to make a complete explanation out of the question. The human itch for knowledge was combining with the human lust for wealth in such a multiplicity of ways as to defy full interpretative understanding. Many developments occurring simultaneously interacted over a period of time with one another on such a scale as to doom any attempt at a linear exposition to inadequacy. All the same, the question why the change of gear should have occurred where and when it did is so central to an understanding of nineteenth-century Britain as to demand some sort of answer.
         

         As convenient a starting point as any for explanation is provided by John Kay of Bury in Lancashire, the son of a ‘substantial yeoman’, who in 1733 invented a ‘flying shuttle’ which enabled a handloom-weaver to double his output. This was originally intended for use with wool and suffered from teething troubles. But by 1760 these had been largely overcome and the device was being largely adopted in the cotton industry. The result was that spinning, the previous stage in the cloth-making process, became a bottle-neck.6 For whereas three to five spinners had previously been needed to keep a single weaver supplied with yarn, many more were now required. Although the population of Lancashire was growing, there were not enough people available to allow the weavers to reach the output of which they were becoming capable. To bring in more spinners from outside the county was hard, because it was a family affair – and families do not move easily. Fortune and fame thus awaited anyone who could show how to surmount the difficulty and, sure enough, answers began to appear before long.
         

         First James Hargreaves, a carpenter and weaver, found in 1765 with his ‘spinning jenny’ a way of linking together several spinning wheels of the traditional type so that one operator could work them all. Four years later Richard Arkwright, who had previously tried his hand at wig-making, innkeeping and dentistry, showed how the use of rollers rather than a wheel to draw out the thread made possible a frame which could be driven by water-power. In putting this into practice, he got financial help from Jedediah Strutt who eleven years earlier had patented a machine for improving the manufacture of ribbed woollen stockings.7 In 1779 Samuel Crompton, a weaver and farmer, developed his ‘mule’ which combined elements of both the other machines, although some twenty years elapsed before a way was found of driving it by water or steam power.
         

         These inventions however combined to bring the bottle-neck forward again. Now it was the weavers who could not cope with the quantities of yarn becoming available. The answer was to apply power to the looms but this was more easily thought of than done; Edmund Cartwright, an Oxford graduate and parson, started to make such a machine in 1787 but its imperfections caused his bankruptcy two years later. Only in the 1820s was a suitable machine developed, significantly by a man who was a machine-maker by profession.  (In the interval the gap was  filled by finding more hand-loom weavers.) The net result was that output of cotton cloth in Britain multiplied a hundredfold between 1760 and 1827, while retained imports of raw cotton rose from 3m. lb in 1770 to over 50m. after 1800.8 The possibility was thus demonstrated of industrial growth at unprecedented rates.
         

         But there would have been no incentive to produce so much cloth unless it could be sold. An essential accompaniment to the innovations just described was a rise in demand. What was significant about eighteenth-century England was that such a rise came simultaneously from two directions. On the one hand there was the growth in population from 6·2m. in 1750 to 9·16m. in 1800 to 18m. in 1850, a population which was becoming gradually and steadily, although by no means uniformly, better off. Improved communications were extending the area over which it paid to distribute goods; the first turnpike had been organised in 1663, the first major canal built in 1761. Catherine the Great’s ambassador attributed England’s prosperity to the multiplication by five within fifty years of the speed of circulation.9 Exports were going up as well, particularly to the more or less ‘captive’ markets of the West Indies and North America (where there was a comparable rise in population); the export industries as a whole expanded fivefold during the eighteenth century and at least half the total output of textiles went abroad.10 Here too better communications were important. This double swelling in demand must have done much to induce the changes in production methods. If either the home or the overseas expansion had come in isolation, or if both had come less quickly, the cotton industry might have been able to meet the extra demand without having to devise new machines. It could not take full advantage of both by merely extending its old ways. The opportunity of profit created by the coincidence spurred men on to invent and innovate.
         

         The new machines needed more metal, as well as better metal which would stand up to wear without breaking. But the metal-smelting and machining industries had their problems. Traditionally iron ore was heated by burning it with charcoal to produce ‘pigs’ of relatively pure metal. But the growing demand for metal and consequently growing demand for charcoal was outrunning the supplies of suitable wood and putting up its price. The possibility of substituting coal was known but the processes at first employed left an unacceptably high degree of impurity in the iron. Throughout the century improvements were slowly made, particularly by the Shropshire firm of Darby; in 1784 these culminated in Cort’s discovery of the ‘puddling’ process. As a result, the demand for coal increased. But coal had to be dug out of the earth, as did the other metals such as iron, lead, tin and copper. As soon as the mines reached any depth, they tended to flood with water, which had to be pumped out; in 1702 a Warwickshire colliery was using 500 horses to do this.11 Not surprisingly a search began for machines to do it better.
         

         In 1705 a solution was devised by Thomas Newcomen, a Devonshire blacksmith. In his engine, steam was injected into a cylinder and its expansive force used to push up a piston. The cylinder was then cooled from outside by cold water; the steam condensed and contracted while the pressure of the atmosphere on the cylinder forced the piston down again. A see-sawing cross-beam connected the top of the piston-rod to a pump for bringing water out of the mine. The thrust exerted by the piston was weak and much steam was wasted so that the engines consumed a lot of coal but, as they were chiefly used in collieries, this was not a constraint. Between 1769 and 1784 the efficiency of the engine was transformed by James Watt, who had begun his career as an instrument-maker for Glasgow University before moving to Birmingham. He provided a separate vessel for condensing the steam, closed the open end of the cylinder and devised gear for converting the jerky to-and-fro stroke of the piston into a steady rotary motion. William Murdoch, a mechanic in Watt’s firm, invented a slide-valve which enabled steam to be admitted to each side of the piston alternately. The new engines were made with greater precision and were in every way more powerful and economical, although their steam pressure was still relatively low.
         

         Watt has rightly been regarded as a key figure in the Industrial Revolution because one of the distinctive aspects of that development was the addition of a new and more potent source of energy to supplement the age-old ones of animal muscle, wind and water. What was novel was not so much the use of machines to increase the output of the individual worker; spinning wheels are in a sense machines and lathes operated by foot-treadles certainly are. The new machines after 1760 were more complex than their predecessors but the chief factor making them more efficient was that they were, or soon came to be, operated by steam power. For steam engines were not long used merely for pumping. Others were installed to drive winding-machines bringing miners to and from the coal-face. In 1776 one was installed in a Shropshire ironworks to operate a bellows and thus, by increasing the blast of air through an enlarged furnace, remove more of the impurities from the iron. 1785 saw one in a cotton mill. Others were used to turn shafts in breweries.12 It was the application of steam-energy as much as the introduction of more complex machinery which made it essential to move the place of production from the house to the factory – defined in 1878 as ‘premises where mechanical power is employed in the business of manufacture’.13
         

         More engines meant a need for more coal and coal is a heavy material difficult to transport. Much was carried by canals, much was ‘sea coal’ brought by coastal barges. But the problem remained of getting it from the pit-head to the nearest wharf. For this, waggons running on wooden rails had been introduced on Tyneside in the seventeenth century, copying a German example. If steam engines could turn a shaft, they could turn a wheel and not much vision was needed to light on the idea of using them to haul the waggons on such ‘rail-ways’. A main difficulty was to provide a rail sturdy enough to bear a wheeled engine which had to possess a considerable weight because without such weight its wheels could not grip the rails. The first true ‘locomotive’ was a high-pressure machine designed by the Cornish ‘engineer’ Richard Trevithick which started work in South Wales in 1804 but soon broke up the tramways on which it was employed. Other experiments in Yorkshire and Northumberland led to a group of colliery-owners in the latter county commissioning the man in charge of their machinery, George Stephenson, to design and build a locomotive for them.14 The result in 1814 was the Blücher  whose smooth flanged wheels ran on cast-iron rails. It was Stephenson’s faith in his machine which in 1825 led not merely to a railway rather than a canal being built for carrying coal from West Auckland via Darlington to the Tees at Stockton but also to the decision that passengers should be carried as well. But in the early engines the problem of raising steam to a sufficient pressure had not been solved and they were apt to stall at crucial moments. It was not till 1830 that George Stephenson’s son Robert found the remedy by giving his Rocket  on the Liverpool and Manchester Railway a multi-tubed boiler. Minor improvements, rather than any fundamental change of principle, separate the Rocket  from the record-holding Mallard  of 1938. Meanwhile the use of high pressure steam in factory engines increased speeds and thus cut costs.
         

         Steam engines were first put into ships by Fulton in the United States and by 1815 there were five ‘steamers’ on the Thames. Yet as late as 1851 Britain had only 185,000 tons of steamships as compared with 3·66m. tons of wooden vessels.
         

         Textiles, iron-founding, coal, railways and steamships – these were the key industries on which Britain’s power and world position were built. From the point of view of external trade, textiles were the most important, providing over half of Britain’s direct exports as late as the 1870s. But from the point of view of effect on the economic structure of the country, railways stood out. The increased speed and volume of movement which they permitted transformed the size of the market, thus making large-scale manufacture worthwhile. They drastically reduced costs, thereby stimulating consumption. Their construction and operation involved the organisation of manpower on a scale hitherto achieved only by armies. Their needs for equipment stimulated a host of other industries. Their financing, without adequate regard for economy, involved the raising of sums hitherto only handled by governments during wars; by 1850 they had absorbed some £250m. whereas the cotton industry may by then have cost £55m., the iron industry £35m., turnpikes £35m. and canals under £30m.15 They were thus primarily responsible for raising the rate of productive investment from some 8 per cent of Gross National Product in 1760 to 13 per cent a century later. The process of transforming the world to its present condition consisted essentially in applying and extending the techniques and attitudes of mind acquired almost as an act of sleepwalking in developing textiles and railways.
         

         Rostow has called the process ‘irreversible, like the loss of innocence’.16 But unfortunately it both can and will be reversed within the foreseeable future unless man develops new sources of energy. For the need for extra energy intrinsic in the Industrial Revolution led him to start consuming his supplies of coal (and later oil) at a far faster rate than ever before. But these owed their existence to the capacity of green plants to synthesise atmospheric carbon dioxide. The store which had thus been built up over millennia is finite and cannot be replaced in decades or even centuries.
         

         
The  Preconditions  for  ‘Take-off’
         

         Rostow prefaces his remark by saying that ‘the combination of necessary and sufficient conditions for “take-off” in Britain was the result of a convergence of a number of quite independent circumstances’. The innovations described in the previous section could not have taken place unless a variety of favourable conditions had been already in existence, so that an answer to the questions ‘Why then?’ and ‘Why there?’ involves going back to identify the most important of these preconditions.
         

         (1)  The effect of improved communications in increasing the size of the home market during the eighteenth century has already been mentioned. It was not only the home market which increased in size. If English seamen from 1497 onwards had not been venturing out into the oceans with increasing assurance and on an increasing scale, there might have been no overseas demand to add to home demand. It is a commonplace that the switch of trade from the Mediterranean and Near East to the oceans advantaged an island which was on the periphery of the former but at the departure point of the latter. A variety of desires inspired our sailors, for wealth, for knowledge, for adventure, for getting the better of rivals. Cromwell’s attack on the Spanish colonies, which led to the capture of Jamaica, was due to his belief that God intended him to use the power in his hands to weaken the citadel of Catholicism. Others sought freedom to shape their own lives.
         

         (2)  Another commonplace is Britain’s good fortune in possessing in her ‘factor endowment’ nearly all the materials needed for industrialisation: coal, iron and the chief non-ferrous metals. It is less frequently pointed out that most of these were possessed only in quantities which, while enabling her to start, were insufficient to keep her going. That she had no cotton added to the significance of her transatlantic communications.
         

         (3)  From the earliest times men could only be spared for fighting and praying if they could be fed by those who dug. The population increase after 1770 was only possible because improvements in agriculture meant that the existing workforce (which in 1914 showed no net increase in numbers) could produce extra food for the extra mouths. Industrialisation is always accompanied by a steady fall in the proportion of the population employed on the land (in Britain from 60 per cent in 1760 to 36 per cent in 1801 to 12·6 per cent in 1881).17 But this can occur only if there is a corresponding increase in agricultural efficiency, or in the area being cultivated, or in the size of food imports, or in a combination of all three.
         

         Many of the improvements in agriculture were copied from abroad, especially from Holland. But their introduction was certainly eased and even perhaps made possible by a gradual change in attitudes to land ownership which had been under way in England since the fifteenth century. A concept of land as the basis for social and political organisation gave way to a view of land as something out of which individuals made money. ‘Long before Adam Smith, scattered groups of Englishmen living in the countryside began to accept self-interest and economic freedom as the natural basis of human society.’18 The most visible result of this was the shift from the mediaeval common-field system to that of contiguous holdings enclosed by hedges and mostly let to tenant farmers by big landlords who did not themselves directly engage in producing food for the market. Only this shift, which took from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, made worthwhile the introduction of new crops, improved breeds and better machinery. But the incentive to such changes was the prospect of making more money by means of them. One result was the virtual extermination of the smallholder, thereby differentiating English from continental rural society. The typical figure, in place of the peasant, became the tenant farmer. The gap in living standards between the owner/employer and labourer was greater than elsewhere. The desire to stop small plots from being further subdivided did not operate to check the growth of population but the extra mouths had to move to the towns because they could not be absorbed into the rural workforce.19
         

         (4)  There has been much argument as to the contribution made to industrial development by improved understanding of the physical world. Such understanding was certainly growing in Britain, although no more so than on the continent. Yet many of the initial inventions did not call so much for understanding of scientific principles as for practical ingenuity and craftsmanship, as is suggested by the occupations of the various inventors which have been mentioned. England was not unique in possessing skilled makers of scientific instruments, clocks, carriages, guns, furniture and the like but it is significant that many people trained in such work contributed to the steady process of improvement by which the earlier machines and engines were made more efficient. Scientific knowledge did sometimes play a part, as in understanding the effect of atmospheric pressure or devising ways of bleaching cloth with chemicals, which removed another bottle-neck in the expansion of textile output.
         

         (5) The ability of men to improve their equipment depends upon them being able to spare time and set aside materials for that purpose, instead of having to concentrate all their efforts on keeping alive. To improve the future means forgoing possibilities of present consumption, saving instead of spending. The stock of equipment amassed in Britain by 1785 (including such things as roads, harbours and buildings) was the outcome of centuries of such saving; the prospects of adding to it with new equipment depended on people being sufficiently well off and thrifty enough to set aside resources (usually in the form of money). The rise in investment’s share of GNP after 1760 has already been mentioned; during the next century ‘national capital’ multiplied nearly four times in real terms. As Sir Arthur Lewis has said, ‘The really significant turning-point in the life of a society is not when it begins to respect wealth as such but when it places in the foreground productive investment and the wealth associated therewith.’20
         

         But the people who are rich or abstemious enough to accumulate spare wealth are by no means always the people who discern ways of investing it to win profit and improve production. There has to be a system for transforming saving into investment. It is natural for this to go hand-in-hand with a system of financing trade both at dates in the future and at places remote from the dealer. By the seventeenth century the activities of numerous London goldsmiths were turning them more and more into private bankers, building on examples set in Florence, Antwerp, Amsterdam and other continental cities. The second half of the eighteenth century saw country merchants like Sampson Lloyd of Birmingham move from lending money to their customers into regular banking business.
         

         Capital was not always easy to obtain in eighteenth-century Britain; Boulton and Watt, Arkwright and Strutt were all held back by lack of finance. But it was becoming available in greater quantities than ever before. Most of it had been accumulated in trade, some by what was little better than looting in the East and West Indies. A good deal of this flowed into land, either through businessmen men turning landowners as a mark of success or marrying their daughters to indigent noblemen. Their money went not only into country houses and furnishings (thereby encouraging craftsmanship) but also into agricultural improvements where they brought business methods to bear. Successful landowners became, either directly or through the banking system, an important source of capital for industry.
         

         The amount of capital required for the average enterprise (other than railways) should not be exaggerated. ‘What became the great firms of the early Industrial Revolution were not vast combines … but minnow enterprises which seized opportunities to keep growing.’21 In many cases their funds came out of saved profits made by the owners of the firm, their families and friends; many earlier machines were put together at home rather than bought ready-made. The raising of capital by public issues on the Stock Exchange was (except again for railways) unknown before the later nineteenth century. Joint-stock companies were virtually forbidden from 1720 to 1844. The principle that British banks, unlike continental ones, did not provide industry with long-term loans became generally established only after 1850; previously such a source of funds, although never common, was by no means unknown.22 Some bankers lent involuntarily when the recipient of a short-term loan could not repay it and the creditor preferred leaving the money where it was to bankrupting the debtor by recalling it!
         

         (6)  According to Max Weber, Protestantism, and especially Calvinism, enabled a man to see his ordinary daily work as a ‘calling’ acceptable to God which should therefore be pursued as actively and profitably as possible. Success in business could be a sign of divine approval and was certainly not incompatible with salvation. The Reformation thus contributed to the rise of capitalism. Recently this thesis has come under fire and clearly cannot be maintained in its original form. But there can be no denying that most forms of Protestantism inculcated the duties of hard work, honesty of conduct and frugality of living and that these are qualities which tend to result in worldly success, especially when combined with shrewd common sense. A Quaker told his son that ‘we are saved by faith in the next world and want of it in this’! Public opinion, especially among the middle classes and Protestant sects, enjoined from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries close adherence to a rigid code of moral conduct. Wesley’s precept was ‘Gain all you can, save all you can, give all you can’.23 The prominence of Quakers in banking was not fortuitous. The Industrial Revolution might still have occurred in Britain if it had been a Catholic, perhaps even a Muslim country. But its emphatic Protestant faith was another favourable background factor.
         

         (7)  The Protestant ethic also helped to create a climate of confidence. Men are less likely to save their money or instal expensive equipment if they are afraid that dishonest associates may make off with it before they have derived from it the benefit which they expect. The known and upright character of businessmen who were God-fearing encouraged belief that money could be entrusted to them since they would keep their word. But a prospect of war or revolution or arbitrary rulers also undermines confidence. England had been since Tudor times a settled country in which order was well maintained. She possessed a long-established legal system which was (on the whole) predictable, integrated, impartial and enforced. According to Adam Smith, ‘That security which the laws of Britain give to every man that he shall enjoy the fruit of his own labour is alone sufficient to make any country flourish’.24
         

         But if the economy gained from the absence of fighting at home, it gained also from the occurrence of fighting abroad. Admittedly war put up the cost of living, besides causing the National Debt to rise from £19m. in 1709 to £844m. in 1819. But it led to the acquisition of, and growth of trade with, overseas territories. By making the Bank of England necessary as a means of raising money for the government it stimulated the financial system. It trained men to be sailors, improved the efficiency of sailing ships and developed such things as cartography, instrument-making and precision in metal-working; Watt was able to reduce the leakage of steam from cylinders because Wilkinson had shown how to bore cannon accurately.
         

         (8)  Hand in hand with confidence went enterprise. England possessed a number of individuals who were willing to take risks either to make money or extend the bounds of knowledge. Whether they were more prevalent in Britain than elsewhere is hard to say. But it is surely not fanciful to think that the spirit was encouraged by the habit of venturing overseas.
         

         (9)  The stability which enabled trade to flourish and traders to multiply helps to explain why England was the first country in which the gentry and merchants grew strong enough to challenge and defeat the monarchy. Parliament in the eighteenth century may still have been a ‘committee of landlords’ but the country was being run by people who were not inimical to business and often keen to foster it. They wanted to have their own hands free to run local affairs as they chose and were accordingly hostile to a strong central government with a standing army or police force of its own. They allowed much of the regulative legislation inherited from previous centuries to fall into disuse, to the detriment of those whom it had protected but to the benefit of the enterprising. The nobility was not a closed caste since newcomers were given titles (provided that they had enough land) and the children of younger sons became commoners again.
         

         A variety of causes thus combined in Britain at the end of the eighteenth century to create a total situation which resulted in the industrial ‘breakthrough’. In many of them she was not unique, in some not even the leader. Although most of the individual steps were no doubt taken for conscious and rational reasons, the overall outcome was the result of happy coincidence, not deliberate planning. Our forefathers were like a man who, while at work in an old house, accidentally touches a secret spring opening an unsuspected door down a passage to a multifarious store of treasure. If we look for something which permeates the catalogue, it is geography. We owe an incalculable debt to our position as an island, with a temperate climate, near enough to the continent to benefit from Europe’s civilisation but insulated from its upheavals, accessible to the oceans, endowed with the right raw materials. The temptation to look for some distinctive British genius – whether individualism or enterprise or toleration – is great. But when one starts to examine the sources of such qualities, they themselves can be seen as the products of geography, deriving from an exceptionally stable society (thanks to the Channel) and one which encouraged enterprise (thanks to the accessibility of the New World). Even our pragmatic aversion to planning ahead can be seen as an inheritance from farmers who could not tell from one day to another what the weather would allow them to do! We were exceptionally lucky rather than outstandingly clever or admirably virtuous.
         

         
The  Ripples  Spread  Across  the  World’s  Pool
         

         Demand from overseas (and primarily from outside Europe) provided a crucial incentive for the mechanisation of the British cotton industry. But Britain did not grow any cotton. The relationship between the first industrialised state and the world overseas was thus from the start a double one; they were each at one and the same time suppliers and customers. Without the overseas supplies there would have been fewer manufactured goods to buy but without the income which they earned from selling their materials, the overseas suppliers could not have afforded to buy so many manufactured goods. The expansion of commerce with America and Asia may have been ‘import-led’25 but to suppose that one side of the process was more vital than the other is confused thinking.
         

         The situation was much the same as regards money. Eighteenth-century Britain owed a significant part of her wealth to East Indian ‘nabobs’, West Indian sugar merchants and traders in slaves, tobacco and other exotic goods. But the ships and the wharves and the warehouses needed before such trade could flow involved the laying-out of more funds than the areas concerned would have provided for themselves. Even before large-scale overseas investment began about 1850, a certain amount of money was sunk by Britain in the ‘infrastructure’ of her overseas dependencies and a good deal of money flowed back again to her from them. Without both expenditures, each would have been smaller.
         

         By the time that the process reached its zenith, between 1905 and 1914, Britain would be placing over half her total annual investment abroad (on an average about £160m.).26 But she was also receiving an even larger sum (about £200m.) from abroad in dividends on earlier investments which the countries concerned would never have been able to pay in full if she had not reinvested a large part of her receipts with them. The course which she adopted could be justified by the theoretical argument that, as rates of interest abroad tended consistently to be higher than those obtainable at home, she was letting her money go where it could be used most productively. She was bringing down her costs by getting cheaper raw materials and food (and thereby keeping down her wage levels) rather than by improving the efficiency of her production methods, as the installation of more new and better machinery might have done. This however was not a deliberate choice, except in so far as it involved accepting with little question the principles that the world should be regarded as an economic unit and that the correct thing to do with money was to earn as much as possible on it consistent with the risks which investors were prepared to accept (and which in some cases involved them in losses). She was of course investing at home as much and usually more but what made her behaviour remarkable was that in other industrialising countries the proportion going abroad was far lower; in Germany it never exceeded 20 per cent and in the nine years before 1914 was a mere 5·7 per cent; in France it was perhaps 12 per cent, in the USA never over 6 per cent (see Table 10.1).27 Nobody would seriously suggest that overseas investment was a mistake. Without it the world economy could never have developed to its present level. What is open to dispute is whether in the long run the exact ‘mix’ turned out the most advantageous to individual British investors, to the British economy as a whole and to the world in general.
         

         Contrary to a long-prevalent belief, Britain’s visible trade was never in balance between 1822 and 1913 (and indeed 1956).28 The deficit was made good by invisible trade – shipping, banking, broking, insurance and the like. Often even these were insufficient to compensate as seems to have been the case in eight out of the seventeen quinquennia between 1826 and 1910. At such times the balance was made good by interest payments from abroad and, if these are taken into account, there always was a surplus. Until 1870 income from investments was of roughly the same size as that from shipping; thereafter it drew markedly ahead, although even at its height it provided only 37 per cent of total invisible income. This cyclical process was almost inescapable. The countries in which British money was laid out could not earn by their own visible and invisible exports a big enough surplus for them to meet their own import needs and pay the interest on their borrowings. For them to have tried to earn enough gold for the purpose would not only have been impossible but (as the USA showed after 1919) would have dislocated the world’s monetary system. The benefit of the investment to Britain was that, besides bringing down her import costs, much of the money was spent on orders for goods from British firms or in payment to British providers of services so that it created employment and profits at home in the course of passing into the country and out again. Moreover it was Britain’s invisible income as a whole which enabled her to afford extra imports and thus enjoy a standard of living which was, for a time, the highest in the world.
         

         The popular view now is that Britain rose to prosperity and power by exploiting weaker peoples. Certainly at all stages individual Britons did take advantage of the power given them by their superior wealth and sophistication to enrich themselves disproportionately to their relative needs; there was less control and less moral protest at this during the early part of the process than later. But an Industrial Revolution confined to Britain (and even to Europe) is unthinkable. The British genuinely believed that they were acting as benefactors in bringing the Revolution (with all that it implied in the form of improved living standards) to relatively primitive economies which, without finance and training from outside, would have taken longer to enjoy those benefits. Those to whom the benefits were brought showed on the whole equal eagerness to receive them. If Britain had somehow been both able and anxious to conceal the details of her new methods from the rest of the world (as the Chinese succeeded for a time in concealing the art of making silk cloth) we should no doubt be condemned today for selfishness.
         

         Undeniably the British accepted too easily the idea of an international division of labour by which many areas (chiefly outside Europe) produced raw materials and foodstuffs for a rather smaller number of areas (chiefly in Europe and North America) which used them to produce manufactures. But such a division of labour made sense economically since each area was doing what it was good at. The weak point about the division socially was that primary production, although indispensable, requires less specialised skills so that those engaged on it earn lower incomes than those in manufacturing. We did less than we might have done to develop the industries of countries under British control, like India, in the convenient belief that manufacturing was not their job – and might handicap us in performing ours. The need of poor nations for development aid from outside puts them at the mercy of those who have the wealth and the will to provide it. A ‘fair’ exchange is hard to judge since most parties have interests at stake which prejudice their views. In the nineteenth century men believed firmly that in such circumstances the best way of achieving fairness was to leave matters to the free operation of the price system. But the weaker were always inclined to doubt how far that system was genuinely fair and to complain that it operated to their disadvantage. ‘Imperialism’ has thus acquired moral connotations. Without them the process to which it refers merely consisted in spreading the area over which industrialisation operated, ‘integrating new regions into the expanding economy’.29
         

         Money was not the only thing needed for development. Trained manpower was also necessary, and not merely in the technical field. As the analysis of the prerequisites for industrialisation showed, a relatively stable government well-disposed to trade is of great importance. In some parts of the world this was not forthcoming and Britain had reluctantly to provide it. The government found itself forced to intervene in order to protect its traders or take over a function which they could not satisfactorily provide for themselves or to anticipate having doors closed against them when other developed countries did the same thing. The result has been condemned as a selfish way of finding ‘jobs for the boys’ – especially the less competent ones. But it was by no means only the failures who went abroad. The empire can be held to have absorbed too many skilled and able men of whom we were training too few, while the need to supply proconsuls distracted our educational system from realising the need to train technicians. British cemeteries in places like Calcutta are poignant reminders of the cost of expansion in terms of human life.
         

         The impact of a sophisticated industrialised economy on a primitive pre-industrial one, especially at a forced pace, is almost bound to be disrupting. Had it been possible to extend industrialisation more gradually and with a fuller awareness of its implications, suffering and waste could have been avoided. But the pace of history’s march is hard to control. Those who are fired with a new idea, or see a new prospect of gain, hurry impatiently to turn concept into reality. The disadvantages only become obvious later. Even if they had been foreseen, they would probably not have been thought grave enough to change the course of events. Nor is it incontrovertible that they should have done.
         

         
The  Cost  of  Industrialisation
         

         There has been much argument as to whether, if at all, the common people of Britain benefited from the Industrial Revolution, at any rate during its earlier years. The sufferings which it brought are notorious – long hours, low wages, bad conditions of work in factories, poor and insanitary housing, subjection to strict discipline. The question is how far these were outweighed by improved standards of life.
         

         The figures which have so far been calculated for such things as real wages and consumption per head are subject to wide margins of error. But the broad answer seems to be that, while total national income rose substantially between 1750 and 1850, the relative share of labour fell. Such a fall need not rule out an increase in labour’s share per head, and things may have got slightly better during the 1780s and again during the 1820s. But on the whole there was little improvement in real consumption of goods and services during the first six decades of industrialism. Towards the end of the 1820s the position began to change, largely but not exclusively because the workers improved their bargaining techniques by better organisation. Thereafter ‘real wages rose in step with national income, thus remaining a constant share of a steadily rising total’.30
         

         The following points add detail to this picture.

         (1)  Overall living standards did not deteriorate sufficiently to bring into operation that check on the growth of population which had previously acted as a brake on progress.
         

         (2)  The war with France absorbed many of the extra resources which might otherwise have gone to make living easier. At the peak in 1812–15, 18 per cent of national expenditure went on the war. Immediately after Waterloo demobilisation (which the administration lacked the skill to handle) caused further hardship and a quick boom was followed by a slump. Again, without the industrial changes, the hardship would have been greater.
         

         (3)  The hardship was aggravated by the government’s fiscal policy. Much of the cost of the war was met by borrowing, which led to inflation and rising prices.  In so far as it was met by taxation, this was still principally indirect and placed upon commodities in mass demand, which again put up prices. It is true that income tax was levied, although at a low rate, between 1799 and 1806, but many of the people who paid it also received interest on their holdings of government stock, so that what they took out of one pocket they got back into the other. If Pitt’s government had adopted the course followed by Peel after 1841 and shifted the main burden of taxation from indirect to direct, the poor would have benefited without growth being, so far as one can tell, held up.
         

         (4)  Averages as usual conceal wide variations. The decades after 1760 saw an even greater amount of change than usual, so that increased opportunities   were   offered   to   those   with   personality,   judgment, resources, guts or luck. On the other hand those who were disadvantaged by the changes suffered, notably the surplus population on the land who were driven into the towns and the hand-workers in those industries which were mechanising. The north, where most of the development occurred, was better off than the south. Even during the war such groups as the gunmakers of Birmingham and the growers of corn prospered. Inequalities in wealth became for a time more pronounced in Britain than elsewhere in the industrialising world. But since profit was the main motive of those who initiated and organised the whole process, it is hardly surprising that the major share should have accrued to them.
         

         (5) Over the period 1800 to 1850, industrial production was expanding at roughly twice the rate of population growth.31 Although external trade was also expanding, its volume would not have been sufficient to sustain this growth of output unless it had been accompanied by a rising home demand. It has been calculated that the average family was buying British-made goods worth £25 in 1750 and £40 in 1810. Because the real price of industrial products was at the end of this period tending to fall whereas that of food was rising, the increased purchasing power showed itself in the purchase of manufactures. The poor, two-thirds of whose income went on food, fared worse than their wealthier brethren in other classes and than the more successful workers.32
         

         The theory has been propounded that unequal living standards and lower-class impoverishment are inevitable during the ‘take-off’ period of industrialisation, since the savings necessary to promote the indispensable investment cannot be generated in an egalitarian society but only in one where the well-to-do are allowed to keep more money than they need for their immediate comfort, so that they are almost bound to save. There has to be a low limit on the share available to those who, if they possessed more, would only consume more. The example of the Soviet Union after 1926 has been invoked as showing that something parallel is necessary when a communist state industrialises.
         

         But for the theory to be valid it would be necessary to show that the development of industry in Britain would have been held back if less capital had been available. Yet, although there were cases of innovation being impeded by lack of funds, such difficulties seem to have been the exception rather than the rule. On the other hand, the calculation has been made that, if domestic investment had stayed the same proportion of national expenditure in 1790–1800 as it had been in 1761–70, the level of consumption per head would only have been 7 per cent higher.33
         

         What has been said about development overseas applies also at home. If the initial process of industrialisation had been carried through more slowly and with broader vision, its evil effects could have been mitigated. The British people as a whole might have been happier if their numbers had grown more gradually and if more of them had remained on the land until there had been time to catch up with the evils of the sprouting towns. But that is seldom how things happen. There is much to be said for the view that, if the governmental system and the prevailing climate of opinion had not been such as to leave freedom to the enterprising, the whole process might not have started. The spring leading into the passage might not have been released. Over the long term there can be no doubt about the material benefits brought to the entire population. Industrialisation made the idea of material equality look for the first time like a practical possibility instead of just a wild dream. But it is a nice question how far a decline in amenity is offset by an increase in material supplies.
         

         
Britain’s  Opportunity  and  the  Problems  It  Brought
         

         The developments described in this chapter enabled a country which, by comparison with its European neighbours, was only of medium size, to become a Great Power with a major say in world affairs. The advantages of wealth and technological pre-eminence which pioneer industrialisation brought were reinforced by the fact, partly intrinsic and partly tangential, that 1815 saw the effective end of French predominance while half a century and more were to elapse before Germany recovered from the handicaps encumbering her since the Middle Ages. Our great-grandfathers made the most of the interval.
         

         Yet if success made the British self-confident and self-satisfied, there was throughout their years of supremacy an undercurrent of anxiety about the future – an anxiety which was well founded. For four major question marks hung over Britain’s prospects.
         

         (1)  Technological progress and economic growth brought with them changes in the distribution of wealth and ways of life. Could the political system of the country (along with the social system which it reflected) be adapted by agreement to satisfy the principal beneficiaries of the advance? Or was a violent upheaval on the French model inescapable? The size of the adjustments needed was clearly going to be considerable but Britain had the advantage of having already carried through in the seventeenth century what may be described as a first instalment of them.
         

         (2)  Some people in Britain sought reform because they considered that their growing relative wealth entitled them to an improvement in their political status. But for others the stimulus to demands for change was not provided by an improving economic position so much as by one which, if not actually worsening, was acutely unsatisfactory. Could the economy be adapted by agreement to assuage those demands? If not, two dangers loomed. That of violent revolution was obvious. But since the poor seldom have the education, organising ability and stamina to bring about a revolution,  they need to be led by people who are better-off, more articulate and acquainted with the corridors of power. The prospects of such people being available in nineteenth-century Britain in sufficient quantities to act as leaders would depend on the answers given to the previous question. But supposing that such an alliance on militant lines did not develop, an almost equal danger would be the alienation of a section of the working classes from the established system. For if hostility between the givers and takers of employment were to develop too far, it would impair the efficiency and progress of the productive machine.
         

         (3)  The workers were unlikely to be satisfied without being allowed a larger share of the extra wealth brought by industrialisation. But if their share was to get bigger, whose was to get smaller? If total wealth continued to grow, could their demands be met by increasing their share of the extra without reducing the absolute amounts held by the rest? The businessmen and middle classes would resist any encroachment on their incomes and property and, if they got political dominance, would be able at least to slow down such an encroachment. The real danger was that overall consumption would be maintained at the expense of investment, less imperative in the short run but more essential in the long one. This danger would be aggravated if a higher proportion of the national income had to go on defence.
         

         (4)  Hand-in-hand with these internal dangers went an external one. Britain was of only medium size. There were many other countries in the world with a larger area and a bigger population. All of these were bound to imitate her success, at greater or less speed and with greater or less effect. When they did, common sense suggested that some of them would outstrip her, since the advantages which had enabled her to get a head-start were neither permanent nor exclusive to her. She would soon exhaust the supplies of the industrial raw materials (other than coal) which she had enjoyed to start with.
         

         She could hardly hope to maintain her lead. The most she could expect was to remain abreast of the other leaders. Her best chance of doing so lay in offsetting her relative lack of size and material resources by efficiency of production and continued technological innovation. The need to do this put a premium on ability to change and on internal (particularly industrial) harmony. But it also meant maintaining a rate of investment in education, research and productive equipment as high as her challengers (if not higher, since their installations would tend to be more up-to-date unless she replaced hers before they became worn out). If she could not achieve this, how could she hope to maintain her population at the standard to which they were becoming accustomed? For a time she could use her political prestige and strategic power to buttress her economy, but in the long run the former were dependent on the latter. Her position was all the more vulnerable in that she had come to prosperity in a deliberately-created interdependent world of free competition. To retire from it into isolation would mean cutting herself off from many of the sources of her wealth, besides posing the problem of how to obtain and pay for the vital supplies which she did not possess.
         

         The subject of this book spent most of his life in trying to provide answers to these questions, although he may not have seen them as clearly as we with hindsight can; and as Britain has fallen progressively behind the leaders in the race for economic growth, he cannot be said to have found adequate solutions. Since he was at first sight well-equipped to do so, one is inevitably led to ask whether anyone else could have done better or whether Britain’s decline has not been, if one allows for human limitations, inevitable. The one problem which was successfully solved was the first and it is to the history leading up to this solution that we now turn.
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            2 The Radical Background
            

         

         
The  Levellers
         

         Some five hundred yards from where these lines are written, three men were put against a churchyard wall on a May day in 1649 and, on Cromwell’s orders, shot. Too much political significance should not be read into the mutiny which led to the executions; most of the twelve hundred soldiers involved were primarily anxious to get their arrears of pay without being forced to join in subjugating Ireland, a cause for which they had no enthusiasm. But the ringleaders had demanded that a ‘Council of the Army’ (to include representatives of the rank and file) should be called. Had it met and adopted the constitutional programme which the agitators had in mind, much of the political controversy of the next two centuries would have been pre-empted. The capture of the mutineers by Cromwell’s troops, and the firm treatment of their leaders, put paid to the chances of England’s pioneer example of a ‘bourgeois revolution’ resulting in any profound social change. For that to have happened, they would have had to receive the backing rather than the bullets of their comrades in the New Model Army.
         

         The clash of theory with the Levellers had found expression eighteen months before the clash of arms. Colonel Rainsborough’s contention at Putney on 29 October 1647, although unknown to most of his contemporaries, has often been quoted since it was first made generally accessible in 1891:1
         

         
            Really I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a life to live as the greatest he; and … that every man that is to live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that government; and I do think that the poorest man in England is not at all bound in a strict sense to that government that he hath not had a voice to put himself under.
            

         

         But the aptly-named Mr Wildman was even more categorical, introducing as he did the notions of ‘right’ and ‘justice’:2
         

         
            Every person in England hath as clear a right to elect his representative as the greatest person in England. I conceive that’s the undeniable maxim of government: that all government is in the free consent of the people. If then upon that account, there is no person that is under a just government, or hath justly his own, unless he by his own free consent be put under that government.
            

         

         The notion that the individual has an inalienable right to a say over his (or her) conditions of life, and particularly over the form of political government, is the ultimate basis of democratic liberalism. ‘Liberty is a right demanded by the very nature of human beings – not merely a freedom from restraint but a conscious and deliberate share in such arrangements as the community finds necessary’.3 The claim derives in the long run from the Platonic notion that the proper aim of human life is self-realisation – the fullest possible development of each person’s potentialities. For this, liberty is essential.
         

         During the Middle Ages, the issue had been obscured by the struggle between emperor and pope. To assert the individual’s corporeal rights against the temporal power might well have had the practical effect of strengthening a spiritual power which demanded unquestioning mental submission. The Reformation reasserted the idea that men had the right to think for themselves. But it only survived Rome’s counter-attack because it secured the support of the Protestant princes. The Divine Right of Kings to rule was plausible as long as top priority was given to keeping out the Catholics. In England however by the time that the doctrine was fully formulated, 118 years of strong Tudor government had made it an anachronism; the king rather than the Catholics had become the danger. The Roundheads’ need to justify resort to arms against his government called attention back to ideas derived from Natural Law, from Protestantism and from traditions erroneously discerned in the English constitution. Even if most of the Parliamentary leaders were motivated by pragmatic common sense rather than by theory, what Keynes said of economics is equally true of politics – ‘Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist’.4 But once resistance to a government had been justified, where was justification to be found for obedience to any government?
         

         Charles I on the scaffold declared himself a benevolent aristocrat, finding liberty and freedom in ‘having government, that is, those laws by which [the people’s] lives and goods may be most their own’. He denied that having a share in the government was anything pertaining to it.5 To Rainsborough and Wildman such a share pertained essentially to it. Ireton however, whose role was to find words for Cromwell’s instincts, took a middle position:6
         

         
            If you make this the rule … you must fly for refuge to an absolute natural right and you must deny all civil right … For my part, I think … that no person hath a right to an interest or share in the disposing of the affairs of the kingdom … that hath not a permanent fixed interest in this kingdom … I am sure if we look upon … what was originally the constitution of this kingdom, [it] is this: that those who choose the representers for the making of laws by which this state and kingdom are to be governed, are the persons who, taken together, do comprehend the local interest of this kingdom; that is, the persons in whom all land lies and those in corporations in whom all trading lies … If we shall go to take away this, we shall plainly go to take away all property and interest that any man hath.
            

         

         Such words show well how the parliamentary leaders realised the danger that their movement would get out of hand, that insistence on individual rights would undermine order and confidence. Four years after the Putney debates Thomas Hobbes, in Leviathan,  published the outstanding political treatise of the period. It is dominated by the fear of anarchy. ‘The foresight of their own preservation and of a more contented live thereby’ is, according to him, what leads men to subject themselves to sovereigns and once the covenant of submission has been made, ‘there can happen no breach’ of it on the sovereign’s part.7 Cromwell’s series of experiments in government showed how hard it was to combine freedom of choice for the voters with executive efficiency. By 1660 desire for radical political and social reform was spent. Most men were ready to settle for whatever compromise between monarchy and Parliament was best calculated to provide a quiet life. But the experience of twenty-eight more years of Stuart rule provoked a reaction. With the Glorious Revolution, the Bill of Rights and the Toleration Act, a new practical basis of compromise, slightly more radical, was agreed on. This political resolution of the tension between order and freedom proved durable, with the result that its theoretical formulation by Locke dominated the thought of the succeeding century.
         

         
Locke
         

         The first draft of Locke’s Two  Treatises  of  Government,  written between 1679 and 1682, took as its starting point man’s right to property. Every man has a natural right to self-preservation. But if a man is to live he must be free to remove from the common good and appropriate for the use of himself and his family such natural objects as are necessary to maintain existence. He also has a right to keep the fruits of his labour which he has mixed with the raw materials provided by nature. A man’s labour is necessarily his own and so should its products be. But if something is a man’s own he has a right to do what he likes with it, including giving it away or bequeathing it to his heirs (so that a man can acquire property for which he himself has done no work).8 He can also transfer to other people the right to the produce of his labour in return for a wage.9 Here we find not only a justification for the virtually unlimited acquisition of property but the germ of the labour theory of value.
         

         In a state of nature man had a power to preserve his property – that is, his life, liberty and estate. But although Locke thought of men in a state of nature as rational creatures already possessed of rights and obligations – one being to respect the life, health, liberty and possessions of their fellows – he acknowledged that some men will behave anti-socially. Growing experience led him to the depressing conclusion that this in fact applied to the greater part of mankind. Hence the establishment of civil society and of a coercive government became desirable, so as to preserve the property rights of its members against such anti-social action. In entering into a society of this kind, men resigned those rights to the government, except in so far as they could claim them by due process of law, in order to give it the authority needed to fulfil its purposes.10
         

         In 1679, in the light of the Civil War and Interregnum, Locke stressed the completeness of this surrender and therefore the absolute authority of the executive power. But when in 1689 he redrafted his Treatises  in the light of the previous year’s events, he shifted the emphasis so as to justify resistance to any executive which destroyed the authority of the legislature or to any legislature which acted contrary to the trust placed in it by the body of the people as a whole. He further distinguished between the creation of a society and the formation of a government. The dissolution of the latter left the former intact. In other words, he reserved supreme political authority to the civil society itself, as expressed by the majority of its members.11
         

         At first sight he would seem to be the precursor of those such as Paine and the American Founding Fathers who attributed to all men an ultimate inalienable right to have a say in their own government. Such a view can find full satisfaction only in a constitution where each man has one vote and the basic freedoms are guaranteed. This claim rests, not on rational argument (as Locke was inclined to hold) but on an intuitive recognition that it is a right with which all men have been endowed by their creator or, to use more secular language, that it is an essential consequence of respect for human personality and for the sovereignty of the individual conscience.
         

         But did Locke in fact consider that the right to judge the government should be extended to all men? According to some critics, he took it for granted that, as wage-labourers lived from hand to mouth, they would defer to the views of those who paid them instead of thinking for themselves. They did not have, could not be expected to have and were not entitled to have full membership of political society. Whether Locke actually believed poverty to be something reprehensible and avoidable is open to argument; a number of his contemporaries certainly did and he himself saw unemployment as caused by nothing else but ‘the relaxation of discipline and the corruption of manners’. According to this essentially Whig view, only those with ‘estate’ could be full members of society, since only they have a full interest in the preservation of property and only they are capable of making that voluntary submission to the law of reason which is necessary for full membership. Others however deny that Locke consciously took such a restrictive view, holding that the rights and wrongs of the working class had not yet become a topical problem in his time, so that he should not be interpreted as having committed himself one way or another.12 All the same, the view that the individual had a right to a say in society led on easily to the view that he had a duty to learn and labour truly to get his own living.
         

         Locke can therefore be claimed as a forerunner by those who thought that every man has a right to a vote and also by those who like Hume replied that, as the function of government is to protect property, votes should go only to persons whose ownership of property gave them a stake in the country. Locke’s difficulty was essentially that of Cromwell. He wanted to justify the distance to which revolution had been carried and at the same time to deny it the right to go further. But like many who stand in the middle, he could not prevent some of his successors from using some of his doctrines to justify revolution and others using different ones to oppose it.
         

         
Failure  to  Change  1763–97
         

         For 75 years after the Glorious Revolution had brought a constitutional settlement, most people in Britain attached more importance to maintaining that settlement than to reforming it. But George III had been on the throne for only three years when the first of a series of collisions between his ministers and John Wilkes suggested that the crucial issue had ceased to be the rights of the king against Parliament and become the rights of the king in Parliament. The monarchy had built up a position in which, provided it could count (as it usually could) on the support of a number of unrepresentative MPs or their patrons, it could pursue whatever policies it chose. It came to grief because the policies which it did choose, first against Wilkes and then more seriously against the American colonists, encountered such strong opposition outside Parliament that they had to be abandoned as failures. The way thus seemed open for changes which would make Parliament more representative and ministers more attentive to it.
         

         This opportunity was however lost, except for some limited measures of ‘economic’ reform which reduced the patronage possessed by ministers and the inefficiency of the government system. There were several reasons for this failure. Many of the would-be reformers merely wanted changes of person within the existing system. Wilkes was chiefly concerned with personal advertisement, the Rockingham Whigs with inducing the king to take them on in place of his existing ministers, the Yorkshire Association with increasing the influence of country gentlemen like themselves (who had to own land worth £6,000 before they could stand for Parliament). There were of course a few who called for more drastic structural change. Major Cartwright, brother of the inventor, in 1776 published a book Take  Your  Choice  which advocated, as a return to a supposed pre-Norman constitution, adult male suffrage, voting by ballot, equal constituencies, annual Parliaments and payment of members. He argued that ‘Personality is the sole foundation of the right of being represented and Property has in reality nothing to do with the case’.13 Had his proposals been accepted, much of the constitutional debate of the nineteenth century would have been rendered unnecessary (just as similar debates in the USA were obviated by the laying down of broad general principles in the Constitution). But he and his trend-setting Society for Constitutional Information, founded in 1780, were by no means strong enough to upset the government’s majority in Parliament. Moreover, although the Gordon Riots showed how easy it was to ‘raise a mob’ which would vent its dislike on the well-to-do by burning down a few of their houses, the organisation needed to sustain agitation for a principle was not yet practicable. The ingredients were still lacking for that coalition between the middle classes and workers which was to achieve reform in the next century.
         

         All the same, defeat in the American War might have precipitated more drastic changes if various human accidents had not intervened, such as the death of Rockingham four months after he had at last come into office, the misjudgment which Fox showed in allying with North and the inability of Shelburne to inspire confidence among his colleagues. But what counted more than anything was the royal acquisition of a competent executive politician in the shape of the younger Pitt. Although in favour of redistributing seats, he was not prepared to treat Parliament’s refusal to agree as a reason for resignation, yet nobody was in a position to challenge him. To him goes the credit for most of the ‘economic’ reforms. What is harder to judge is the effect on politics of the unprecedented growth which set in during his period of office.
         

         A second opportunity for change seemed to be presented by the French Revolution, with its conception of government as the manifestation of the people’s will. An immediate effect of this event was to call into action a bevy of organisations dedicated to welcoming and imitating it (as well as others which protested by contrast their loyalty to ‘Church and King’). One of these was the Society for Constitutional Information, which had been in suspended animation since 1784. Another, more popular, was the London Corresponding Society. The two bodies did not differ much in their professed aims, such as manhood suffrage and annual parliaments, and both sent fraternal greetings to the French Assembly.
         

         The tract for the times was of course Tom Paine’s The  Rights  of  Man which the Society for Constitutional Information promoted with such vigour that 200,000 copies were sold in twelve months. But their wisdom in so doing is questionable. For Paine’s objects were not theirs. Their members, mostly drawn from shopkeepers and the professions, hoped ‘to use the example of one revolution as a means of preventing the necessity for another’.14 Britain could be saved from going the way of France if the apparent apathy of the public over constitutional reform could be overcome and enough pressure generated to force changes through Parliament. Paine by contrast was an atheist who wanted to sweep away the existing system altogether, to hold a convention which would establish a republic based on universal suffrage and to remedy what he saw as a fundamental defect of the British system by writing down the constitution in a single document like the American. Moreover in the second part of his book, published in February 1792, he provided a blueprint for a welfare state, with old-age pensions, family allowances, universal education and job-centres for the unemployed, financed by a graduated tax on all incomes over £500 a year. It is of course true that many of those who called for reform of Parliament looked on it as the indispensable preliminary to an overhaul of the entire social system. But their association with Paine made them more suspect than ever to ministers who in December 1792 had Part II of his book condemned by a special jury at the Guildhall. Three Scottish leaders of the Corresponding Society were sentenced to transportation in 1793. Although in 1794 juries refused to convict in prosecutions against members of both societies, the government suspended the Habeas Corpus Act and during the next two years took extra powers of repression. Agitation for change had been driven underground even before the Corresponding Society was suppressed by name in 1799.
         

         A third more aristocratic organisation, the Friends of the People, was noteworthy in including among its founders Grey and Durham, two of the three principal architects of the 1832 Reform Bill. A motion for parliamentary reform which Grey moved in 1793 was rejected by 282 votes to 41. When in  1797 he and Fox called for household suffrage, more county members and triennial parliaments, they had equally little success. There were no further attempts for over a decade.
         

         In justifying his tactics towards Paine, Home Tooke of the Society for Constitutional Information used a metaphor destined to become familiar:15
         

         
            Men may get into the same stage-coach with the intention of travelling to a certain distance; one man chooses to get out at one stage, another at another. When I get to Hounslow there I get out; no further will I go, by God.
            

         

         But to many observers the important question was not whether a fellow-traveller could get out in time but whether the coach itself could be prevented from going any further. Doubt on that score made them regret that it had ever been set in motion. As Windham said in March 1790, ‘where was the man who would be mad enough to advise them to repair their house in the hurricane season?’16 It may be that the course of the French Revolution was in itself such as to make inevitable the wave of Tory repression which began in Britain in 1794 and postponed reform for over 30 years. Revolutions can prove counter-productive outside the areas in which they occur and slow down rather than accelerate change elsewhere. Napoleon’s seizure of power in 1802–4 discomfited Republicans outside France and made it easier for public feeling to be mobilised in Britain in support of the war against ‘Boney’ and his countrymen.17
         

         Liberal historians of the nineteenth century were wont to praise the group represented in the Friends of the People for not abandoning their faith in the need for change all through the years of repression but holding fast to political reform and civil rights in the belief that their realisation must some day again become possible. When that day arrived, enough votes in favour of change could be found inside Parliament for that institution to be a focus for pressure by reformers rather than an obstacle to be overthrown by revolutionaries. More recently, opinion has turned to condemning the better-off advocates of reform for deserting the workers after 1794 and leaving the poor to suffer unrelieved the social hardships induced by the industrial changes.18 The argument is that if all those favouring reform had stood together, a coalition such as got the Bill passed in 1832 could have forced Pitt to grant a large instalment of it in the 1790s. Britain would have been a happier as well as a more efficient country if she had got her adaptation under way early rather than late. Obviously, if more people had favoured reform earlier, it could have come sooner – but that is not very valuable as an historical judgment. The question is whether, given the existing strengths of the various groups, stronger pressure for reform before 1800 would have had any other result than provoke a more determined and irresistible repression. The forces at the government’s disposal were by no means negligible.19 By 1830 relative strengths had altered to the advantage of the reformers, there was no war in progress and the Duke of Wellington was a distinctly less formidable antagonist than Pitt.
         

         
The  Utilitarians
         

         Bentham’s first book, the Fragment  on  Government,  was part of the remarkable intellectual harvest of 1776, which also included the Declaration of Independence, The  Wealth  of  Nations,  Paine’s Common  Sense, Cartwright’s Take  Your  Choice  and the first volume of Gibbon’s Decline and  Fall.  Bentham described it as ‘the very first publication by which men at large were invited to break loose from the trammels of authority and ancestor worship’.20 What it could not break free from were the trammels of its age. The eighteenth, more than most centuries, attached importance to happiness, perhaps because in the previous one worldly pleasures had been widely suspect. Bentham was thoroughly in tune with his time in making it the centre of his system. Locke had already hit on the idea that ‘good and evil are nothing but pleasure and pain or that which occasions pleasure to us’.21 But Bentham, borrowing from continental thinkers (through Priestley), went further and asserted that the Tightness or wrongness (‘utility’) of any act could be settled by calculating its probable net effect in causing pleasure or pain, much as a scientist might calculate the outcome of forces pulling in different directions. This gave his teaching a strong humanitarian trend, although his ideas about what constituted ‘happiness’ were by no means universal.
         

         Bentham also believed, like most of his contemporaries, that the best way to maximise happiness was for human society to be planned in the light of reason. He shared however the typical scepticism of rationalists about the ability of the average man to take reason as his guide. Instead he followed Hobbes in believing men to be essentially selfish. They were bound to pursue individual happiness above all else. But since each of them was bound to be prevented by his fellows from doing so at the general expense, and since a single individual could realise few of his desires without the help of others, it stood to reason that an individual’s happiness could best be secured if he co-operated in maximising happiness for everyone else. Yet Bentham also accepted the view which Locke had come to hold that most men, if left to themselves, could not be trusted to know what their own best interests were or to refrain from irrational and anti-social behaviour of a kind inimical to the general happiness. He therefore looked to government, as the embodiment of reason, to reconcile a myriad conflicting selfish interests and thus move towards maximising happiness. Such a reconciliation could best be achieved by threats that those who trespassed unduly on the interests of others would be appropriately punished; the individual must be stopped from pursuing the promptings of self (as, for example, relying on charity instead of working) by making clear how painful the results would be.22 Believing the lawgiver to be less susceptible to transient influences than politicians, Bentham put his faith in Codes rather than Cabinets. Reason should be embodied in law (which it conspicuously was not in the Britain of his day where, for example, the question whether theft was punishable by death depended on whether it had been committed in a shop).23
         

         At the outset Bentham was not much concerned with asking who was entitled to take part in framing the laws and on what grounds. He did not, like Jefferson, claim that man had an ‘unalienable right’ to happiness and indeed did not pay much attention to abstract non-legal rights of any kind. He was indifferent to the idea of self-development as a thing desirable for its own sake. The doctrine of utility was not, in origin or essence, a philosophy of liberty.24 Scientific government tends to be bureaucratic government. Bentham, like many of his followers, was primarily a paternalist or meritocrat rather than a democrat; the servant of Catherine the Great found his ideal ruler in a benevolent despot. He looked for improvement by entrusting administration to enlightened men. To give such men more influence, he contemplated turning the highly decentralised island of his day into a highly centralised one. The problem which he did not face squarely was how to ensure that despots were enlightened and that the most rational men got into the key positions.
         

         It was here that he met disillusionment. He became exasperated with the reluctance of those governing Britain to take his advice, particularly as regards prison reform. He was excited by the spectacle of France. In 1808 he came to know James Mill, who had an almost unbounded faith in representative government and freedom of discussion.25 The net result was that he changed his mind about the relative merits of individuals and governments, embracing the alternative eighteenth-century view that, fallible as individuals might be, governments were more so. He accepted Adam Smith’s argument that leaving freedom to the individual provided a better chance of maximising prosperity (and with it happiness) than the alternative of leaving some external authority to calculate the answer and then impose it. Instead however of concluding that government should be reduced to a minimum, he argued that the least fallible system of governing would be one in which the executive was chosen by the entire adult population (including women) since it would then be best qualified to judge what was in the interest of the greatest possible number. As governors always acted in their own interests, the general interest was most likely to be served when power was as widely distributed as possible.26 He thus became an advocate of ‘radical’ change.27 But his support for it was based on prudence rather than principle. His practical programme of reform was much like Cartwright’s but, in spite of an aversion to big landowners, his respect for property made him stop short of giving votes to non-householders.
         

         The Utilitarians remained however in two minds about the individual and government.28 Practical experience fostered the realisation that the individual often did not know or lacked the power to achieve the courses of action which were in his best interests, thereby justifying the intervention of a government possessed of greater knowledge and authority. Yet they retained the respect for the individual which the eighteenth century had possessed and which the Romantics augmented. Such respect led naturally to the view that government – and indeed all authority which lacked a rational basis – was an evil which, although necessary, should be kept as limited as possible. A tension between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ liberalism became a permanent feature of progressive thought (paralleled by a similar tension in conservative thought).29 On the one hand there were those whose prior concern was that the individual should be allowed to decide for himself how he would live. On the other there were those who denied that the natural order was fundamentally harmonious, so that the power of the law and the superior knowledge of its representatives must intervene if the common good was to be maximised. In respect to theory, it was a difference about the value to be attached to doing something because it was realised to be right as compared with being compelled to do it. In respect to practice, it was a difference about the need for counterbalancing social and economic constraints by legal and political ones. Those who were able to look after themselves wanted freedom; those who were not (and their sympathisers) wanted intervention. In the first half of the nineteenth century, radicalism meant broadly the removal of restrictions and limitations; in the second it began to mean their re-imposition.
         

         The inability of the average man to know what was good for him was attributed not to inherent human fallibility or ‘original sin’ but to his never having been taught any better. The Utilitarians took to heart the emphasis laid by Montesquieu and Helvetius on the importance of geography and climate in forming the social institutions of each country. They believed that human behaviour could be improved by controlling the environment. This outlook led to a fervent belief in education, not primarily as something to which men have a right or as a means of social advancement but as a process of conditioning in the use of reason. In the background were several assumptions: that the prevalence of truth is beneficial to mankind, so that freedom of discussion is to be encouraged; that truth cannot be contradictory, so that discussion and the dissemination of knowledge are bound to foster agreement and social harmony; that society is capable of indefinite improvement by allowing free play to man’s self-interest, provided only that that interest is enlightened.
         

         The chief practical contribution of the Utilitarians to the reform movement was the idea of introducing rationality and system into British government, where it was badly needed. Their hope of matching the sciences of mathematics and chemistry by a science of man in society may have disregarded the impact of human nature on the subject matter. But they established the importance of finding out the facts and figures about a problem before prescribing remedies; to them must go the credit for the numerous Statistical Departments and Royal Commissions which did so much to bring home to the nineteenth century what kind of a world it was living in. The Utilitarians, and J. S. Mill in particular, further provided the reformers of that century with a comprehensive ideological underpinning which enabled demands to be supported by reasoned justification. Their political theories however failed to explain why freedom might be felt as an imperative, just as their moral ones failed to explain why right action might be felt as obligatory and not merely prudential.
         

         
Radical  Dissent
         

         G. M. Young regarded as the two greatest disasters in British history, Ireland (about which there will be much to say later in this book) and the religious settlement reached – or rather, not reached – after the Restoration.30 Charles II, before landing, promised ‘a liberty to tender consciences’ and there were a number of Puritan divines, led by the saintly Richard Baxter, who were prepared to accept bishops and some form of a liturgy. But in the ‘Cavalier Parliament’ which met in May 1662, the high churchmen had a majority and used it to pass the Act of Uniformity which excluded from their parishes all ministers who did not ‘assent and consent’ to the Prayer Book and abjure the Covenant of 1643 with its commitment to root out prelacy as well as popery. The Episcopalians wanted revenge for the way in which many of them had been treated under the Puritans.
         

         Some 2,000 ministers refused to give the required assent and were excluded from their parishes. The more rigid Calvinists would have insisted on independence anyhow but the Church of England lost the services of many devout and reasonable men whose influence would have done it good. At first those excluded were reluctant to accept the division as final or organise themselves as a separate body. But in 1672 the Declaration of Indulgence faced them with the choice of obtaining specific leave to officiate outside the Established Church or ceasing to do so at all; 1,339 applied for a licence. These gradually became known as ‘Presbyterians’ although the name is misleading since their views on doctrine and church organisation were considerably more moderate than those of most Calvinist churches.31
         

         The Cavalier intolerance had more important results than is often realised. It meant that for over two centuries there existed in England a substantial group of Christians, drawn mainly from the middle and lower middle classes, who were denied a number of what they regarded as rights (including freedom of conscience) and others as privileges. Their social and historical background inclined them to anti-establishment (although not always liberal) points of view. Relatively few of them were tenant-farmers or agricultural labourers and they thus had no need to defer to landowners.32 Elsewhere in Western Europe the godly, whether Catholic or Protestant, tended to support the established order so that its opponents became atheists as well as socialists. England’s difference in this respect was reinforced in the next century when Wesley’s followers were also compelled to leave with reluctance the church. Having lost ground during the early decades of the eighteenth century, dissent recovered it again during the closing ones. The resentment caused by exclusion took time to fade, just as the forms which exclusion assumed took time to remedy. It contributed to hostility between classes and had particularly unfortunate results in education where progress was slowed down by the mutual fear of church and dissent that the other would get the young on its side. Yet when one considers how much nonconformity contributed to English life, one begins to wonder whether G. M. Young was right. Would there have been such vigour without the stimulus of exclusion?
         

         Baxter was a man of ‘the godly middle sort’, moderate in everything except in his passion for writing. After his death in 1691 his followers kept to his tolerant spirit. In 1719 they decided that adherence to Scripture should be the only test required of members, whereas the more conservative sects wanted in addition assent to various ‘Confessions’; as a result the two groups began to draw apart. Moreover the Baxterians, influenced by Locke and by the growing interest in science, were inclined to regard reason as the ultimate guardian of truth in religion as in all else, thereby exposing themselves to a dilemma which became more obvious as the eighteenth century progressed. A critical examination of the Scriptures revealed that they were often contradictory or ambiguous (one scholar showed that their text was susceptible of 30,000 variant readings!) and that they provided little foundation for a number of doctrines figuring prominently in the Confessions, such as Original Sin, Redemption and the Trinity. But reason itself does not always produce an answer which is beyond dispute and the Presbyterian trust in it could have disintegrating results.
         

         Of those who put Scripture before the Confessions and reason before Scripture, the leader during the second half of the eighteenth century was Joseph Priestley, unkindly described as ‘Faction’s dearest child’.33 A polymath whose interests embraced theology, philosophy, chemistry and political science, without his being fully at home in any of them, he vigorously propounded an outlook which was individualist, rationalist and Newtonian. He insisted on the name ‘Unitarian’ being substituted for ‘Presbyterian’, thereby provoking into secession those who, accepting the Trinity, believed that Jesus was divine. He further rejected Original Sin and the Atonement. On the other hand he accepted the teachings in the Gospels as ‘guaranteed by the Miracles and established by the Resurrection’. He described the highest stage of personal devotion as ‘dwelling in God and God in him’. When associated with an assertion of the Father’s wisdom, these views made him confident that good would ultimately prevail. He denied the need for a national church, while his emphasis on reason and suspicion of enthusiasm put his followers at odds with both the Evangelicals inside the church and the Wesleyans outside it.34 Politically Methodism was less radical than Unitarianism, even if it was not what saved England from revolution, as Halévy thought.
         

         In his Essay  on  Government  (1768) Priestley wrote that ‘the good and happiness of the members, that is to say, the majority of members of any state, is the great standard by which everything relating to the state must finally be determined’. This, although not original, was the spark which, according to Bentham, first kindled his ideas. Unitarianism has been described as ‘Utilitarianism in its Sunday best’.35 To be accurate, Christianity had for Priestley unique authority whereas most of the Utilitarians came as near to being atheists as was in those days prudent and gave no particular priority to any religion. But on matters concerning this world the views of the two groups were closely similar. Priestley described ‘the whole duty of political man’ as being ‘to think with freedom, to speak and write with boldness, to suffer for a good cause with patience, to begin to act with caution but to proceed with vigour’.36 His links with reform were many. He was a friend of Benjamin Franklin and sided with the colonies in the War of Independence. Before coming to Birmingham ‘in 1780 as Minister’ at the New Meeting House, he had been librarian to Lord Shelburne. Major Cartwright and Sir George Savile, the spokesman for the Yorkshire Association, were both Unitarians. It was an aristocracy of enlightened dissent, attractive to people who were both progressive and well-to-do, but criticised by the enthusiasts as ‘North Pole Christianity’.
         

         Most existing grammar schools in England used the Book of Common Prayer while admission to Oxford and Cambridge was restricted to members of the Established Church. The dissenters therefore set up academies of their own to train both ministers and laymen. The most notable were those at Northampton, run by Philip Doddridge, and at Warrington, where Priestley was for a time a tutor and Malthus a pupil. These institutions were soon providing the best education available in the country. Locke’s works, regarded as suspect at the ancient universities, were a basic subject while the Warrington curriculum included chemistry, modern languages and ‘pneumatology’, by which was meant the study of the brain and of ethical and metaphysical systems. Priestley considered the right of a man to educate his child as he wanted essential to human liberty and all the dissenters regarded schemes for state-run education with aversion. In 1808 the Utilitarians set up the British and Foreign Schools Society to promote the kind of non-sectarian learning which they favoured and three years later the Church of England followed suit with the National Society for the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church. When in 1815 the British and Foreign Society was temporarily captured by the Evangelicals, to whom religious teaching was more essential than any other, the anti-clericals transferred their attention to higher education, starting University College in 1827 and the University of London ten years later.
         

         
The  First  Instalment  of  Electoral  Reform
         

         Between 1797 and 1831 only five proposals for reforming the electoral system were put forward in Parliament. The only one which was not voted down by a substantial majority was Russell’s 1821 motion transferring two seats from the rotten borough of Grampound to Yorkshire (and not, as its author hoped, to Leeds).
         

         Over and above the basic fear of going the same way as France, there were a number of special reasons for this inertia. As earlier, the cause seemed dogged by human accidents. No sooner was a major obstacle removed by the death of Pitt in 1807 than Fox’s death ten months later deprived the Whigs of their most promising leader. Three years later, when a background of discontent throughout the country was rising to a point at which Parliament might have been expected to do something about it, the Whigs’ will to act was inhibited by the King’s madness. For they expected that, as soon as the Prince of Wales became Regent, he would call them to office and thereby make it easier for them to act with success. By the time it had become clear that he was going to be as much of an impediment as his father, the propitious moment had passed.
         

         Secondly there was a notable absence, both inside and outside Parliament, of leaders who were not merely able but also determined (although such an absence may be as much a sign of uncongenial conditions as of unqualified men). The names best remembered today, Castlereagh and Canning, were made in foreign affairs. Some of the opposition leaders, like Grey and Melbourne, not unreasonably preferred the pleasures of country life during the fifteen long years of Liverpool’s premiership to fruitless politicking; others were noisy nonentities, like Burdett and Hume. Outside there were good organisers, like Place, and effective publicists like Cobbett but nobody who combined political flair with power of persuasion. In spite of the distress and discontent in 1817, the Luddite risings in south Derbyshire and the West Riding were instant failures, having been mounted by workers without middle-class help. The behaviour of the Cato Street conspirators was more gauche than sinister.
         

         Thirdly a considerable amount of reform did occur in other fields. Indeed there were politicians like Canning who argued that not only were such reforms more important but that they would deflate the pressure for electoral change. Between 1782 and 1815 over a thousand sinecures were abolished, while a further inquiry in 1817 led to the removal or regulation of 300 more.37 Effort was also devoted to such measures as the first but feeble Factory Act of 1802 (proposed, according to the practice of the time, by a private member), the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807, the ending of the East India Company’s monopoly in 1813, the repeal of the Combination Act in 1824 and of the Test and Corporation Acts in 1828. In 1820 three Acts were passed humanising the criminal law; in 1823 about 100 felonies were exempted from the death penalty. Catholic Emancipation absorbed much attention from 1801 until its enactment in 1829, as did the cause of Queen Caroline, which accustomed the middle classes and the populace to working together.
         

         Several writers have detected during the period a steady progress in the organisation of political agitation. What has been described as ‘collective bargaining by riot’ was giving place to systematic strikes, particularly after the repeal of the Combination Act; the idea of a general strike was first mooted in 1820. ‘In 1806 both in Middlesex and Westminster the mob, though still a factor, was of smaller importance than the widespread and thorough electoral organisation undertaken by the “public” against the “placemen” and their allies.’38 ‘The poor, when suffering and dissatisfied, no longer made a riot but held a meeting. Instead of attacking their neighbours, they blamed the Ministry.’39 The movements against slavery and for Catholic Emancipation were models of how successful political campaigns should be mounted.
         

         The reform movement gained an important accretion of strength when the merchants and manufacturers began to support it. During the earlier war years, the ‘middle classes’ (a term said to have come into general use at this time) had stood behind the government. But first the Orders in Council replying to Napoleon’s Berlin Decrees and later the Corn Laws were attacked by Ricardo and others as measures damaging to commerce inspired by ignorant landowners who were pocketing in rents the extra wealth which it was bringing to the country.40 This business animosity to the landed interest was to be a major factor in politics for more than fifty years. Papers like the Leeds  Mercury  and the Manchester  Guardian,  now coming into existence in the provinces, were weighty mouthpieces for such views.
         

         In the decade after 1810, fresh attempts were made to organise a movement for moderate reform. But the simultaneous movements for violent change so frightened the government that it insisted on treating the two things as one and, by measures like the Six Acts, drove both underground for over ten years. When serious agitation resumed, it took the form of political unions, intended not only to advocate reform but also to protect life and property against ‘the detailed but irregular outrages of the mob, as well as for the maintenance of other great interests against the systematic violences of an oligarchy’.41 The first of these was founded at Birmingham in 1829; a year later, it petitioned Parliament for the dismissal of placemen from the House of Commons, elections at least every three years, redistribution of seats, votes for all taxpayers, voting by ballot, the abolition of any property qualification for candidates and payment of members. The slogan of Thomas Attwood, its leader, was ‘Peace, Law and Order’ and great anxiety was shown to avoid provoking or alarming the well-to-do. Less staid were the London Radical Association and a series of meetings organised by Thomas Hetherington at the Ranelagh Rotunda.
         

         Thus by the end of the 1820s the reform movement had at last accumulated enough intellectual respectability, competent organisation and popular enthusiasm for success to be merely a matter of time. It was too strong to repress, especially when the small size of the army and the lack of a police force were taken into consideration. Then at last accident told in reform’s favour. Not only did several bad harvests and high corn prices fuel the ‘Captain Swing’ riots and point to the need for some remedial action but, in June 1830, George IV died. The tradition which bound Parliament closely with the monarch meant that a regal death required a general election. Before it could occur, a ‘respectable’ revolution in France demonstrated that even there such events did not necessarily end in reigns of terror or dictatorships. British politics were still too inchoate for the results of the polling to be precisely measurable – in any case, only a quarter of the constituencies were contested – but the Tories were judged to have lost about thirty seats. Wellington’s claim that the state of the representation was incapable of improvement precipitated his defeat a fortnight after the new Parliament met.
         

         The campaign for the Reform Bills which occupied the next nineteen months was largely successful because of the political and social spread of the coalition which promoted it. At the top, the Whig ministers, representative of that element in the landed aristocracy which had always been most sympathetic to business and parliamentary tradition, provided the indispensable leadership in the House of Commons; they alone could get the Bill through the House of Lords by inducing the King to create peers. The radicals, essentially middle class, provided the rank and file of the parliamentary majority. Outside the intellectuals and journalists provided the vocabulary, while the ultra-radicals, drawn from the lower middle classes and artisans and influenced largely by Cobbett,42 provided the ground swell of support. This was threatening enough to intimidate the aristocracy without being immediate enough to frighten off trade and industry.
         

         The Whigs believed in liberty in principle but might not have swallowed quite so much of it if they had not been afraid of the ‘anarchy’ which a more moderate measure might provoke. They were far-sighted enough to realise that they could not preserve their privileged position intact but hoped, by yielding a certain amount, to keep the rest – or at least delay its loss. Graham, Grey’s First Lord of the Admiralty, said that ‘a statesman’s wisdom consists in recognising the proper moment for making concessions’;43 Grey himself advocated a ‘large’ settlement as affording some ground of resistance to further innovation. Those who believed that a voice in government was a right of man were disappointed by a measure which still confined voting to owners or lessors of property and they accused the Whigs of betrayal. They found however some consolation in the thought that, once a breach had been made in the walls of privilege, the task of enlarging it would become easier. Place wrote that ‘The Bill itself is of little value, but as the commencement of the breaking-up of the old rotten system, it is invaluable’.44 He started at once to work for the next instalment, little thinking that it would be delayed for thirty-five years.
         

         If it was by reform that Britain was to be changed, the Act could only be a compromise. Both a more and a less drastic measure might have precipitated revolution, when King and Lords refused to give way to the former or the public refused to rest content with the latter. Of the 144 seats taken away from boroughs, 66 went to towns hitherto unrepresented and 65 to counties (the remaining 13 to Scotland and Ireland). Constituencies remained far from equal; 67 in England and Wales still had less than 500 voters. Rural England still had a disproportionate influence. In all 217,000 voters were added to an electorate of 435,000, as well as 60,500 to 4,500 in Scotland, making a new total equivalent to 14 per cent of the adult male population. It was claimed that 151,492 electors still controlled 331 of the 658 seats; 54 individuals (mostly peers) controlled 72 seats.45 The property qualification required of candidates remained untouched, although it soon became a dead letter. The maximum duration of Parliament stayed at seven years, although there were to be four elections in the next ten. A provision for voting by ballot had been included in the original draft of the Bill but Grey objected to it as likely to reduce the influence of landlords, so that bribery and intimidation continued to play a big part in elections, the chief and, in the long run, decisive change being that the number of people to be bribed went up.
         

         In the end both Whigs and Radicals proved to have read the situation correctly. Peers, landowners and their relatives continued for a long time to staff many offices of state. Every Cabinet until 1868 contained more people entitled to be addressed as ‘My Lord’ than not. Yet the Whig magnates knew that the position which they were defending was one which could not be held against resolute attack and, in order to avoid provoking such an attack, they had to pay increasing attention to the views of the middle class and intellectuals. The deference in Victorian politics was not all on one side. Moreover most of those who opposed each stage of reform showed themselves ready to accept it (or resigned themselves to the impossibility of reversing it) once it was enacted, while those who did not were soon removed by natural causes. Britain thus achieved the process of adjustment to industrialisation without revolution and without the debilitating presence of a group which refused to be reconciled to what had happened – the phenomenon which did so much to weaken France’s republics. She was also saved from the refusal of a strong pre-industrial élite to surrender power, which did so much to complicate the history of Germany, Austria–Hungary and Russia. A historian could write in 1938 that ‘if there is still less hatred in England than in most parts of the Western world, it is because the Whig aristocracy knew how to make concessions to the middle classes and the middle classes, in turn, to the others’.46
         

         Two schools of thought find this verdict too complacent. One complains that the Whigs were too successful. Their tactics of giving ground gracefully meant that the new social groups only came to power gradually and consequently, as often in such circumstances, adopted instead of repudiating the values of the groups which they were superseding. In this process the ‘public’ schools played an important part. As a result too many of Britain’s pre-industrial institutions and attitudes got carried over into industrial society, impeding the efficiency of all her industries other than tourism.47 A second school reproaches the Whigs for not going far enough and as a result leaving a sense of resentment in the breasts of the workers which was inimical to good industrial relations and higher productivity. J. S. Mill in 1848 spoke of ‘the widening and embittering feud between the class of labourers and the class of capitalists’, while the Hammonds considered that the French Revolution had divided the people of France less than the Industrial Revolution had divided the people of Britain.48 The lesson which both schools would seem to draw is that revolution would have been a gain rather than a loss.
         

         Two questions need to be asked in considering these attacks. First, what kind of a revolution is envisaged and to whose benefit? Presumably one which would have lessened class feeling and brought a more egalitarian and humane society into existence more quickly. But could a revolution in 1832 have done more than bring the middle classes to power and would the middle classes, in their then frame of mind, with all the emphasis laid on removing barriers to free enterprise, have been inclined to help the disadvantaged? Secondly might not a revolution at that particular juncture have done more harm than good? About ten years after reform, Britain entered on her most intense phase of economic growth, when at last industrialisation began to benefit the workers. Might not the animosities, which revolution would certainly have left, have jeopardised this expansion?
         

         There is much to be said for counter-history; only by considering what else might have happened can one judge the significance of what did happen. And there are many contexts in which one feels that, given a few small alterations, history might well have taken a completely different turn – if, for example, the bomb placed in Hitler’s aircraft on 13 March 1943 had exploded. But there are other contexts in which the course of history seems to have been decided by the relative strength of forces too deep-seated for them to have been turned aside by small accidents. In such cases counter-history amounts to little more than wishing that the world were other than it is.
         

         
Politics  and  Society  in  Birmingham
         

         The problem of adapting Britain to the industrialised world was at its most acute in the cities which industry had swollen.
         

         Nobody has yet produced a convincing explanation of why Birmingham grew. There were no important raw materials available, except good well-water, and transport facilities were poor, although it was the meeting-place of several local tracks. But grow it did. It was mentioned in Domesday Book and by 1550 its population may have reached 1,500. Camden about 1580 described it as ‘swarming with inhabitants and echoing with the noise of anvils’.49 But, because there was no adequate transport till a canal was opened in 1770, Birmingham concentrated on small articles with a high added value. Such things, known collectively as ‘toys’, tended to be made by small firms in small workshops: Burke called the town ‘the toyshop of Europe’.50
         

         Small men working on their own are apt to think for themselves and in the seventeenth century Birmingham was strongly Roundhead; Clarendon said it was ‘of as great fame for hearty, wilful, affected disloyalty to the King as any place in England’.51 This disposition was strengthened by the Five Mile Act of 1665 which required clergymen and schoolmasters who rejected the Thirty-nine Articles to keep at least five miles away from any incorporated town, with the result that they frequented lesser places. By 1700 there were two congregations of Presbyterians and one of Quakers; Kidderminster, Baxter’s centre, was only fifteen miles away. As a town without a charter, it was a ‘town without a shackle’ and the enterprise of its citizens was free from restriction by guilds.52 ‘The industrious, the ingenious and the persevering all found their natural home where each could develop his faculties unfettered.’53 ‘Every man seemed to know and prosecute his own affairs.’54
         

         Between 1700 and 1820 the population of London doubled but between 1740 and 1800 the ‘boobies of Birmingham’ (as Dr Johnson described them)55 increased fourfold (although with a population of just over 100,000 the town was only a tenth the size of the metropolis). ‘To enumerate some of the Birmingham products is to evoke the intricate constellation of skills; shoe-buckles, cutlery, spurs, candlesticks, toys, guns, buttons, whip-handles, coffee-pots, ink-stands, bells, carriage-fittings, snuff-boxes, lead pipes, jewellery, lamps and kitchen implements.’56 ‘Almost every Master and Manufacturer hath a new invention of his own and is daily improving on those of others.’57 In 1757 John Baskerville, who had made a fortune by japanning enamel, printed his first book. In 1765 a leading button-manufacturer joined forces with a Quaker iron-merchant called Lloyd to open a bank. If unkind critics spoke of ‘Brummagem ware’ as synonymous with cheap and nasty, that was partly no doubt because of the local skill at counterfeiting. But an inhabitant said in 1781 that the image of his city called up ‘a superb picture which is best explained by the other words – grand, populous, extensive, active, commercial and humane.’58
         

         In 1762 Matthew Boulton, a born promoter of other people’s ideas who was already active in many directions, set up a new factory at Soho to the north of the city in which careful attention was paid to work-flow and handling methods. Two years earlier Boulton had got to know Erasmus Darwin of Lichfield, a poet who in 1761 was elected to the Royal Society. They took to dining together with about a dozen kindred spirits and afterwards discussing any scientific topic which anyone cared to raise. As these discussions tended to be prolonged and as some of the members had a long way to go home, they met on the Sunday nearest the full moon and took the name of the ‘Lunar Society’.59 Benjamin Franklin, who paid several visits to Birmingham, introduced a Dr Small who had taught Jefferson when he was a professor at Williamsburg; he acted as secretary to the Society till his death in 1775. Another member was Josiah Wedgwood. Both Boulton and Wedgwood were Unitarians; their friendship and the existence of the Society were what attracted Priestley to Birmingham in 1780.
         

         The most famous member however was James Watt, who first visited Birmingham in 1767 and became Boulton’s partner in 1775. The firm which they jointly set up did not manufacture complete machines but drawings and key parts. The first engine was installed near at hand in 1776 but half the early output went to Cornish tin mines for pumping. This business was not profitable and financial success came only after the gear had been devised to convert the to-and-fro stroke into a rotary motion. The Soho establishment became world famous but it was not typical of the district. It was a ‘factory’ in an area of small workshops. Industrialisation multiplied the number of producing units instead of increasing the scale of existing firms. Social gradients shelved more gently as a result and it was not uncommon for workmen to address their employer by his Christian name.60 An artisan had a better chance than elsewhere of becoming a small master. As a result class antagonisms were less sharp than in the north and trade unions correspondingly weaker.
         

         During all this time the budding city was being ruled as a village. Law and order were enforced by centrally appointed justices. A self-perpetuating manorial court leet annually elected two bailiffs, one a churchman, the other and more influential a dissenter. In 1769 a Board of fifty commissioners was set up to pave, light and enlarge the streets but, as most improvements threatened detriment to private property, not much was done. In 1797 the Board appointed twenty-six constables as a night watch; the strength of the force rose in time to eighty but until 1840 it remained the only civil body available to maintain order. The town had once been said to have no need of police because the inhabitants worked too hard to have time for mischief, but the claim was hardly borne out by the riots which occurred in 1715, 1743, 1750, 1762 and 1783.61 In 1791 a dinner held to celebrate the second anniversary of the capture of the Bastille provoked several ‘Church and King’ partisans into considering ‘how to punish those damned Presbyterians’, whereupon a mob burnt the two meeting houses and several private homes including Priestley’s, driving him from the town and undermining the Lunar Society.62 There were further riots in 1793, 1795 and 1800 which needed the militia to put them down.
         

         The French Wars began by disrupting Birmingham’s trade with the continent but before long its small-arms industry had been so expanded that it was supplying two-thirds of the weapons used by the British forces. The result was a slump after 1815, when one-third of the population were said to have become paupers. A petition to Parliament in 1816 epitomised the purport of many such before and since. ‘We implore your Honourable House to remove the cause of misery whatever it may be. And we cannot but think that your Honourable House can remove it.’63 One citizen, Thomas Attwood, anticipating Keynes, found the cause in the excessively strict monetary policy of the government and recommended the issue of £20m. in paper money and the abandonment of the gold standard. Although by origin a Tory and a Churchman, Attwood was driven (like Bentham) steadily leftwards by the refusal of ministers to heed him. He played a prominent part in founding a local Hampden Society for reform and in 1829 the Birmingham Political Union. When in May 1832 Place decided that, if the Duke of Wellington succeeded in forming a government and the standard of revolt had to be raised, Birmingham was the place to start, the reason was not that the town was exceptionally restive but because the best prospects of keeping a revolution under control were thought to exist there. For the middle classes were working in the Union hand in glove with the artisans.64
         

         Attwood was one of Birmingham’s first two MPs. Another Birmingham reformer and Unitarian, Joseph Parkes, was secretary of the Commission which drafted that essential postscript to the 1832 Reform Act, the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835. ‘Municipal reform’ he described as the ‘steam-engine for the mill built by Parliamentary reform’.65 At last the way was open for Birmingham’s incorporation and until this was achieved the Political Union regarded its task as only half accomplished. But the proposal to seek a charter met with opposition. The Act only allowed the new town councils limited powers, for fear that they would prove incompetent or corrupt. Most of the tasks which would fall to them were already being performed in Birmingham by the Street Commissioners; this was the body which in 1830 set about building a town hall. But thanks to being personally nominated at the outset and thereafter self-elected, the Commission was predominantly Whig. Town councils however were elected by ratepayer suffrage so that transferring the municipal government from closed oligarchy to representative councillors involved a transfer of political allegiance; in the first elections the Radicals made a clean sweep of all the seats, only to be accused by their opponents of having ‘gerrymandered’ the ward boundaries. It also looked as though an American ‘spoils system’ was to be instituted; the first town clerk, coroner, clerk of the peace and registrar all had radical backgrounds.
         

         The old regime took advantage of various obscurities in the legislation and in 1839 challenged the validity of the charter and of the council’s proposed levy of a rate to pay for a police force. Just at this moment the Chartist National Convention was moved from London to Birmingham and serious riots in the Bull Ring followed. The council was unfairly accused of having allowed its political sentiments to weaken its will to keep order and for three years control of the police was given to a Commissioner appointed by the Home Office. Then Peel, to Tory dismay, put the obvious intentions of the 1835 Act into effect.66 But another nine years were needed before the council could reach a compromise with the street commissioners and an Act be obtained amalgamating the two bodies. Not only did the constitutional wrangle distract attention from practical matters but the council’s impotence meant that membership was left to butchers, bakers and candlestick makers, small men of small ideas. There was a lot of catching up to be done and they were ill-qualified to do it.
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