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Introduction





As we approach the end of the twentieth century, the place of the Great War in determining its shape looms as large as ever. The British have a special relationship with the two World Wars. They ended up on the winning side twice, yet the rewards for so doing have hardly seemed commensurate with the sacrifices involved. One result of this has been to take as an article of faith the utter necessity of becoming involved in the wars; this way the lack of anything to show for the sacrifices can be ignored in the warm glow of self-satisfaction which usually follows British evocations of the wars.


One strand in the ‘inevitability’ argument is the belief that Britain had a role to play in maintaining the balance of power in Europe and that this ‘traditional’ policy was being fulfilled in 1914 and 1939. Neville Chamberlain is assaulted for not following this tradition. Yet where was this ‘tradition’ between 1815 and 1914, or between 1714 and 1793 for that matter?


This book dissents from the view that there was such a traditional foreign policy, and therefore from the opinion that the British involvement in the war of 1914 was inevitable; it dissents, by implication, from the view that British participation was desirable. Just before this book begins in 1874, the Germans had defeated the French. The skies had not fallen in and civilisation had not ended; nor would it have done in 1914 had the Germans once more defeated the French.


So why did the British Government in 1914 feel that it ought to go to war? Statesmen are the prisoners of their assumptions, which, in turn, derive from their experiences and their reading of events. This book attempts to delineate the experiences and events which shaped the consciousness of British policy-makers in 1914.


For that generation, as for the previous one, the formative event had been the creation of Bismarck’s German empire, so the book begins with the Disraelian attempt to regain for Britain the prestige which he felt had been lost under Gladstone and the Liberals. Disraeli, the first, last and only Earl of Beaconsfield, has generally been credited with reviving the fortunes of Queen Victoria and of the Conservative Party, making the one an Empress and the other the party of Empire; even the revisionist view that there was more style than substance to all this has been trumped by a more modern perspective which can admire a politician who denied that ‘politics and government were a primarily ratiocinative activity’. Disraeli’s mastery of ‘image’, and his sense of ‘the direction in which the nation and the party ought to be travelling’, are sufficient to win admiration in an era of ‘spin doctors’. To have ‘more or less single-handedly hewed out the central image of his party’s platform for a century by creating the image of the Conservatives as the national party’1 can now be recognised as having been of more significance than pushing through a legislative programme, the details of which have long ceased to be of interest. He was an imperialist who added little to the Empire; an advocate of aristocratic rule who ushered in democracy and made it Tory. It was not what Disraeli did, but what he said, and even more importantly the way he said it, which mattered; substance fades, image remains and, in time, is everything.


Historians who wrote in an era when achievement was measured in terms of legislative impact tended to dismiss Disraeli’s odd ideas on foreign policy as part of his ‘fondness for the bizarre and the fantastic’,2 and as lacking any ‘compensating flair for diagnosing the trends of the time, or discerning the future trend of events’.3 The Whig statesman, Lord Clarendon, summed up the popular view when he called Disraeli a ‘political acrobat’.4 But in an era of rapid change, a talent for acrobatics can be useful. Disraeli recognised that the unification of Germany was ‘a greater political event’ than the French Revolution, and that ‘not a single principle in the management of our foreign affairs, accepted by all statesmen for guidance up to six months ago, any longer exists’; the balance of power had been ‘entirely destroyed’, much to England’s disadvantage.5 George Canning had declared as long ago as 1826 that the ‘balance of power’ was ‘a standard perpetually varying, as civilization advances and as new nations spring up’;6 upon his return to office in 1874, Disraeli would attempt to readjust it in Britain’s favour. His methods and actions would create a crisis within the Conservative Party, controversy in the country, and set the tone expected from British governments for the next fifty years.


One of the book’s underlying themes is the relationship of British politicians to the notion of ‘the balance of power’, so it might be as well to define what contemporaries meant when they spoke of it. When the House of Commons had debated the declaration of the Crimean War against Russia on 27 March 1854, Lord John Russell, the Leader of the Commons, referred to it as the ‘maxim which, since the time of William III, has governed and actuated the councils of this country’, namely that of denying ‘preponderance’ to any one Power by throwing Britain’s weight ‘into the scale’; he declared that war was necessary in order to maintain the ‘balance of power’.7 That a scion of the great Whig dynasty of Russell should have favoured a ‘maxim’ which had enabled his own kind to enrich themselves was only natural. It was equally natural that from the other end of the Liberal coalition the concept should have been questioned. The Radical Liberal, John Bright, asked what it meant to say that the war was necessary in order to maintain the balance of power, and professed himself unable to see what British interests would be served by the sacrifice of blood and treasure which would be entailed.8 Like his friend Richard Cobden, Bright believed that diplomacy was a ‘gigantic system of outrelief for the aristocracy’, and saw no reason why a rational and liberal polity should engage in warfare. Lord Palmerston, the Home Secretary and darling of the patriotic press, declined to ‘explain the meaning of the expression “the balance of power”’, to an obviously ignorant middle-class manufacturer from northern parts who would, he suggested, ‘give his vote against going to war for the liberties and independence of the country, rather than bear his share in the expenditure which it would entail’. He declared, de haut en bas, that the term was ‘one that has been familiar to the minds of all mankind from the earliest ages in all parts of the globe’; it meant ‘that a number of weaker States may unite to prevent a stronger one from acquiring a position which should be dangerous to them, and which should overthrow their independence, their liberty, and their freedom of action’.9


Palmerston got his war in 1854, but a decade later Bright had his revenge. Despite declarations that Denmark would not stand alone if she defied Bismarck’s Prussia in 1864 in the Schleswig-Holstein affair, that was precisely what occurred. Bright allowed himself to gloat over the downfall of the balance of power, describing it as a ‘foul idol’ which had loaded the country with debts, taxes and the cost of hundreds of thousands of lives; there was, he rejoiced, ‘one superstition less which has its hold upon the minds of English statesmen and English people’.10 Certainly during the next decade, whilst the map of Europe changed dramatically, Britain stayed on the sidelines. Lord Stanley, Foreign Secretary in 1866, declared of the war which decided the struggle for mastery in Germany that ‘there never was a great European war in which the direct national interests of England were less concerned’.11


In a sense then Disraeli’s foreign policy after 1874 amounted to a reassertion of the importance of the balance of power and of the need for Britain to actively readjust it in her favour. But his reaction was not shared by many even in his own Party. Lord Stanley, who succeeded as the fifteenth Earl of Derby in 1869, remained unmoved by Disraeli’s fears. To those who argued that Britain should increase her spending on armaments, he replied: ‘France and Germany have their hands full now, and will be exhausted when peace is made; the US have cut down their navy to the lowest point and disbanded their army…. Where is the enemy?’ He could understand Radicals and Liberals wanting to help the new republican France and advocating intervention in the Franco-Prussian war, ‘but for Conservatives and generally for those who have anything to lose, it seems suicidal’.12 This was a line very different from that of his leader, but it was not the product of Stanley’s personal oddities; rather it was a manifestation of a type of thinking with a long and distinguished lineage in the Conservative Party.


Gladstone (who, unlike Disraeli, had been a member of it) described ‘the old Tory party’ as following ‘essentially a Peace policy’ in foreign affairs.13 The longest-serving (if least successful) Conservative leader, the fourteenth Earl of Derby (father of Disraeli’s Foreign Secretary) reminded their Lordships in 1866 that it was not true that a Conservative Government was necessarily a warlike one, since the Conservative Party ‘consists, in a great measure, of men who have the greatest interest and the largest stake in the country; they are the men upon whom the consequences of a war would fall most heavily’. The duty of a Conservative Government was ‘to keep itself upon terms of goodwill with all surrounding nations, but not to entangle itself with any single or monopolizing alliance with any one of them; above all to endeavour not to interfere needlessly and vexatiously with the internal affairs of any foreign country’.14 This was a doctrine from which neither the Tories of the seventeenth century under Sir Edward Seymour, nor their eighteenth-and nineteenth-century successors, would have dissented. It was certainly the line taken in 1876 by Derby’s son and heir.


The first part of the book focuses upon the realities of Disraelian diplomacy rather than the ‘realities behind diplomacy’. It concurs with Marx that men do not make their history ‘just as they please’, but do so ‘under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past’. But men ‘make their own history’ nonetheless,15 which means that their thoughts and actions are an essential part of any ‘reality’ and not simply an epiphenomenon. More than some aspects of history, that of diplomacy depends upon the contingent and the accidental. Late-Victorian foreign policy was conducted by about three dozen people ranging from the Queen through to individual diplomats; they did not operate in a solipsism, but nor were they the puppets of some hidden reality. The duel between Disraeli and Derby did not have a preordained outcome – as the narrative makes plain. The realities of diplomacy matter as much as those ‘behind’ it; they are just messier to deal with because they exist outside historians’ attempts to tidy up history and include everything from a crucial despatch not being delivered in time because a clerk was having his Sunday afternoon constitutional,16 through to allegations that the Foreign Secretary’s wife was giving Cabinet secrets to the Russian Ambassador.17


But for all its showiness, Disraeli’s triumph in 1878 may have been less impressive than it seemed; at least that is the suggestion in Part Two, where Lord Salisbury’s diplomacy is examined. In place of the simplicities of the ‘balance of power’ and ‘traditional British foreign policy’, we see something more flexible and sensitive to the international situation. Salisbury retained a free hand for British diplomacy; so, it will be argued, did the underrated and neglected Lord Lansdowne, whose diplomacy is given its fullest examination to date. The assertion that if there was ‘continuity’ in British policy it was between Salisbury and Lansdowne, not the latter and Sir Edward Grey, is at the heart of the last part of the book. If there was a ‘turning-point’, it was in 1906 when the electorate put into office a Liberal Government.


It was not the electorate’s fault that Grey was a cold warrior in a warm climate, or that he soon succeeded in hotting things up. Maybe Germany was the great danger to the balance of power in Europe; did that matter to an island Empire? The question arises as to the extent to which Grey’s policies contributed to the origins of the war, not as part of an understandable and even laudable British response to German malignity, but as part of the upsetting of the balance of power at its geopolitical epicentre.


Grey’s victory in 1914 is not without its relevance to the larger story of ‘British decline’ which has preoccupied modern historians. Some historians have argued that Britain has been a Power in decline for a good long time.18 In this version of events, the two World Wars were, at most, catalysts which speeded up trends already well under way; at worst, they did no more than validate those trends. One of the implications of the version of events offered here is that participation in the wars was a cause of British decline. By deciding to abandon the realities of the old Conservative tradition for the garish purple of Disraeli’s imperial destiny and its Liberal variant, Britain’s policy-makers forced her to punch above her weight in a global conflict from which she could only emerge severely weakened. 
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Part One


High Politics







‘We ought not to allow the matter simply to drift. We ought to have a policy.’





Sir Stafford Northcote to Lord Beaconsfield, 21 April 1877
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Disraeli, Derby and the Eastern Question





The British general election of 1874 saw an upset in the domestic political balance of power which was, in its own way, as significant as the more momentous change in the European balance noted by Disraeli in 1871. For the first time since 1841 the Conservatives had won power, and for the first time in his career their leader, Benjamin Disraeli, would have a parliamentary majority to carry out his wishes. This was not a prospect which brought pleasure even to some Conservatives.


Of all the leaders of the British Conservative Party, Disraeli was by far the most improbable. Jewish by birth and ancestry, he had not passed through the ‘staff colleges’ of public school and Oxbridge which had helped other outsiders such as Peel and Gladstone to assimilate into the British ruling elite. A novelist and a dandy, with manners and morals to match, Disraeli always lacked that gravitas which the solemn English prefer to talent in their statesmen. Politicians are expected to conform to a number of stereotypes and to be amenable to being judged as a whole; Disraeli confounded the former and defied the latter. The paradoxes, the epigrams, the prevalent sense of a mocking irony tinged with a Romanticism leavened by cynicism, made him at once an object of fascination and distrust. It was not altogether surprising that some prominent Conservatives were not keen to join a government led by such a man.


There was, however, no doubt about the identity of the new Foreign Secretary. Edward Henry Stanley, fifteenth Earl of Derby and son of Disraeli’s former leader, was a long-standing friend of the new Prime Minister and held a prescriptive right to the Foreign Office, having occupied it before. Derby has not received much in the way of posthumous recognition from historians, who have largely taken at face value the criticisms later made of him by Disraeli and Salisbury, and who have seen in his vacillating foreign policy a reflection of his own personality quirks.1 This is a conspicuous example of history as written by the victors. Disraeli and Salisbury have both left a great name in the history of the Tory Party, Derby has not.


Upon his father’s death in 1869, Lord Stanley succeeded to the earldom with its vast acres and great wealth; but the fourteenth Earl was a difficult act to follow. He had been a superb natural orator, whose ‘knowledge of the science of parliamentary defence’ resembled, according to Macaulay, ‘an instinct’.2 Tall, dashingly handsome and intellectually able, Edward Geoffrey Stanley had followed a political odyssey which took him from Grey’s Reform Bill Cabinet in 1832, through Peel’s Cabinet from 1841 to 1845, and from thence to a long period as leader of the Protectionists. In 1851, he had become Prime Minister, and such was his experience and his colleagues’ lack of it that he called them his ‘babies’.3 He had served twice more as premier, from 1858 to 1859, and again from 1866 until his retirement in 1867. His talents as a classical scholar were such that he found fame as the author of a noted translation of the Iliad, and he was not only Chancellor of the University of Oxford, but also a notable figure in Racing circles, and he was to be found at Newmarket as often as at the Palace of Westminster.


The Spectator drew an unflattering comparison between this dazzling figure and the new Earl in 1875, when it noted that: ‘The late Lord Derby was a spirited statesman, who rather approved of one-sided enthusiasm. The present Lord Derby … prefers … “cultivated apathy”… to anything like earnestness of the one-sided sort.’4 The new Earl cut a rather commonplace and slightly rotund figure, but nevertheless enjoyed the sort of reputation for soundness which in England usually accompanies aristocratic wealth unencumbered by anything in the way of flair. Palmerston had thought well enough of him to offer him a post in his Government, but filial reverence had kept him in the Conservative Party.5


Palmerston’s offer came only a few years after Stanley had proposed to Disraeli that they ought to make efforts to win him for the Conservative Party.6 He quite lacked the visceral pessimism of his father’s creed, and found his desire ‘to keep things as they are & impede “progress”’, too bleak for his taste. He relied upon Disraeli to save the Conservatives from a ‘reactionary course of opposition’,7 and noticed in himself a ‘distaste for hot partisanship’.8 That he should have looked to Disraeli rather than his father for support was not surprising, since he was his oldest and closest political friend and had ‘No pleasanter recollection than that of our walks in the backwoods about Wycombe’ which had been ‘my chief political education’.9 The thirty-year friendship between the flamboyant, extrovert, spendthrift Jew and the quiet, introverted, millionaire Englishman was the mainstay of the new Government. But by 1874 the new Foreign Secretary had a relationship which meant even more to him than his long connection with Disraeli – his marriage to the dowager second Marchioness of Salisbury.


In 1847, the widower second Marquess of Salisbury had married the twenty-three-year-old daughter of the fifth Earl of Delawarr, Lady Mary Sackville-West, who thereby became the stepmother of the future third Marquess, who was only seven years her junior. The elder Salisbury wanted a mother for the sickly offspring of his first marriage, and a wife who would produce another brood of Cecils; Lady Mary provided both. She also provided Hatfield House with a chatelaine who drew to it a glittering array of personalities, from Wellington to Palmerston, and from Disraeli to Clarendon. Through family connections (one of her sisters married into the prolific Russell clan, whilst her husband’s niece was the daughter of Wellington’s brother, the prominent diplomat, Lord Cowley), Lady Mary’s network spread into the world of diplomacy, and through her salon at Hatfield all the great figures of the day passed.10


At some point in the mid-1850s, possibly in August or September 1855, Lady Mary’s relationship with one of her visitors, Lord Stanley, became more intimate. The exact nature of the intimacy can only be guessed at. Some of the Cecil family came to regard Stanley as a black-hearted adulterer, but he did his best to try to persuade the second Marquess to approve of his son, Lord Robert’s marriage to the daughter of a distinguished, but middle-class lawyer, which is not an obvious role for an adulterous lover to have assumed. Lady Mary referred to Stanley as ‘le bien aimé’, which, to modern ears, suggests more than a close social acquaintanceship, but Victorian ears were attuned to other cadences.11 She was not ‘really beautiful to the eye, with her plain weatherbeaten skin and big feet’, but according to her friend, the Queen of Holland, she had ‘beautiful eyes, brown and shining, perfect teeth and a very good figure’; however, what was most striking about her was ‘her intelligence’ and her ‘clear, almost masculine intellect’. The Dutch Queen did not believe that Lady Mary was Stanley’s ‘lover’, but noted that ‘she totally dominates him intellectually’ and thought that she would marry him ‘as soon as the old trembling Lord Salisbury passes away’.12 So it proved. The deaths of James Salisbury in early 1868, and of the fourteenth Earl of Derby the following year, left the way open for Lady Mary to become the Countess of Derby in July 1870.


Mary Derby provided her new husband with great emotional and intellectual support, but there would be no reassembling of the glittering salon of her Hatfield days; Edward Stanley liked to live quietly. She did, however, provide Disraeli with a channel through which he could approach one of the great Conservative dissidents in 1874.


Disraeli could have formed his Government without the third Marquess of Salisbury, but it went against his grain to leave out a figure who could be a formidable opponent. As Lord Robert Cecil, Salisbury had been one of Disraeli’s severest critics, and although he had graciously consented to join the Derby Government in 1866, he had resigned the following year and later excoriated Disraeli as a rootless Jew-adventurer at whose behest the country gentlemen of England had opened the high-road to democracy. But Disraeli bore no ill-will – indeed, he could never afford to do that – and he did want the impetuous, brilliant and sea-green incorruptible Marquess in his administration; and since he was hardly on speaking terms with Salisbury, he used Mary Derby as an intermediary – with some success, eventually.


Salisbury, who thought that good government depended ‘upon the respect which the Chief’s intellect or power in the country is held’, thought that a Prime Minister would be ‘respected if his mental powers are such as to inspire respect, or if he is so strong with the country that he can insist upon his opinions being respected’; Derby fitted this bill better than Disraeli.13 He told Lady Derby that ‘if Lord Derby were prime minister I should feel no difficulty in accepting office without emphasis as to prospective policy: for I think I know his mind’ – but no one knew Disraeli’s.14 Lord Carnarvon, who had resigned with Salisbury in 1867, also urged him to join the Cabinet, but in order to help contain the Prime Minister.15 Both men took office, but more to keep a weather-eye on the captain of the ship than with any expectation of serving out the full voyage.16 As early as August 1874, Lady Derby was describing Salisbury to Disraeli as ‘the wild man of your team’.17 It would have seemed incredible to have suggested that before the end of the administration Derby would have split irrevocably from Disraeli, who would have formed a crucial political axis with Salisbury; yet that is what happened.


Disraeli ‘always regarded foreign policy as the most important and fascinating task of the statesman’.18 To his mind, ‘political questions’ seldom presented ‘clear-cut moral issues, so that you can definitely say that one course is morally right, the other morally wrong’, and Disraeli took ‘the common-sense view that in politics it is generally a question merely of the more expedient course’. For him, ‘the prime duty of a British statesman’ was to look out for ‘British honour and promote British welfare’.19 Surveying the diplomatic scene, Disraeli agreed with Gladstone’s Foreign Secretary, Lord Clarendon, that the ‘selfishness that dictates our present system of isolation has reduced our importance, and therefore our influence, on the Continent to zero’.20 He deplored the fact that ‘our just influence in the councils of Europe has be en lowered’, but his objections went deeper than wounded amour propre.21


Disraeli’s vision of England went beyond the fog-shrouded Atlantic archipelago. In 1866, he had declared that ‘England is no longer a mere European Power; she is the metropolis of a great maritime Empire, extending to the boundaries of the furthest ocean.’22 Disraeli agreed with his colleague Lord Sandon that the ‘tendency of the day was in favour of large nationalities and the day of small nations was past’.23 The day was coming ‘when the question of the balance of power cannot be confined to Europe alone’. Britain would have to compete on a global scale not only with Russian expansionism in Asia, but with the rise of American and German power; and to do so with success meant using the Empire to Britain’s advantage.24 But imperial governance implied an ability to take a broad geopolitical perspective; Britain had a ‘greater sphere of action than any other European Power’, yet she could not ‘look with indifference upon what takes place on the Continent’.25


Disraeli was well aware of how difficult it would be to get his fellow countrymen to take such a broad view. Even to utter the phrase ‘foreign affairs’ made ‘an Englishman convinced that I am about to treat of subjects with which he has no concern’. However, leadership involved more than pandering to the wishes of an uninformed electorate; it had an educative function. Disraeli knew that ‘upon … foreign affairs’ matters as ‘diverse as the levels of taxation and the health of industry depended’. He called not for a ‘turbulent and aggressive diplomacy’, but for a restoration of England to her rightful place in Europe and in the world.26 But this was as much a domestic political as it was a geopolitical imperative.


Disraeli and the Conservatives had long suffered from Palmerston’s ability to harness popular opinion behind his assertive foreign policy, and Disraeli had seen the damage which the abandonment of this line by Gladstone had done to the Liberals. Disraeli’s own sense of the theatrical and taste for the meretricious, combined with his cynicism about human nature, meant that he recognised the importance of symbolism and rhetoric in winning public support. This combination of geopolitical awareness and populism was evident from the start of Disraeli’s administration. His famed acquisition of the Suez Canal in 1875 could be criticised as an expensive gimmick which actually only gave Britain the reversion of the Khedive’s shares, but from Disraeli’s twin perspectives it gave Britain a stake in a vital artery of imperial trade and security, and symbolised her determination to assert her interests in regions of the world where they were under threat. Something similar could be said of his other controversial action in 1875 in making Victoria ‘Empress of India’. To Gladstone and other Liberals, it was needlessly to degrade the ancient and honourable title of King and Queen for a flashy new bauble, but in a world where the Russians, Germans and Austrians were all ruled by men holding the imperial title, it was sending out an important signal. Disraeli recognised that the ‘majesty of power’ was a ‘genuine element in the world’.27 His actions staked out his vision of Britain as a great Asiatic empire. Derby, who admired the ‘complete political success’ of the purchase of the Canal shares, was nonetheless rendered uneasy by the revelation of ‘the intense desire for action abroad that pervades the public mind’.28


By this time, however, Disraeli’s imagination had been inflamed by even greater prospects which might lie before him. Writing to his confidante, Lady Bradford, on 3 November 1875, he commented that: ‘I really believe “the Eastern Question” that has haunted Europe for a century, and which I thought the Crimean War had adjourned for half another, will fall to my lot to encounter – dare I say – to settle?’29 It went without saying that Disraeli would indeed ‘dare’ to try to settle the Eastern Question, which appealed both to his Romantic instincts and to his vision of Britain’s place in the world.


From the terrace of the Topkapi Palace in Constantinople the Sultan could look upwards in the direction of the Bosphorus, and down to the Sea of Marmora towards the far Dardanelles, and see that he possessed the finest strategic position in the world. But the days of Turkish power were passing, and from the pillars of Hercules in the west, to the Persian Gulf in the east, the Ottoman Empire presented a spectacle of decay which offered its rivals tempting opportunities. For the British, at least from the late eighteenth century, it became an essential point of policy to prevent the Russians from seizing the key to the eastern Mediterranean at Constantinople.30 Pitt’s disciple, George Canning, had in 1807 made the integrity of Turkey an object of British foreign policy,31 and it was his self-proclaimed successor, Viscount Palmerston, who had made the most vigorous efforts to prevent any dissolution of the Ottoman Empire,32 which served two functions from the point of view of British geopolitics: it guarded the Straits at the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles; and it acted as a buffer state against Russian expansionism elsewhere.


On the eastern marches of Ottoman territory lay the crumbling Persian Empire as well as the Central Asian Khanates, which had been the subject of Russian aggrandisement throughout the century.33 Persia and Turkey were ‘barrier Powers to British India’ and ‘the destruction of either by a European Power would endanger India in so far as it would expose it to the early invasion of such a Power’. It had been British policy since the days of Bonaparte to ‘aid and support those states’.34 Britain had attempted to bolster the Persian Empire and to use it as a buffer zone to isolate India from the struggle for the balance of power in Europe; her attempts to prevent it going the way of the Central Asian Khanates had been attended with success.35


As Secretary of State for India, Salisbury concurred in the widely held view that ‘Russia is slowly gaining hold of Persia’, although he doubted the efficacy of the traditional British policy of opposing the advance towards the frontiers of India by gaining influence in Afghanistan: ‘If ever we quarrel with Russia we shall have to fight her ourselves. No present setting of our neighbours will induce them to do it for us.’36 Disraeli, who lacked Salisbury’s pessimism, was ‘quite prepared for acting with energy & promptitude’ if the Russians advanced towards Afghanistan, but he preferred to stick with the traditional policy of getting others to keep the Russians out.37 Disraeli saw the continued existence of the Ottoman Empire as a vital bulwark against Russian expansionism.38


Disraeli’s interest in the Eastern Question was thus purely geopolitical. When revolts broke out in Bosnia-Herzegovina in early 1875, he cared nothing for Turkish misrule which was claimed to have provoked them, and much for the chance which the disorder offered Russia to intervene in the affairs of the Ottoman Empire. He did not want to see Russian power expand, and he did not wish to lend Britain’s assistance to any plot organised by the Dreikaiserbund (the League of Three Emperors). In these things he differed from Derby, who saw the Eastern Question as one of equal concern to ‘the Cabinets of Europe’, and doubted the prospect of a ‘final solution’; for him, it was enough to try to discover ‘temporary expedients to meet the emergency of the time’.39 But even that prospect raised the question of cooperating with the other Powers with a direct interest in the fate of the Ottoman Empire, Russia and Austria-Hungary; and that, since 1873, also involved dealing with the German Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, who had sponsored the Dreikaiserbund as a means of isolating France and making Berlin the pivot around which Austro-Russian relations revolved.40


Derby thoroughly mistrusted Bismarck, who he thought suffered from ‘the disease of despotism. Not only can he bear no opposition … [but] Nothing must be done in Europe in which he does not at least seem to take the lead.’41 He had been happy enough to co-operate with the Russian Chancellor, Prince Alexsandr Gorchakov, in clipping Bismarck’s wings in May 1875 during the co-called ‘Is War in Sight?’ crisis. German menaces towards France were met with warnings from the British and the Russians.42 Derby found ‘something comic’ in the slanging match between Bismarck and Gorchakov which followed, but he was happy to have put a spoke in the wheel of the former.43 He distrusted any notion of solving the Eastern Question through co-operation with Bismarck alone.


Bismarck had not been best pleased at, in effect, being ‘bound over to keep the peace by Russia’, and sought his revenge with the recrudescence of the Eastern Question by seeking to re-create the old ‘Crimean coalition’ of 1854.44 Disraeli saw in this rift an opportunity to disrupt the Dreikaiserbund and fashion a solution to the crisis in the east which would accord with his vision of British interests.45


In Bismarck’s diplomatic universe everything was in flux and nothing – save anxiety – was permanent. Diplomacy was ‘a series of manoeuvres on constantly shifting terrain where any combination was theoretically possible’.46 He was haunted by a ‘nightmare of coalitions’ which might follow the breakdown of the Dreikaiserbund: ‘the Western Powers’ might be joined by Austria; or Russia, Austria and France might combine. A close rapprochement ‘between any two of these may be taken advantage of by the third, to exercise grievous pressure on us’.47 This dictated the nature of his diplomacy. All politics could be reduced to the formula: ‘try to be one of three so long as the world is governed by the unstable equilibrium of five great powers’.48 But the irreconcilable nature of Austrian and Russian interests in the Balkans threatened to put a mine under the Bismarckian system. If the Ottoman Empire collapsed, Austria would seize Bosnia and Herzegovina, and she would certainly want to prevent Russia from expanding her influence in the Balkans.49 However, ever since the reign of Catherine the Great, the Russians had seen themselves as the champions of the oppressed Orthodox Christians inside the Ottoman Empire,50 and with the rise of ‘Pan-Slavism’ in the 1860s and 1870s there was considerable pressure upon Alexander II to offer ‘aid’ to the victims of Turkish violence.51 Indeed, the trouble in the Balkans had been partly stirred up by the activities of Russian Pan-Slavists and Austrian expansionists,52 and their respective Governments might be tempted into taking advantage of the situation thus created. Bismarck was also worried lest the Russians should bring the French into the diplomatic equation and, at a stroke, gain an ally and deprive Germany of her leading position.53 These fears led him to toy with the idea of a British connection.


The question of whether Britain should co-operate with the other European Powers in pressing the Porte (the name commonly given to the Turkish Government) to reform its treatment of its Christian subjects was one fraught with problems. What sort of co-operation was required, and on what terms? Exactly who would Britain be collaborating with, and to what end? There was an argument on moral grounds for co-operation in admonishing the Sultan, but would it stop there? These dilemmas required facing when, in late December 1875, the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister, Count Julius Andrassy, proposed that a Note demanding reforms should be presented to the Porte and acted upon by all the Great Powers.54


Derby, who thought that the reforms were ‘moderate and reasonable enough in the main’, was inclined to co-operate with the Note, not wanting to be ‘responsible for the failure of what is at least a promising attempt at conciliation’. If Britain rejected the Note and the Turks accepted it, Derby warned that ‘we stand in the foolish position of being more Turkish than the Turks’. The idea of taking a stand on the ‘independence and integrity’ of the Ottoman Empire struck Derby as futile: ‘a sovereign who can neither keep the peace at home nor pay his debts must expect to submit to some disagreeable consequences.’ He acknowledged the danger that ‘we may be dupes’, but he thought it unlikely that Austria and Russia had agreed among themselves on anything resembling a partition of the Ottoman Empire.55 He did not rule out the idea that the Note might be a prelude to Austrian plans to dismember the Ottoman Empire, but doubted that was the case.56 Derby was sure that ‘to stand alone is … out of the question’.57


Disraeli’s basic instincts ran exactly counter to Derby’s. He was convinced that a plot was afoot to carve up the Ottoman Empire and deny Britain her share, and far from being fearful of acting alone, he gloried in the prominence it would accord his Government in the eyes of British opinion.58 Eventually, at the Sultan’s request (he wanted one friendly Power on the commission which was going to look into reforming the Turkish system of rule), Disraeli did eventually adhere to the Note, but only because British public opinion would not allow the Government to take unilateral action to sustain the Porte.59 Unlike Derby, Disraeli was interested in the prospect of coming to some arrangement with Bismarck.60


Bismarck quite failed to understand Derby’s ‘extraordinary’ attitude of quiescence in the face of an offer which would, he thought, allow the British to teach the Russians a lesson, whilst relieving him of the burden of having to choose between his two allies.61 On 2 January 1876, in a conversation with the British Ambassador, Lord Odo Russell, Bismarck exhorted the British to take a greater part in European matters, to co-operate with Germany and to draw closer to France. He even went so far as to suggest that if there should be a partition of the Ottoman Empire, the British might take Egypt as their share.62 But in seeking to draw Derby into a speculative enterprise, Bismarck had mistaken his man.


‘When in doubt, do nothing’, was Derby’s basic diplomatic tenet. Sir Phillip Currie, who worked under Derby at the Foreign Office in the 1870s, commented on his tendency ‘to take no action unless it was forced upon him’,63 whilst The Spectator thought that his principal ‘weakness as a statesman’ was his radical timidity.64 Even Lady Derby admitted that ‘his peculiar character irritated certain of his colleagues … and his exaggeration of common sense tended to stimulate the antagonism of imagination and eccentricity of the Prime Minister’.65 Derby certainly lacked self-confidence,66 and he was also inclined against acting on instinct, but his rejection of Bismarck’s initiative, like his difference of opinion with Disraeli over the Andrassy Note, should not be written off merely as a personal quirk; they owed as much to the political tradition to which he belonged as they did to his personality.


Under Canning and Lord Aberdeen, the Conservatives had maintained something of their seventeenth-century reputation as the ‘Country Party’. Both men had been ill-disposed towards too great an intervention in European affairs and had tried to avoid expensive commitments abroad. Derby’s foreign policy was fully in accord with this tradition. Despite his reputation for liberal sympathies, he had no time for the ‘Manchester School’ and had ‘never thought Cobden an oracle’. John Bright and Richard Cobden had argued that ‘the example of England would be to bring about free trade all over the world’ and that ‘great wars could never be made again being incompatible with the ideas of an industrial age’. This was all good, optimistic liberal stuff, but when Derby looked about him he saw that ‘Europe is showing more protectionist tendencies than twenty years ago … and all the world is armed to the teeth.’67 But whilst this was ‘not precisely an ideal condition of civilization’, Derby did not believe that just ‘because these forces are there’ they would necessarily be used.68 When Disraeli told him in June 1875 that the Duke of Cambridge, Commander-in-Chief of the British army, was ‘alarmed by the state of our armaments’, Derby responded laconically that ‘I should have been more impressed … if I could remember a time when … [he] had not been seriously alarmed.’ The Continent was ‘arming’, but ‘with Germany and France watching one another both are more likely to be civil to us than if they were on good terms’. Then there was the question of ‘how long these enormous armaments will be endured by the masses who are compelled to serve’. Britain should not, he thought, go down the Continental road. He was willing to spend £300,000 or £400,000 more a year because that was ‘inevitable. Beyond that we cannot go.’69 Derby was not willing to yield to the ‘howls and screams’ of public opinion in the way that he thought Disraeli was.70 What was at issue between the two men was how Conservatives should manage imperial foreign policy in a way which both carried public support and protected Britain’s geopolitical interests; the great Eastern crisis revealed the extent to which the two men differed from each other on both subjects.


Derby preferred to try to keep popular opinion at arm’s length and to work with the Dreikaiserbund over the Andrassy Note in order to contain the Eastern Question, whereas Disraeli wanted a more prominent role for Britain and was prepared to work with Bismarck by himself, but not Bismarck as part of the Dreikaiserbund. Disraeli’s instincts were supported by the Queen. Although she thought Bismarck ‘so overbearing, violent, grasping and unprincipled that no one can stand it’,71 she felt that ‘the importance of establishing a link between the two countries cannot be overstated’ and wanted to ‘accept the proferred aid of Germany … whose interests are the same as ours’.72 However, Derby suspected that Bismarck’s Object was to embroil us with Russia’,73 and was sure that there would be strings attached to any Anglo-German collaboration.74 Odo Russell thought that Bismarck’s motives were the obvious ones – he did not want Austria and Russia to fall out.75 In his view, ‘an ambitious, irresponsible, unaccountable genius with a million of soldiers at his back’ was ‘a friend worth having’.76 But Derby was not disposed to become Bismarck’s catspaw and let the matter drop, after replying anodynely that he was, of course, willing in general to co-operate with Germany.77 Disraeli was not best pleased with Derby’s ‘chilling’ attitude: ‘You have to deal with a man who is dangerous, but who is sincere; and who will act straightforwardly with an English Minister whose sense of honor he appreciates.’78


Derby watched the ‘dead lock’ in the East without any great concern. It was, he thought, for ‘the Powers which initiated the policy of the Andrassy Note to suggest now a way out of the difficulties’.79 They did just that in May 1876 with what became known as the Berlin Memorandum. Its text arrived in the Foreign Office late on the evening of Saturday, 14 May, but when Disraeli tried to find out further details on Sunday at one o’clock, he was told that the Resident Clerk was not ‘in residence’, and to his fury he did not get the details until late on Sunday.80 The result was a rocket to Derby and to the Foreign Office,81 where the shame-faced Resident Clerk, Philip Currie, explained that he had been taking his constitutional after lunch.82


If the circumstances in which the Berlin Memorandum were received threw some light upon the inadequate staffing of the Foreign Office, the contents threatened to embarrass the Government still more: the dilemma which Derby and Disraeli had faced over the Andrassy Note was back but this time writ large. Should Britain co-operate with the European Powers in urging reforms on the Porte or not? The Memorandum demanded a two-month armistice between the Turks and the Serbs and called for the Turks to make restitution, as well as proposing a commission composed of consuls of the Great Powers to supervise reforms. The sting in the tale was a provision for ‘efficacious’ measures to follow if the Turks failed to comply.


All Disraeli’s instincts were against becoming involved. He not only objected to being treated as though Britain were Belgium, by being asked to adhere to a note which she had played no part in composing, but he suspected that ‘we are being drawn step by step, into participating in a scheme, which must end very soon in the disintegration of Turkey’. For the Powers to claim to want to act in ‘Concert’, and then to consult Britain only after the fact, was to make a ‘mockery’ of the term. Disraeli did not believe that the Porte would be able to meet the terms of the Memorandum and did not feel that Britain should ‘take a leap in the dark’ by supporting it.83 The Cabinet accepted Disraeli’s arguments, and Britain refused to give her adherence to the Berlin Memorandum.84


It was a crucial decision. At the time the Queen complained about a decision being taken before she had had time to comment on it, and she feared that the Cabinet’s refusal ‘may have a serious effect and may lead the Porte to expect us to support Turkey in her difficulties’; it might also lead to allegations that Britain had created difficulties by refusing to co-operate in an attempt to make the Turks reform their treatment of their Christian subjects.85 She was absolutely right. Throughout the ensuing crisis Gladstone and other Liberal commentators would argue that there was ‘no possible doubt that it was the British refusal of co-operation, and still more the failure to put forward any concrete alternative, that made joint action by Europe impossible and actually precipitated events in eastern Europe’.86 Disraeli not only failed to ‘do something’, he prevented others from acting. As Gladstone put it, ‘Turkey had broken her pledges to Europe, and we had the clearest moral obligations towards her victims.’87 Even some of Disraeli’s own colleagues would argue that the refusal to co-operate with the other Powers had helped create the crisis which followed.88


But Disraeli’s eyes were, as usual, on geopolitics rather than morality. It was all very well to call for the coercion of the Sultan, but Disraeli recalled that when Britain and Russia had co-operated against the Turks in 1827, the result had been the destruction of the Turkish fleet; who could tell what might happen this time?89 There was also the impact of Pan-Slavism to be taken into account before deciding that the poor oppressed Balkan peoples needed helping. Disraeli had a somewhat histrionic tendency to see international relations in terms of secret societies and conspiracies; when it came to the Balkans, there was some justification for this. There were many varieties of Pan-Slavism ranging from the deeply mystical belief in the spiritual unity of all Slav peoples, all the way to thinly disguised Pan-Russianism;90 either variety threatened to promote Russian aims in the Balkans. To those Russians who wished to see the boundaries of their empire expand, Pan-Slavism was a welcome instrument; chief among these was Count Nikolai Pavlovich Ignatyev. As director of the Asiatic department from 1861 to 1864 and then Ambassador in Constantinople from 1867 to 1877, Ignatyev had acquired two reputations: the first as the pre-eminent champion of Pan-Slavism; the second as ‘an inordinate liar’.91


Ignatyev’s view was that Russia would have to fight Austria for predominance in the Balkans as part of her bid for the leadership of Slavdom. Where Foreign Minister Gorchakov wished to see Austria and Russia combine to prevent the situation in the Balkans deteriorating, Ignatyev looked towards exploiting any crisis to secure Russian dominance at Constantinople, even at the risk of a war with Austria.92 Where Gorchakov would have been happy to have allowed Austria a sphere of influence so long as she recognised Russian supremacy in the Balkans, Ignatyev saw no need for this. He believed that Turkey was ‘rotten to the core’ and that Austria would not fight without allies.93 Since 1867, Ignatyev had been encouraging the ambitions of Prince Milan of Serbia to throw off Turkish suzerainty, not from any concern for the Serbs, but as a means of extending Russian influence by stealth.94 The Russians also showed themselves willing to support the activities of the other Balkan prince who sought to play a leading role in encouraging nationalist revolts against the Turks, Nicholas of Montenegro.95 It was the activities of these men, and of Russian consuls in the Bosnian provinces, which had encouraged the revolt against the Turks; now Ignatyev sought to profit from it.


To see Disraeli’s rejection of the Berlin Memorandum as simply an act of pique, or a return to an outmoded Palmerstonian policy, is to miss the geopolitical element in the Prime Minister’s thought. He was correct to think that the Russians welcomed the nationalist revolts, and that Russian imperialism stood to gain most from any further weakening of Ottoman power. He was acutely aware that to act with the Bismarckian Concert was to run the risk of having to coerce the Porte, and to court the certainty of being seen to act as a Power of the second rank; British national interests, as well as those of the Conservative Party, pointed in the direction of rejecting the Memorandum. It was a sign of the acuity of Disraeli’s instincts that Derby should have recorded that ‘the general attitude assumed by England has been a success. We are more respected & consulted than has been common of late years.’96 
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Disraeli Contra Mundum





Disraeli enjoyed the excitement of haut politique and thought that there was ‘no gambling like polities’, especially when ‘you have to deal only with Emperors and High Chancellors, and Empires’;1 after long years in the political galleys, he finally had ‘politics worth managing’.2 It was such comments and the manner which accompanied them which led Disraeli’s opponents to accuse him of flippancy, and even to identify his policy as ‘un-English’.3 The Russian Ambassador, Count Shuvalov, like later commentators interpreted the rejection of the Berlin Memorandum as the result of ‘I’ orgueil blessé [wounded pride]’;4 there was certainly an element of truth in this, but it was not the whole story.


A more telling criticism of Disraeli’s policy is not that it was opportunistic and frivolous in character,5 but that its premises were unthinking, old-fashioned Palmerstonianism, and that ‘Disraeli knew there was a great problem but did not think it through. When things came to the point he relied instead on solving matters by applying what he thought of as the “traditional policy of England”, trusting that all would come well of it.’6 This is a line which takes seriously the Salisburian criticisms that Disraeli was a ‘clear-sighted’ but ‘short-sighted’ politician, and that ‘the traditional Palmerston policy’ was ‘at an end’ in 1876.7 But to see Disraeli as being stuck in a ‘Palmerstonian mode mainly as a matter of habit’8 is to ignore the differences between a liberal and a conservative sensibility. Palmerston genuinely thought that the Ottoman Empire could be reformed and that the improvement of the lot of the Christian subjects of the Grand Turk should be an object of British policy. Disraeli thought no such things. He had indeed promised the electorate a new assertiveness in British diplomacy, and in that sense alone was he a Palmerstonian. It was central to Disraeli’s strategy that Britain should be seen to be respected by the other European Powers and not consulted as a sort of afterthought; along with the Memorandum, Disraeli was rejecting ‘Gladstonism’ and its pious belief in the European ‘Concert’;9 but that did not mean that he adopted the old Palmerstonian position. Tactical flexibility is often mistaken for indistinctness of aim or even for aimlessness, but it can also mask a willingness to achieve ends by whatever means are available. Salisbury took it as axiomatic that in foreign affairs ‘the choice of a policy is as a rule of less importance than the methods by which it is pursued’, and his main criticism of Disraeli would be that he pursued not only the wrong policy, but did so with insufficient vigour.10 This critique is, of course, having it both ways: damning Disraeli for being wrong and for not being forceful enough in wrong-doing. But Salisbury had yet to discover the truth which Disraeli knew from long experience, that a politician does not make his fate as he wishes it in circumstances he controls. The argument pursued here is that Disraeli’s policy was dictated not by Palmerstonian echoes, but by his geopolitical sensitivities; and if it lacked vigour, that was due in some small measure to Salisbury himself. In fashioning an Eastern policy, Disraeli had to reckon with a Cabinet which made up in moral sensibility for what it lacked in geopolitical perspectives; and, of course, he had to deal with something even less predictable than the whims of his own Ministers – the march of events abroad.


The Queen, the diplomats and Derby all feared that the ‘isolation’ in which Britain now found herself would have ‘serious consequences’,11 although Odo Russell in Berlin swiftly changed his tune when it became clear that Bismarck had been impressed by Disraeli’s actions.12 Disraeli reassured the Queen and Derby that a policy of ‘determination and conciliation’ would rescue Britain from isolation without her having to play a ‘secondary part’ to Germany or Russia.13 The decision to despatch the fleet to Besika Bay off the Dardanelles, and to issue a warning to Europe that existing treaties must be respected, established that British interests must be observed if there was to be a resolution to the crisis.


But Disraeli’s expectations of an early result were dashed for three reasons: in the first place, he miscalculated the chances of enlisting Bismarck’s aid; in the second, he overestimated his success in extinguishing the ‘tripartite confederacy’ of the Dreikaiserbund;14 and finally, his concentration on the geopolitics of the Eastern Question left him vulnerable to the charge that his diplomacy was immoral.


The Dreikaiserbund was, in part, an attempt by Bismarck to confine the forces of nationalism by harnessing them to the dictates of dynastic diplomacy, and to limit those of republicanism by isolating France,15 and he would not easily allow it to fall apart. Bismarck once commented that he had ‘wasted several years of his political life by the belief that Britain was a great nation’.16 Being of a vindictive nature, Bismarck had not forgiven Gorchakov for the humiliation of the ‘War in Sight’ crisis and, according to Odo Russell, he took a malicious delight in seeing Gorchakov snubbed by the British.17 He was ‘in high spirits and rare good humour’ at the discomfiture of the Russian Chancellor and told Russell that ‘the independent attitude of England suited him to perfection’; the ‘old coxcomb’ had been warned off Pan-Slavist adventures without Germany having to do anything.18


Disraeli and Derby were quite willing to co-operate with Bismarck, but neither of them trusted him very far, and they preferred to see whether he would follow up his words with action.19 But the likelihood of this was remote. As Bismarck warned Russell on 10 June when asked why he was not openly supporting Andrassy against Russian ambitions, ‘his policy was hampered by the Russian sympathies of the emperor William who cared nothing for Austria and everything for his nephew the Czar’.20 Bismarck still hankered after Britain resuming her ‘Crimean policy’ of organising resistance to Russian aggrandisement in order to save him from having to take sides in the Balkans, which meant that he would do nothing to help Disraeli.21


Historically British statesmen had pursued one of two options in seeking to restrain Russian expansionism: Disraeli had tried the first, finding allies to deter Russia; now he attempted the second – restraining Russia by co-operating with her, as Canning had in 1827 and Palmerston in 1839. This variant of the Palmerstonian legacy is one not often stressed when Disraeli is charged with mindlessly following his predecessor’s Eastern policy; there was, after all, no one simple Palmerstonian policy on the Eastern Question.


Disraeli broached the prospect of Anglo-Russian co-operation to Shuvalov in early June, telling him that neither he nor his Government distrusted a ‘Great Power which is governed by wise men on conservative principles’. The message was clear: if Russia’s objectives did not conflict with Britain’s interests, the two states could do business. Disraeli’s only caveat was that the Russians should ‘do nothing which could react on Afghanistan’. He told Shuvalov that he was prepared to believe that Russia did not wish to precipitate the break up of the Ottoman Empire, but he argued that it was unwise to keep Ignatyev at Constantinople because he was stirring up the Slav Christians. Disraeli had no faith in projects for reforming the Ottoman domination. The Balkan Christians wanted independence, not reforms, so it would be better for all concerned if Serbia and Montenegro went ahead and declared war on the Porte; if the Christians won, ‘we shall only have to register accomplished facts: if Turkey crushes the Christians and the repression becomes tyrannous, it will be the turn of all the Great Powers to interpose in the name of humanity’. Shuvalov was unsure what to make of all this: was it to be taken at face value, or was it an attempt to break up the Dreikaiserbund? On the whole he was inclined to think that it represented Disraeli’s real thoughts. It would, after all, allow him to reap the fruits of his dramatic action and solve the Eastern Question;22 but Gorchakov was more sceptical23 and asked for firm British proposals about the future status of Serbia and Montenegro after a war against the Porte.24 Disraeli had no wish to get into conversations about carving off bits of the Ottoman Empire, and when war between Turkey and Serbia and Montenegro broke out in late June, it removed the need for immediate action by the British. Disraeli was sure that the Slavs would be defeated, and equally certain that the Russians would have to intervene to stop them from being exterminated. Austria and Germany would not, he thought, permit unilateral Russian action, so there would have to be a European Congress; Britain could make her voice heard there.25 What he failed to appreciate were the forces in favour of an Austro-Russian agreement to liquidate the Eastern Question to their mutual satisfaction, which would have left Britain in the cold.


Trying to divine Russian policy, Disraeli could not quite decide whether they were behaving with ‘great duplicity’ or whether it was simply that thanks to ‘administrative weakness’ there was no single Russian policy; either way there was ‘no acting with people when you cannot feel sure they are telling the truth’.26 But Russian policy was genuinely torn between the old impulses of dynastic diplomacy and the new dynamics of Pan-Slavism.27 Alexander II was broadly sympathetic to the ideas of the Pan-Slavs, but having come to the throne during the Crimean War he was mindful of the danger of resuscitating the ‘Crimean Coalition’ by pursuing an aggressive foreign policy; his mood fluctuated according to events and his own geographical location. In the ‘European’ surroundings of St Petersburg, he favoured the Dreikaiserbund’, at his Crimean retreat, surrounded by Slavic influences, he found it difficult to resist the impulse to become the liberator of the Balkans.28 Turning Constantinople into ‘Tsargrad’ would make Alexander’s name echo in history, but the attempt might lead to a repetition of the humiliation of the Crimean War.29 As Baron Alexander Jomini, the senior counsellor at the Foreign Office, noted: ‘malheuresement les gros écus et les gros canons ne sont pas de notre côté [unfortunately the big bucks and the big guns aren’t on our side]’30


If the conflicting impulses to which Tsarist foreign policy was subject made it difficult to fathom, the character of the man charged with conducting it did nothing to help matters. Prince Gorchakov’s diplomatic experience went back to the early 1820s and he had been Foreign Minister since 1856, but the Russian political system allowed him no position of independence from the Tsar. The impression he made on the Earl of Kimberley, the British Minister to St Petersburg in the late 1850s, was typical of the way he struck foreign observers: ‘a man of unquestionable ability, but irritable, hasty, & devoured by a ridiculous and insatiable vanity’.31 His vanity was especially piqued where Bismarck was concerned; that a man he had known as a junior figure at Frankfurt in the 1850s should now be the arbiter of Europe was more than he knew how to bear, and he was always fearful of the ‘perfidies de Bismarck’.32 Even at his peak Gorchakov had been ‘an immense talker, vain and indiscreet, with a great deal of cleverness’;33 in decline, only the first two characteristics seemed to remain unimpaired.34


Gorchakov’s rivalry with Bismarck was particularly acute since they shared a common ‘short term view of diplomacy’ and regarded ‘any combination’ of Powers as ‘theoretically possible’.35 Gorchakov had been happy to rebuke Bismarck during the ‘War in Sight’ crisis, and although Russia was a member of the Dreikaiserbund, he was willing to seek a solution to the Eastern Question which did not involve Germany. Even as Ignatyev looked to harness the new forces of Pan-Slavism, Gorchakov, as befitted his age, looked backwards; in rejecting Disraeli’s suggestion for a repeat of the Anglo-Russian co-operation of 1827 and 1839, Gorchakov was hoping for a resurrection of the Romanov-Habsburg dynastic axis which had provided a conservative dominance for Central and Eastern Europe between 1833 and 1854. Nor were these hopes entirely in vain.


There were those in power in Austria who shared Gorchakov’s hankering for the old dynastic alliance and the glory days of the Metternichean conservative alliance. The Habsburg Emperor, Franz Joseph, still remembered the defeat by Prussia in 1866 with some soreness, and saw co-operation with the Russians in the Balkans as a means of recouping his losses in Italy and Germany.36 The leading Russophile at Court was Franz Joseph’s cousin, the Archduke Albrecht, who, apart from being the richest man in the Empire, was a talented and intelligent soldier who remained grateful for the part the Russians had played in putting down the revolutions of 1848.37 The main obstacle to a bilateral agreement between Vienna and St Petersburg lay in the ambitions of the main beneficiaries of the Austro-Russian estrangement, the Hungarians, who had taken advantage of the disasters of 1866 to negotiate themselves a joint partnership with the Germans in ruling the Empire. Magyar privileges were enshrined in the 1867 Ausgleich, or constitutional ‘Compromise’, and they were unlikely to welcome anything which raised the prestige of the dynasty.38 This famous ‘Compromise’ between Habsburg and Magyar was, after all, based on the principle ‘You look after your Slavs and we’ll look after ours.’39 The Empire’s Foreign Minister, Andrassy, was a ‘true Hungarian’ and like all such wished to ‘keep the Slavs in their place and to maintain the Magyar supremacy over them’.40


Andrassy was the third major European figure with whom Disraeli had to deal as he sought to gain some purchase on the crisis caused by the war in the Balkans. There were, as his biographer noted in suitably melodramatic style, similarities between Andrassy and the British Prime Minister: ‘bohemian artists, political geniuses of the first order who astounded the universe by their cleverness. Both relied upon their Empress-Queens.’41 But he was a difficult man with whom to deal; as one British Ambassador noted: ‘I never yet had to do with a public man whose language was so little clear and precise.’42 But there were good reasons why Andrassy should have tried to avoid being pinned down, particularly about the Eastern Question.


As a Magyar, Andrassy had one set of prejudices and priorities; but as Habsburg Foreign Minister, he was subject to those of others which pushed him in a different direction. His ideal policy would have been to ‘preserve the Turkish Empire in alcohol to prevent its decomposition’.43 But the war which began in June 1876 suggested that this was no longer possible, which posed a cruel dilemma for him. He had no wish to see the Habsburgs gain in prestige from a carve-up of the Empire; but he had equally little wish to see the Russians take the initiative and make great gains for Slavdom, which would leave Austria-Hungary as ‘the sick man of Europe’ after the end of the Ottomans.44 He neither wanted to see a greater Serbia on Austria’s southern border, nor yet to see Russia aggrandised by Serbian successes.45 He would have been willing to run the risk of war with Russia to prevent this, but the Emperor was unwilling to agree, which meant that Andrassy had to acquiesce in his preference for an agreement with Russia.46 When the two Emperors met at Reichstadt in early July 1876, it was a last attempt to show that dynastic diplomacy could contain the forces of nationalism without resorting to the dangerous expedients of Bismarck. On 8 July, they concluded an agreement which sought to prevent their mutual rivalry in the Balkans leading to war.47


If the Reichstadt policy had worked, then Disraeli’s Eastern policy would have been at an end; agreement between Austria and Russia on partitioning the Balkans would have left Britain isolated. Fortunately for Disraeli’s hopes, the treaty was fatally flawed by a basic misunderstanding between Russia and Austria. Both sides agreed to remain neutral during the course of the Balkan war, and both of them assumed that it would end in a victory for the Serbs; but after that accounts differed. Austrian and Russian records agreed that there would be no ‘grand état slave’, but Andrassy thought that the Russians had said that they would allow Austria to have most of Bosnia-Herzegovina in return for concessions to Serbia, whilst Gorchakov went away with the impression that Serbia and Montenegro would both gain territory in Bosnia and Herzegovina respectively, with Austria obtaining only some of the border regions of Bosnia.48 The most likely explanation for this discrepancy was that Gorchakov, whose ignorance of the geography of the Balkans was as great as his vanity, simply misunderstood what had been agreed;49 but deliberate obfuscation on Andrassy’s part cannot be ruled out.50 The two Powers decided to keep the agreement secret, but did accept that at some future date it might be necessary to involve the other Powers in a final settlement.51


If the Serbs and Montenegrins had won their campaigns against the Turks, then the gap between the Russian and Austrian interpretations of Reichstadt might have remained concealed. Had that happened then Disraeli, bereft of support from Germany or Austria, and facing a Russia guarded by Reichstadt from the threat of a Crimean coalition, would not have been able to make much headway in protecting British interests, and his policy of awaiting the outcome of the Slav-Turkish conflict would have been in vain. But the forces of a resurgent Islam saved Disraeli from this fate. Following the deposition of the Sultan in May, the new Turkish Government made determined and successful efforts to suppress both the local rebellions and the Serb and Montenegrin revolts.52 Instead of the Russians profiting from Serb successes, it began to appear as though they might be pushed into unilateral action to save their Slavic brethren from extermination. Under pressure from the Pan-Slavs and the march of events, even Gorchakov became militant.53 Turkish military success may have saved Disraeli from the consequences of his misjudgment of the likely reactions of Bismarck, Gorchakov and Andrassy, but it was to cost him dear.


Disraeli’s concentration during the Eastern Crisis was upon its geopolitical aspects: how could the Ottoman Empire be protected from partition; and if it could not be, how could Britain ensure that her interests at the Straits and the Persian Gulf were protected? As his comments to Shuvalov reveal, he was quite oblivious to the moral dimension to the crisis represented by the fate of the Balkan peoples; this was to prove a serious chink in his armour.


In late June when the Daily News first published reports of massacres by the Turks in Bulgaria, Disraeli asked Derby for information, only to receive assurances that nothing out of the ordinary had happened. He was thus quite happy to dismiss as ‘coffee-house babble’ the accounts appearing in the newspapers.54 One of Disraeli’s besetting sins in the eyes of his more sober-sided opponents was his fondness for frivolous rhetorical asides, and this time the habit led him into trouble. He admitted that ‘proceedings of an atrocious character’ had taken place, but he denied that there had been any torture: Oriental people seldom resort to torture but generally terminate their connexion with their culprits in a more expeditious manner.’55 He who lives by the aphorism must, according to the inexorable rule of Fate, die thereby.


Disraeli was apt to blame the inefficiency and incompetence of the Foreign Office for keeping him in ignorance of events in the Balkans,56 but according to the Permanent Under-Secretary, Lord Tenterden, the problem lay in Disraeli’s own failure to draw a distinction between the denial of knowledge of the specific allegations made in the Daily News and the acknowledgment that there had been atrocities committed on both sides.57 Both Disraeli and Salisbury were apt to throw the blame for his ignorance of the real state of affairs on the Turcophilia of the British Ambassador to the Porte, Sir Henry Elliot. ‘Elliot’s stupidity’ had, Salisbury later commented, ‘brought us into the position, most unjustly, of being thought to connive’ at the massacres; he had, in short, ‘contrived to change the bent of opinion in England on the Eastern Question’.58 But this did Elliot too much honour. Any change in British opinion owed more to the outraged moral sensibilities of the high Victorian era.59


A generation ago Professor Shannon pointed to the spontaneous nature of the ‘Atrocitarian’ agitation and noted its roots in a tradition of public protest in Victorian England, as well as its significance in exposing the intellectual fault-lines which were to characterise the last quarter of the nineteenth century.60 He wrote that the moral outrage which followed the news of the massacres in Bulgaria was ‘the most convincing demonstration of the susceptibility of the High Victorian public conscience’.61 More recently it has been pointed out that the propensity to blame the Turks for the massacres and to ignore the fact that (as in more recent times) atrocities were committed on both sides was symptomatic of the way in which ‘stereotyped views of Islam and the Turks affected political debate’.62 The Turks were assumed to be decadent, licentious and barbarous, so they were obviously guilty of any heinous crimes charged to their account. This was certainly the case with the Bulgarian atrocities.


The distinction between Realpolitik and Idealpolitik was unusually clear as the hurricane of public opinion gathered force. In the first camp were those who agreed with Elliot and Disraeli that ‘feelings of revolted humanity’ should not make people forget ‘the capital interests involved in the question’, as well as those like Derby who thought that the stories in the Daily News ‘were put about for a purpose’.63 To those who thought like this, the ‘necessity’ of preventing changes detrimental to Britain’s interests taking place in the Turkish Empire was ‘not affected by the question whether it was 10,000 or 20,000 persons who perished in the suppression’;64 nor yet by outcries from the Queen, Cabinet Ministers or anyone else. As Disraeli put it in his last speech in the Commons on 11 August, ‘our duty at this critical moment is to maintain the Empire of England’;65 geopolitics was all. In the opposite camp were those who felt that the Turkish massacres raised a moral issue which transcended narrow national interests.


Disraeli, who hoped that the outcry would end with the parliamentary session, took that opportunity to translate himself to the Upper House as the first Earl of Beaconsfleld. His old friend, the former Foreign Secretary, Lord Malmesbury, commented on 8 June, ‘of all the privileges you possess above us all not the least envied is your power of rallying your physique as well as your party’,66 but by the summer of 1876, racked by gout and afflicted by asthma and chronic bronchitis, Disraeli could only continue in this vein by retiring to the Lords. He was, he famously remarked, ‘dead, dead but in the Elysian fields’. Derby agreed to be his sponsor there, accepting ‘that office of friendship’ with ‘real pleasure’ after ‘nearly thirty years’ of ‘pulling together’.67 But circumstances would soon make that seem a nostalgic memory.


Demonstrations throughout the summer showed that public feeling was too strong for any British threat to help the Turks to be credible. Had it not been for Elliot and the ‘atrocities’, Disraeli thought that ‘we should have settled a peace very honourable to England, and satisfactory to Europe’;68 but the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Stafford Northcote, was right when he noted that ‘the stupid brutality of the Turks has gone far to justify the Servian attack in the eyes of the world, and has made it difficult for us to say a word in their favour’.69 Derby regarded the great demonstrations with the disdain of a man charged with the execution of policy: ‘It is not clear what the promoters of these meetings expected that the British govt. should have done.’ But he was realistic enough to see that it was ‘natural that popular feeling should be strong’ and that its existence ‘greatly complicates the situation’.70 Disraeli had to warn the Turks in August that if their failure to grant the Serbs an armistice led to war with Russia, Britain would ‘find it practically impossible to interfere’.71 Derby’s view was equally bleak: the ‘remarkable’ change in British opinion ‘weakens our hands abroad, & strengthens those of the Russians’.72 He thought that the paralysis which now gripped British diplomacy made the Balkan situation even more dangerous by giving the Russians the impression that ‘they may do what they please’.73 Disraeli could only wait for the country to recover from its ‘mad’ fit,74 and hope for ‘a great reaction’ once Russia’s predatory intentions became clear.75 But in the meantime from the Queen and the Cabinet came demands for immediate reforms from the Porte.76


Lord Chancellor Cairns told Disraeli at the end of August that they were ‘at the most critical point in our foreign policy’ and that they should support Russian and Austrian attempts to get the Turks and the Serbs to negotiate with each other: ‘we should use absolute pressure – in fact everything short of compulsion – to make the Porte come into liberal & unvindictive terms of peace.’77 Lord Carnarvon, who thought that the Turks were ‘mere barbarians’,78 argued that unless the Government took ‘urgent action’, ‘we shall be at variance with Europe, and, which is worse, with England’.79 He told Disraeli that ‘public feeling’ was ‘extremely strong’ and that unless the Government ‘reassure the public mind as to our real attitude towards Turkey’, it would ‘either drive us into some precipitate and undignified course or will end in serious catastrophe’.80 Northcote, who was not only Chancellor of the Exchequer but also a sensitive barometer of the public mood, thought that it was essential ‘that we should make some demonstration on the affair’, and that it might be necessary to go so far as to intervene with the other Powers to make matters in Turkey ‘a little better’ than before.81


Disraeli, wishing that ‘all the Turks’ were ‘in the Propontis’, nevertheless determined not to make any concessions to the agitation. As he told Derby on 6 September, there was nothing to be gained from acting ‘as if you were under the control of popular opinion. If so, you may do what they like, but they won’t respect you for doing it.’82 Derby’s own view was that any raising of the question of partition entailed a great risk of a general war ‘for all the Powers will want something, and the division of the spoil is not likely to be made in an amicable manner’.83 Throughout this most trying stage of the crisis Disraeli’s ‘great object’ was never to ‘admit that we have changed our policy’;84 but Gladstone’s dramatic irruption onto the scene on 6 September with his pamphlet, The Bulgarian Horrors and the Question of the East, made Disraeli’s task even more difficult.


In retirement after his defeat in 1874, Gladstone was now galvanised into action by the realisation that there still existed the means to pursue a politics based upon Christian moral precepts.85 Granville, who led the Liberals in the Lords, did his best to dissuade his old chief from any hasty or extreme action, but he was too elliptical in his advice and too much in awe of his predecessor to do so with any force.86 Gladstone detested everything Disraeli represented in public life.87 As he told Granville:




Palmerston certainly had something of a weak side with respect to brag. It was the supposed glory of Conservatives of his time to resist and denounce him for it. But during the last eight months the present Govt. have enormously outdone whatever in him was open to exception, and without his redeeming qualities, for he was a lover of liberty all over the world and was entirely above flattering as these people have done (with great effect) the most vulgar appetites & propensities of the people.88





He blamed Disraeli for this development.89 Mixed in with the moral outrage and the high-minded liberal critique was an anti-Semitism which to modern Western sensibilities is at least as distasteful as Disraeli’s levity about the fate of the Bulgars. Gladstone’s obsession that ‘Dizzy’s crypto-Judaism’ was dictating his policy90 was matched and even out-done by the vituperative comment of the historian E.A. Freeman that ‘even the Jew in his drunken insolence’ would ‘think twice before he goes to war in our teeth’;91 nor were such comments untypical.92 Gladstone’s view that the atrocitarian movement represented a ‘Virtuous passion’ in politics93 reflected the naïve faith of the nineteenth-century Liberal in ‘the people’. The irruption into the political and diplomatic arena of the forces of democracy could unleash passions which were far from virtuous.


Gladstone’s famous pamphlet on the atrocities was, in classic liberal vein, long on heated rhetoric but short on practical suggestions. The Turks were denounced as ‘the one great anti-human specimen of humanity’, a piece of illogic quite up to the standard of his declaration that although the Serbs had had ‘no stateable cause for war’, there were ‘states of affairs, in which human sympathy refuses to be confined by the rules, necessarily limited and conventional, of international law’. Disraeli’s verdict on the whole production had much to be said for it: ‘The document is passionate and not strong; vindictive and ill-written – that of course. Indeed, in that respect, of all the Bulgarian horrors, perhaps the greatest.’94


Disraeli’s vituperative reaction stemmed from his instinctive distaste for this sort of pious moralising, with its self-righteous instant moral absolutism which pronounced itself capable of solving complex political and diplomatic problems by the application of simplistic notions of right and wrong. This may have held, and did hold, an appeal to the nonconformist conscience and to Radicals, but most Conservatives felt instinctively uncomfortable with it, as did Whigs like Granville and Hartington (joint leaders of the Liberal Party); in that sense Gladstone’s pamphlet may actually have helped Disraeli in dealing with his own Party. Even those Ministers with some sympathy for the plight of the Bulgarians could deplore Gladstone’s Very wicked’ attacks and feel under an obligation to support their own Government.95


The problem which Disraeli had to face was not the moral absolutism of Gladstone’s universe of black and white, but the very real difficulty of upholding Britain’s geopolitical interests in the Near East. Disraeli wanted to maintain his position of being able to protect the Porte from overt Russian aggression and partition by the Dreikaiserbund, but it was clear that the state of public opinion would not allow him to do so.


If Disraeli and Derby resisted the pressure from Cairns, Carnarvon and Northcote to try to rival Gladstone’s mastery of the politics of windy rhetoric and empty gestures, they did try to make some headway against it. Derby attempted to apply some plain English ‘commonsense’ to the agitation when he addressed a delegation of working men on 11 September. It was, he told them, as untrue and unfair to say that the Government did not care about the massacres as it was to allege that it had caused them. There seemed to be, he commented in a rare moment of lightness, ‘a great many people in England who fancy Lord Beaconsfield is the Sultan and that I am the Grand Vizier’, when, in fact, Britain had no more influence than any other Power on the actions of an independent state. He reminded the delegation that ‘The last word of the Eastern Question is this: “who is to have Constantinople?” No Great Power would be willing to see it in the hands of any other Great Power. No small Power could hold it at all’; this eternal interest was not, he said in best Realpolitik vein, ‘in any way affected by the insanity of a Sultan … or by the crimes committed by Turkish troops’.96 All this was sound reasoning, but, as Cairns commented, it was ‘too negative and too destitute of sentiment or suggestion for the present gale of public opinion’. Gladstone’s rhetoric was destitute of practical suggestions ‘but the public don’t see this’, and Cairns was correct to perceive that ‘the result is to paralyze us at Constantinople and make Russia mistress of the situation’.97 It was this, and not a bankrupt Palmerstonianism, which had stymied Disraeli’s attempt to pursue a Realpolitik line based upon geopolitics; the British public wanted sentiment, not sense.
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