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Introduction
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Arguably the most dynamic and fascinating period of British history began in the mid-nineteenth century and ended in the mid-twentieth. This textbook is written to support the modern British history component of AQA’s A-level history breadth specification. It covers this fascinating century of change and conflict. It tells the story of the British people from the Industrial Revolution, through two world wars, economic crisis and economic boom, to the ‘Swinging Sixties’ and the Beatles. Few periods of British history have seen such rapid and dramatic change. Understanding this period will help you to make sense of British society today and Britain’s changing place in world affairs. This book will help you to master these changes and to understand the various ways in which the past has been interpreted.
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Harold Wilson with the Beatles – (l to r) Paul McCartney, George Harrison, John Lennon and Ringo Starr – at a Show Business Awards luncheon in London in March 1964.






The key content



‘Challenge and Transformation: Britain c1851–1964’ is one of the breadth studies offered by AQA, and as such covers over a hundred years. The content is divided into two parts:


Part 1 (1851–1914) is studied by those taking the AS examination.


Parts 1 and 2 (1851–1964) are studied by those taking the full A-level examination.


Each part is subdivided into two sections.
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PART 1: VICTORIAN AND EDWARDIAN BRITAIN, c1851–1914


This section covers the society, politics and economics of the Victorian and Edwardian periods from the height of the Industrial Revolution to the First World War. The focus is not just on the key personalities of the era but also on issues of breadth as highlighted in the Key Questions.


Reform and challenge, c1851–86


This section focuses on the society, economics and politics of the Victorian Age. Beginning at the height of the Industrial Revolution in 1851, it incorporates the politics of the two great political rivals, Gladstone and Disraeli. It also covers the condition of the poor in Victorian Britain, the need for social reform and the trade union movement. The question of Home Rule in Ireland also features as a main theme of challenge to the established political order.


Challenges to the status quo, c1886–1914


Despite Britain having experienced a ‘golden age’ of prosperity and world power during the mid-nineteenth century, the two decades after 1886 featured growing social conflict in Britain. A long economic downturn, increasingly militant trade unions, unrest in Ireland, a constitutional crisis between the 1906 Liberal Government and the House of Lords, and the growth of a suffragist movement all threatened to tear the country apart by 1914. Only the outbreak of the First World War seemed to put these social conflicts on hold. The focus of this chapter is on the social and economic forces that were shaping late Victorian and Edwardian Britain.
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PART 2: THE WORLD WARS AND THEIR LEGACIES: BRITAIN, 1914–64


Between 1914 and 1945 Britain experienced conflict on an unprecedented scale. Two world wars placed immense burdens on the country’s politics, economy and society. This part of the book examines wartime politics and society and the economic legacy of the conflicts. It examines the two inter-war economic depressions and the development of social reform after the Second World War.


The Great War and its impact, 1914–39


During the First World War, the charismatic and energetic Liberal politician David Lloyd George rose to power as the Government struggled to survive during the conflict. By the end of the war, his party was in disarray and a new electoral force, the Labour Party, had emerged. The inter-war period saw Labour and Conservative governments and after 1931, a coalition National Government. It also saw the development of extremist parties such as the British Union of Fascists. The period was one of economic crisis in the old industrial heartlands of Britain where shipbuilding, mining and other heavy industry went into decline. However, in some parts of Britain rising living standards and new industries brought affluence for many British people during the 1930s.


Transformation and change, 1939–64


The impact of the Second World War had even more pronounced changes on Britain. It resulted in a dramatic growth in the role of the state in the economy and society after 1945. A Labour government elected that year brought about sweeping social reforms, including the establishment of the National Health Service. A post-war political consensus between the Labour and Conservative parties developed, meaning that on economic and social policy there were broad areas of agreement. In the immediate aftermath of the war, Britain experienced nearly a decade of acute economic hardship, but in 1954 an economic boom began. This lasted until the early 1960s, but in 1964 it gradually began to diminish.
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Key concepts


But the study of history does not only include narrative – interesting though the stories often are! There are four concepts which steer our thinking and our understanding of the past. These are important in your study. Consider:





•  Change and continuity: To what extent did things change? What are the similarities and differences over time?



•  Cause and consequence: What were the factors that led to change? How did the changes affect individuals and groups within society, as well as the country as a whole?





Consider when writing an essay:





•  the extent you agree with a statement



•  the validity of a statement



•  the importance of a particular factor relating to a key question



•  how much something changed or to what extent something was achieved.





In addition, you will be learning about different interpretations: how and why events have been portrayed in different ways over time by historians. In the first section of both the AS and A-level examination you will be tested on this skill with a selection of contrasting extracts.



The key questions



The specification lists six key questions around which the study is based. These are wide-ranging in scope and can be considered across the whole period. They reflect the broadly-based questions (usually covering 20–30 years) that will be set in the examination.
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1  How did democracy and political organisations develop in Britain?







You will learn how voting rights were extended throughout the period and what effect this had on the Conservative and Liberal parties. You will also learn about the development of the Labour Party after the First World War and the growth of extremist parties between the two world wars. Additionally, you will also explore the nature of the post-1945 political consensus.





[image: ]







[image: ]




2  How important were ideas and ideologies?







You will learn about the various political ideas and ideologies (ways of thinking about how the world should be), which shaped the period. The beliefs of politicians, intellectuals, social reformers and civil servants had a profound effect on how British society developed. You will explore why some ideas became dominant and others declined.
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3  How and with what effects did the economy develop?







Between 1851 and 1945 the British economy went through both rapid growth and gradual decline. You will learn about the factors that resulted in both processes and the results of economic transition for British politics and society. You will also learn about the differing economic ideas that politicians and economists believed in.
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4  How and with what effects did society and social policy develop?







British society and the country’s class system also developed throughout the period, from the rigid class structure of the Victorian era, to a more egalitarian age after the Second World War. You will examine how and why the class system developed and changed. This was also a period unprecedented in the level of social reform which took place, and you will examine the impact of social policy from Gladstone to the 1945 Labour Government.
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5  How and why did Britain’s relationship with Ireland change?







British relations with Ireland underwent a dramatic transformation. In 1851, Ireland was the oldest colony in the British Empire. By the end of the period of study, Ireland was an independent country, with Northern Ireland remaining part of the United Kingdom. You will examine the political debates over the issue of Home Rule for Ireland and the escalation of tensions leading to Ireland’s War of Independence and Civil War.
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6  How important was the role of key individuals and groups and how were they affected by developments?







This book also focuses on key individuals such as William Gladstone, David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill. It examines the role of organisations and political parties such as the Tariff Reform League, the Fabian Society and the Labour Party. You will evaluate the extent to which these individuals and groups were instrumental in bringing social, economic and political change to Britain. You will also examine the impact of these changes on key groups and individuals.
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How this book is designed to help your studies


1 With the facts, concepts and key questions of the specification
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2 With the skills needed to answer examination questions
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3 With the skills in reading, understanding and making notes from the book


Note-making


Good note-making is really important. Your notes are an essential revision resource. What is more, the process of making notes will help you understand and remember what you are reading.


How to make notes


Most note-making styles reflect the distinction between key points and supporting evidence. Below is advice on a variety of different note-making styles. Throughout each section in the book are note-making activities for you to carry out.


The important thing is that you understand your notes. Therefore, you don’t have to write everything down, and you don’t have to write in full sentences.


While making notes you can use abbreviations:






	Full text

	Abbreviation






	

First World War


Social reforms


Home Rule


Labour Party



	

FWW


Soc refs


HR


Lab Party









You can develop your own abbreviations. Usually it is only yourself who has to understand them!


You can use arrows instead of words:






	Full text

	Abbreviation






	

Increased


Decreased



	

↑


↓









You can use mathematical notation:






	Equals

	=






	plus, and

	+






	Because
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	Therefore

	∴







Note-making styles


There are a large number of note-making styles. However you prefer to make notes, by hand or on a laptop or tablet, the principles are the same. You can find examples of three popular styles below. All of them have their strengths, it is a good idea to try them all and work out which style suits you.


Style 1: Bullet points


Bullet points can be a useful method of making notes because:





•  they encourage you to write in note form, rather than in full sentences



•  they help you to organise your ideas in a systematic fashion



•  they are easy to skim read later



•  you can show relative importance visually by indenting less important, or supporting points.





Usually it is easier to write notes with bullet points after you have skim-read a section or a paragraph first in order to get the overall sense in your head.


Style 2: The 1–2 methods


The 1–2 method is a variation on bullet points. The method is based on dividing your page into two columns: the first for the main point, the second for supporting detail. This allows you to see the structure of the information clearly. To do this, you can create a chart to complete, as follows:






	Main point

	Supporting detail






	 

	 







Style 3: Spider diagrams


Spider diagrams or mind maps can be a useful method of making notes because:





•  they help you to categorise factors: each of the main branches coming from the centre should be a new category



•  they help you see what is most important: often the most important factors will be close to the centre of the diagram



•  they can help you see connections between different aspects of what you are studying. It is useful to draw lines between different parts of your diagram to show links



•  they can also help you with essay planning: you can use them to quickly get down the main points and develop a clear structure in response to an essay question



•  you can set out the spider diagram in any way that seems appropriate for the task, but usually, as with a spider’s web, you would start with the title or central issue in the middle with connecting lines radiating outwards.








1 Politics, political parties and the Irish Question, 1851–86
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This chapter covers the political events in Britain and Ireland during the period 1851–86. It deals with a number of key areas:





•  The political system and how the right to vote was extended to create a more recognisably democratic country.



•  The way the political parties developed and adapted to these changes and the impact of two outstanding political leaders – Gladstone and Disraeli.



•  The problems in Ireland, their impact on British politics and the policies adopted to deal with the ‘Irish Question’.





When you have worked through the chapter and the related activities, you should have detailed knowledge of all those areas. You should be able to relate this knowledge to the key breadth issues defined as part of your study:





•  How did democracy and political organisations develop in Britain?



•  How important were ideas and ideologies?



•  How and why did Britain’s relationship with Ireland change?



•  How important was the role of key individuals and groups and how were they affected by developments?





For the period covered in this chapter, the main issues can be summarised in the following questions:


Why was there opposition to the idea of extending the vote to more people and why in the end was this resistance overcome?


How and why did events in and attitudes and policies towards Ireland impact on the political system and begin to address the problems of Ireland?


The focus of these questions is on the development of tensions and the range of causal factors that contributed to that development.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW


In 1851 the two main political parties were the Tories (or Conservatives) who had dominated the system in the early years of the century, and the Whigs (or Liberals) who had emerged in the 1830s as the more dominant force. Both parties were in a state of transition. From 1851 to 1886 the Liberals would continue to dominate government. Only one Conservative government took office in that period with a majority in the House of Commons – there were three other Conservative governments of short duration which operated as ‘minority governments’. The period was dominated by the emergence of two extraordinary politicians, the Liberal leader William Ewart Gladstone and the Conservative leader Benjamin Disraeli. These two men dominated their parties and had an immense impact on the way those parties developed. They also detested each other to a degree that is unusual in the entire political history of this country. Each of them was involved in bringing about political change that, while falling short of creating a democracy, set the country on the path to democracy. As they battled with problems and each other, a great issue that had been ever-present but only periodically in the forefront of politics, finally rose up to deliver its own impact and change the shape of British politics in ways that can still be traced down to the present day – the Irish Question.
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1 The political system in the mid-nineteenth century


In order to understand the politics, social issues and economic policies of the period 1851–64 it is necessary to grasp clearly what conditions existed in all these areas in 1851 and some of the background factors which had shaped them. Therefore some of what follows necessarily relates to events before 1851, which cannot form the basis of any exam questions. However, it is essential to understanding the context of what follows.


In 1851 the United Kingdom, comprising England and Wales, Scotland and Ireland was a country of massive and complex contradictions. It had been undergoing political, social and economic change at an unprecedented rate for decades and would continue to do so in the decades to come. Constitutionally the United Kingdom was complex. England and Wales was a single legal and administrative country dating from the laws of 1536 and 1543 which are sometimes misleadingly referred to as ‘Acts of Union’. In fact, they were simply the extension of English law and administration into Wales, which was already under English control. Scotland was very different. In 1706 and 1707 the English Parliament and the Scottish Parliaments passed, respectively and separately, Acts of Union that merged two sovereign independent nations into one – Great Britain. Ireland was already under British control when the Act of Union between Great Britain and Ireland was passed in 1800. There was an Irish Parliament which was abolished, but that parliament had always been subservient to the British Parliament at Westminster.


The House of Commons had MPs elected to it from all the constituent parts of the UK. However, some types of laws passed at the Westminster Parliament still needed to be passed separately for England and Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. So for example what is generally referred to as the Great Reform Act of 1832 (see page 5) was in fact three separate reform acts, each relating to a different part of the UK.


The role of the monarch in this system was changing. Up until 1832 it had been accepted that the prime minister was appointed by the monarch and that government policies were only carried forward with the approval of the king or queen. Queen Anne in 1709 was the last monarch to actually use the power of royal veto to reject a law. However, subsequent monarchs had used their influence to stop legislation they did not like in less obvious but just as effective ways. In 1834 William IV became the last monarch to actually sack a prime minister he disagreed with. He was quickly forced to reverse his decision. William IV died in 1837 and was replaced by his eighteen-year-old niece who became Queen Victoria. She would reign until 1901. Though she would often try to influence prime ministers and the policies they adopted she had to accept that real political power did not lie with her. The political system, while far from democratic, even after being reformed in 1832, was moving towards a situation in which political parties contested for power at general elections and these elections would solely determine the composition of the government and its policies.
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Comparing old and new money


Throughout this book there will be references to money using the old system of British currency. Before February 1971, Britain’s system of money was not based on the decimal system. The £1 unit was made up of 20 shilling units. Each shilling unit was made up of 12 penny units. When the currency was decimalised the rate set was 1 new penny = 2.4 old pennies because 100 new pennies would make up a pound while 240 old pennies had previously made up a pound.
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NOTE-MAKING


Use the headings and questions in Section 1 to make brief notes on Britain’s political system and the right to vote. Structure your notes with headings, sub-headings and sub-points to make them easy to navigate and use (see page x for further guidance).


For example, the following headings could be used to summarise the key points on pages 2–8.





•  The voting system and who had the right to vote.



•  The factors shaping the development of the Liberal and Conservative parties.



•  The reasons why there was resistance to further reform after 1851.
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The road to democracy: the Parliamentary system in the mid-nineteenth century


How much progress had been made towards democracy in British politics by 1851?


In 1851 the right to vote was still restricted to a limited number of men. The right to vote (or ‘franchise’) was based on an Act passed in 1832 which has become known by the title ‘The Great Reform Act’, though historians are very divided as to whether the title ‘Great’ is really appropriate.


On the surface, Parliament in 1851 looked much the same as now with MPs elected to the House of Commons and peers, or Lords, sitting in the unelected House of Lords. However, in practice the situation was very different. MPs were elected for two different types of constituency – counties and boroughs. Generally speaking, county MPs represented rural areas while borough MPs represented urban areas. To qualify as a county MP a man had to show that he possessed property in some form valued at £600 – a sum which in today’s terms would equate to around £700,000. Borough MPs needed to possess property to the value of £300. The difference marked the greater prestige accorded to county ‘seats’ in the House of Commons. These qualifications were abolished in 1858 as they were proving difficult to enforce and easy to evade.


Before 1832 anyone owning land in county areas valued at 40 shillings for rent (or £2) was entitled to vote for candidates in the county seats. In practice this meant men though in fact there was no law that prevented women from voting. By 1832 this was a relatively modest sum. In boroughs the right to vote was set out in the borough charter which was granted by the Crown and set out all the rights and privileges that residents in the borough enjoyed. The right to vote in boroughs varied a great deal; in some only members of the town council could vote, in some it was ratepayers and in others virtually all male inhabitants could vote. In 1832, as will be seen, a standard voting qualification was introduced for boroughs and several new qualifications were allowed in counties. Also in 1832 all qualifications (or ‘franchises’) were stated to be for men only. All counties returned two MPs to Parliament regardless of the size of the population. Most boroughs also returned two MPs though some smaller ones had been reduced to one MP under the 1832 Act.


Elections were very different, too. All voting was done in public and the votes cast recorded and published. Many elections were not even contested because running an election campaign could be expensive and in many constituencies the majority of voters would support candidates who either were, or were supported by, prominent local men whose influence could not be disregarded. Once elected many MPs went only rarely to the House of Commons and some almost never attended. MPs were not paid and attendance was entirely their choice.


Before 1832 the borough constituencies which dated from the Middle Ages had remained unchanged. As a result the growing industrial towns such as Manchester, Leeds and Merthyr Tydfil had no representation in the House of Commons. At the same time some boroughs which had originally been large and populous in medieval times had declined in population or in a few extreme cases even ceased to be populated at all. Such boroughs (popularly known as ‘rotten boroughs’) still retained the right to MPs who effectively bought the seats from the landowners.



The House of Lords


The House of Lords was also very different to today where it exists mainly to propose, revise and amend legislation and to sometimes delay it. In 1851 it had full power to reject or amend any legislation coming from the House of Commons, except that by custom it did not interfere with financial matters such as the annual Budget that gave the government its income. Peerages were hereditary, passing from father to son or the next male heir in the family. It is important to understand that not all men using titles had the right to sit in the House of Lords. For example, Lord Palmerston, an important figure in this chapter, held an Irish peerage. Only a limited number of Irish peers (28) were entitled to a seat in the Lords and they were elected for life by their fellow Irish peers. Lord Palmerston spent his entire career as an MP. Lord John Russell, another important figure in the chapter, was called Lord John as a courtesy. He was a younger son of the Duke of Bedford, and it was customary to accord the sons of dukes and marquises (the highest grades of peer), this courtesy. Lord John was therefore also an MP for most of his career, before eventually being created an earl.


Today we accept that all the leading government ministers are MPs not Lords. In 1851 the Government was made up of ministers who could be either in the House of Commons or the House of Lords, including the prime minister. The only exception was the chancellor of the exchequer who had to be an MP because of the Commons’ special control of finance. However, in 1851 the chancellorship of the exchequer was not as important a government post as it has since become.


Parliament passed laws by a procedure which remains the same today. A proposed new law or a change to an existing law is known as a parliamentary bill until it has passed the stages of consideration in Parliament and received the Royal Assent. There are five stages for a bill to pass in order to become law. All five have to be carried out by both Houses of Parliament. In 1851, and until reform of the House of Lords in 1911 (see page 76), apart from finance bills the Lords had equal power over the process. The stages of a bill are:
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All the legislation you will study in this book had to pass this process before becoming law. The time that a bill takes, then and now, can vary enormously from a few days to years.



The ‘Great’ Reform Act of 1832


The Reform Act (strictly speaking three separate Acts as explained in the chapter summary on page 29) was the basis of the political system during the period 1851–67, so its terms and implications are important to understand.


So why was the Reform Act important?





•  Many ‘rotten’ and ‘pocket’ boroughs were abolished.



•  Seats were given to the new towns and cities.



•  A standard voting qualification – ownership or legal occupancy of property with an annual value of £10 – was introduced in the boroughs. The £10 qualification included the middle class but excluded the working class.



•  Electoral registers were set up to list all qualified voters, promoting a need for party organisation to win elections.



•  The changes helped preserve and strengthen the system of government by the elite classes.



•  The House of Lords opposed the Reform Act and rejected two versions of it. This led the Government to threaten to flood the Lords with new pro-reform peers. The Lords were forced to back down, thus creating a precedent for any future conflict between the Commons and the Lords.



•  After 1832 the House of Commons was clearly the more powerful partner in Parliament.





The extent to which the Reform Act of 1832 can be seen as genuinely ‘great’ depends to a considerable extent on perspective. Credible estimates suggest that there were around 500,000 eligible voters prior to 1832 and that this rose to around 800,000 after the Act. If the assumption is that the Act ought to have delivered a high degree of democracy with at least adult male suffrage and secret voting, then clearly it was disappointingly limited. Radicals of the time certainly saw it that way. If, on the other hand, the emphasis is put on continuity and gradual progression, then the Act appears in a better light and can be argued to have been a great breakthrough, at least on the gradual path to democracy, paving the way for the next Reform Act in 1867.


Political parties and party realignment to 1868


How and why did both the Conservative and Liberal parties change in nature over the 1850s and 1860s?


During the 1850s and 1860s the Conservative Party (Tories) and the Liberal Party (Whigs) underwent significant changes. This was in part the result of changes brought about by the 1832 Reform Act but also by a major split in the Conservative Party.


The development of the Conservative Party to 1868


In 1833 the Conservative Party was still most widely known as the Tory Party and had just undergone a split which had taken some of its more liberal-minded and progressive members over to the Whigs. Those that remained were generally the more conservative-minded Tories some of whom were ‘Ultra-Tories’, meaning that they held extreme reactionary views about politics, economics and religion, and were determined at the very least to oppose any further reforms following the Great Reform Act of 1832 and Catholic Emancipation in 1829 – some ‘Ultras’ even hoped to repeal both measures. This was the initial cause of the Tory split as some Tories favoured Catholic Emancipation while others opposed it. Many Tories distrusted their leaders Wellington and Sir Robert Peel for allowing Catholic Emancipation. Peel, who emerged as the leader by 1834, also accepted the Reform Act which he had originally opposed.


In the period 1834–41 Peel aimed to create a party capable of supporting a government. He consciously shifted the party towards a more moderate attitude. He began this process in what has become known as the Tamworth Manifesto of 1834. Broadly the manifesto dealt with:





•  maintaining the idea that the monarch still retained genuine executive power in the constitution – in reality Peel knew perfectly well that the monarch’s role had been changed by the 1832 Act



•  confirmation that the Reform Act was to be regarded as irrevocable – to warn off those who thought that it might be repealed



•  acceptance of the principle that moderate reform would be pursued where there was a clear case for change.





A general election was held in January 1835 and the Conservatives gained some seats but not enough to overturn the Whig majority and Peel resigned. However, he succeeded in persuading some leading Whigs, such as Sir James Graham and Lord Edward Stanley (later Lord Derby) to switch their allegiance to him. The Conservatives won further seats in the general election of 1837, which in accordance with the constitutional practice of the time was held on the death of William IV. In the next general election in 1841, with the country in the grip of a great financial and economic crisis, the Conservatives won with a substantial majority. Peel’s governments between 1841 and 1846 brought in many reforms and set the country firmly on the road to economic free trade (see page 37). But Peel’s policies upset many of his backbench MPs and when in 1845–46 he undertook to repeal the Corn Laws, which protected British agriculture from foreign competition, the Conservatives split. Almost all Conservative leaders apart from Lord Derby supported Peel, while most backbenchers, led by Benjamin Disraeli, opposed him. As a result the party was left with few recognisable men of stature. Peel himself died in 1850 after a riding accident.


Lord Derby led the Conservatives after Peel’s resignation and his main contribution was to hold the party together after the disastrous split with Peel in 1846. Derby tried at various times between 1846 and 1859 to win back the ‘Peelites’ (Gladstone, Lord Aberdeen, Sir James Graham and others) who had been Cabinet ministers under Peel, but he failed. A significant barrier to their return (especially that of Gladstone, the leading Peelite) was the rise of Disraeli, who was never forgiven by the Peelites for making vicious and personal attacks on Peel during the Corn Law debates in 1846. Disraeli gradually emerged between 1846 and 1852 as the number two to Lord Derby. In Derby’s minority government of 1852, formed due to a split in the Whig Government, Disraeli was made chancellor of the exchequer and Leader of the House of Commons. He repeated these roles in the further minority Derby Governments of 1858–59 and 1866–67, before taking over from Derby as party leader and prime minister in 1868.


The development of the Liberal Party to 1868


In 1830 the Whigs, after years of political opposition to the dominant Tory Party, finally came to power. The Whig leader Lord Grey was determined to end his long and largely powerless career by passing a major reform of the political system – the Reform Act of 1832 was the result. By 1846 the Whigs were increasingly becoming known as Liberals. They were generally supported by independent radicals in Parliament and by the Peelites (the Conservatives who had continued to support Peel in 1846) who saw them as the best option for protecting Peel’s policies. Lord John Russell had emerged as the Whig leader after the defeat in 1841 and he unified the party around the idea of repealing the Corn Laws in 1845 and supported Peel’s policy when the Conservatives split over the issue.
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Crimean War


The Crimean War (1854–56) saw Britain side with France in a war with Russia which was seen as threatening the Turkish Empire – Britain saw this as a Russian threat to India in the longer term. The war was fought in the Crimea region of Russia bordering the Black Sea and though Russia was eventually defeated, the war revealed the many inefficiencies of the British Army and the appalling lack of welfare for soldiers, particularly those wounded in action and struck down by disease. The infamous and disastrous charge of the Light Brigade is perhaps the best-known incident of the war.
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The two leading figures in the party by 1851 were Russell and Lord Palmerston – Russell had the leading role as the longer-established figure in the Liberal ranks but Palmerston had a personally loyal following in the Commons. Russell and Palmerston had an uneasy relationship and clashed disastrously in 1851. Palmerston was removed by Russell as foreign secretary and then turned against Russell and brought his government down in February 1852. The Liberal split was repaired in late 1852 when Russell and Palmerston agreed to put their differences aside and serve under the Peelite Lord Aberdeen in a Liberal-Peelite coalition which William Ewart Gladstone, a passionate supporter of Peel, also agreed to join. This marked the start of a seven-year process by which the Peelites, by far the most important one being Gladstone, were gradually absorbed into the Liberal Party.


The Aberdeen Government was brought down by the disasters of the early stages of the Crimean War and in 1855 Palmerston became prime minister. Russell accepted his demotion in the national interest (although he did retire from politics for a while in the late 1850s) and from here on until Palmerston’s death in 1865 he was effectively second in command, with Gladstone emerging alongside him. The tendency of the party to internal warfare was seen again in 1858 when dissent within the party led to a defeat in the Commons which brought Palmerston’s government down. However, in 1859 the issue of Italian unification brought all shades of Liberal opinion together in agreement that Britain should support the cause of Italian unity. This led to the formal formation of the Liberal Party with Palmerston at its head. Gladstone, who disliked Palmerston personally and his foreign policies in particular, had been indecisive about his relations with the party, sometimes agreeing to serve with, and under, Palmerston, but then resigning. In 1859 he threw in his lot with the Liberals once and for all. Russell came out of retirement to join Palmerston’s government.
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Italian unification


At that time Italy was divided into separate kingdoms and states with a number of different rulers. The north-eastern part of Italy was under the control of the Austrian Empire. Between 1848 and 1871 Italy was unified into the single state that exists today. 1859 was the start of a particularly crucial period in this process.
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Palmerston was essentially conservative on many issues and particularly on the issue of parliamentary reform (see page 8). So long as he was leader, Russell, who had long wanted to extend the vote beyond the 1832 limits, was unable to make any move. He did however eventually gain the support of Gladstone for reform – Gladstone having originally also opposed it. In 1861 Russell received an earldom and went to the Lords. When Palmerston died in 1865 the barrier to parliamentary reform was gone. Russell took over as prime minister and with Gladstone (now the Liberal leader in the Commons) agreed to propose a new reform bill to Parliament. They were defeated when a section of the Liberals, led by Robert Lowe, turned against them and voted against the bill. The resulting Conservative Government under Lord Derby put through its own Reform Act in 1867. When the general election of 1868 was held Gladstone was the acknowledged leader of the Liberals – Russell having gone into permanent retirement when his government fell in 1866.


Demand for and resistance to further parliamentary reform


Why was it 1867 before a further reform of Parliament took place?


As early as 1851 the Whig prime minister Lord John Russell suggested to his Cabinet that the Government look at proposing further parliamentary reform. He met strong resistance however from his colleagues and particularly from Lord Palmerston, the foreign secretary. As a result Russell shelved the idea but he remained convinced that the 1832 settlement could not be expected to last indefinitely. However, following the Whig Government’s split in 1852 which caused Russell’s resignation, it was Palmerston who gradually emerged as the party’s leading figure, becoming prime minister during the Crimean War. As a result Russell did not become prime minister again until Palmerston died in 1865. While Palmerston lived, the Whigs, officially known as the Liberal Party from 1859, would not take on the issue of reforming parliament again.


Palmerston had been a Tory minister in the 1820s. He had originally opposed parliamentary reform but changed his mind in 1830 and agreed to join the Whig Government to pass a limited reform that would prevent revolution. Though he opted to stay with the Whigs after the Reform Act was passed, he never changed his basic conservative ideas.





•  He took seriously the pledge that the Government gave in 1832 that the Reform Act was a ‘final and irrevocable’ solution to the crisis situation that had arisen over parliamentary reform.



•  He was no democrat – he did not believe that the working classes were fit for participation in the political system.



•  He realised that the terms of the 1832 Act had left the Whigs or Liberals as the dominant party in British politics. Political self-interest meant that changing the system might disturb that.





There were a number of factors working against the idea of further parliamentary reform before 1865 and Palmerston’s opposition was only one of them.





•  Although the Conservative Party could not form majority governments from 1846 to 1865, it remained numerically strong in the House of Commons and it opposed further reform.



•  Therefore for reform to have a chance of success the Whigs, radicals and Peelites needed to be united behind the idea. However, at least 60–70 Whig MPs agreed with Palmerston. The Peelites were also opposed.



•  The House of Lords was firmly against any further parliamentary reform so any attempt would have needed to be strong enough to force the measure on the Lords, as had been done in 1832.



•  Even the radicals were divided over whether only better-off working-class men should get the vote or whether to aim for universal adult male suffrage.





Overall it can be argued that Palmerston may have been the single most important factor in preventing further parliamentary reform before 1865 simply because he held such political authority. A significant support for this interpretation is that once he died in 1865 his successor as prime minister, Russell, who had long been in favour of further reform and was now supported by Gladstone, introduced a new reform bill in 1866. This would have given the vote to some better-off working-class men. However, this bill was defeated when the anti-reform Liberals rebelled. This shows that, even without Palmerston on the scene, achieving further reform was not going to be easy. It is clear that up to 1865 the majority of MPs, and an overwhelming majority of peers, were against the idea of further parliamentary reform. Therefore the argument that Palmerston was simply at the head of this general opposition is also a perfectly sustainable interpretation.
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KEY DATES: THE POLITICAL SYSTEM IN THE MID-NINETEENTH CENTURY






	1832

	Great Reform Act passed.






	1837

	Queen Victoria ascends the throne.






	1841

	Peel leads the Conservative Party to victory in the general election.






	1846

	Conservative Party splits.






	1859

	Official formation of the Liberal Party with Lord Palmerston as leader. Palmerston makes it clear he will not agree to further parliamentary reform.






	1865

	Palmerston dies.






	1866

	The Liberal Government tries to pass a parliamentary reform bill but is defeated.
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NOTE-MAKING


Use the headings and questions in Section 2 to make brief notes on Gladstone and Disraeli and their impact on their parties and Britain’s political system. Structure your notes with headings, sub-headings and sub-points to make them easy to navigate and use (see page x for further guidance).


For example, the following headings could be used to summarise the key points on pages 9–16:





•  How liberal was Gladstone in his ideas?



•  What criticism of him was there in the Liberal Party?



•  What impact did Disraeli have on the Conservative Party?
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2 Gladstone, Disraeli and the beginning of democratic politics


The 1850s and 1860s saw the rise to political dominance of the Liberal William Gladstone, and the Conservative Benjamin Disraeli. Neither of these men was a democrat in any meaningful sense of the word, yet the social and political forces that were developing around them and the political parties they led were such that democratic ideas began to force their way onto the political agenda.


Gladstone, Liberalism and the development of the Liberal Party


How important was Gladstone to the development of the Liberal Party in the period 1851–74?


Gladstonian Liberalism


Gladstone’s impact on the development of the Liberal Party was immense. The political philosophy he brought to it and tried to impose on it has become known as ‘Gladstonian Liberalism’. Historians argue about two things:





•  how far Gladstone succeeded in shaping the party into what he wanted it to be



•  how far his influence was negative rather than positive.





First, it is important to establish what exactly is meant by Gladstonian Liberalism. His political ideas were shaped by:





•  his deep religious convictions – he could only justify his involvement in politics to himself if he could see that it served God’s will in some way



•  his idea that he had some kind of rapport with ordinary people



•  his belief that ‘missions’ or great moral issues were good for society and politics



•  his belief that government had to be conducted along moral lines.





His political philosophy can be summed up as follows:





•  Good government meant minimum intervention from above and maximum freedom left to the individual.



•  Good government was prudent in its spending and did not waste the taxpayer’s money.



•  Free trade was the only sound and moral economic system for a civilised country.



•  Reform of abuses or out-of-date practices was best carried out by the individuals or the institutions involved on a voluntary basis. Only if voluntary action failed should government intervene to bring about a satisfactory reform.



•  Unfair privileges which protected particular groups against competition were damaging not only to society and/or government but also, in the long run, to those who were unfairly protected – Gladstone mainly had in mind here the aristocracy.



•  The Anglican Church was the most perfect form of worship revealed by God but other faiths and other Christian denominations must be respected and shown an example by the Anglican faith.



•  Society was naturally hierarchical in nature and the traditional ruling classes were best fitted to hold the reins of government, but aristocracy and the wealthy elites had a duty not to put their own selfish interests before those of the wider community.





These views clearly illustrate that Gladstone was really very conservative in most of his ideas. There was also plenty of potential contradiction in his ideas: How far should intervention go if there was a case for it? What exactly was an abuse or an out-of-date practice? How far should individual freedom outweigh the wider public interest? All this worried Gladstone a great deal. The social reforms of Gladstone’s first two governments, 1868–74 and 1880–85, are discussed in detail in Chapter 2. However, there is hardly a single piece of reform legislation passed by those governments which cannot be said to have offended the strict principles of Gladstonian Liberalism as well as having derived some influence from them. All the reforms carried out by his Governments caused Gladstone doubts because one way or another they all compromised his beliefs as well as conformed to them. For Gladstone, in every case it was the overall balance of the effect or the sheer necessity of change which was the final argument that made him throw his weight behind a measure or at least allow it to go ahead. This constant tension between Gladstone’s principles and the practical needs of running a government and reforming the country created considerable problems within the Liberal Party. More traditional ‘Whig’ Liberals felt Gladstone was too radical at times. However, genuine radicals in the party took quite the opposite view.




[image: ]


William Ewart Gladstone, 1809–98
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Gladstone came from a wealthy business family based in Liverpool. He attended Eton and then Oxford, was a brilliant scholar and extremely religious. He hoped for a career in the Church of England but accepted his father’s demand that he enter politics and advance the family’s interests and status. As a young politician Gladstone was noted for his extreme Tory views on most issues. In the 1833 reformed parliament Gladstone sat as the member for Newark, a constituency under the control of the Duke of Newcastle who was a leading Tory. The Duke and Gladstone’s father had agreed to share the election costs. Lord Macauley, a liberal-minded Whig politician and historian at the time characterised Gladstone as ‘the rising hope of those stern unbending Tories’.


Gladstone’s ultra-conservatism however began to moderate in the 1830s and 1840s under the influence of Sir Robert Peel. Peel saw Gladstone’s great ability and gave him a junior government post in his 1834–35 administration. In 1841 when Peel returned to power he made Gladstone vice-president of the Board of Trade and two years later he was promoted to president. In 1845–46 Gladstone became Peel’s colonial secretary and an important supporter in the fight to secure the repeal of the Corn Laws. Peel’s resignation and the split in the Conservative Party appalled Gladstone and for a while he contemplated giving up politics altogether – an idea which he rejected, but which he considered again and again throughout his career.


In the 1850s, with Peel dead, Gladstone faced a choice to return to the recovering Conservative Party under Lord Derby or move towards the Whigs led first by Lord John Russell and then by Palmerston. Gladstone disliked Palmerston because he saw his aggressive style of foreign policy as immoral. Even worse, Palmerston’s adulterous lifestyle and relationships with much younger women offended his strict religious principles. However, a return to the Conservatives was an even more offensive prospect. This would have meant that he would be working alongside Benjamin Disraeli who had now emerged from obscurity to a leading position alongside Lord Derby. Gladstone detested Disraeli for the leading role he had played in attacking and whipping up opposition to Gladstone’s revered Peel in the 1840s. Gladstone therefore swallowed hard on his distrust and dislike of Palmerston and became, in some ways, the unlikeliest of Liberals.
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Gladstone in the period 1874–80


In 1874 the Liberals were defeated in the general election. Gladstone took this as a sign that he could no longer play a useful role in politics and in 1875 he retired from the party leadership. However, although he stopped attending Parliament he did not resign his seat as an MP. In 1876, outraged by what he saw as Disraeli’s immoral attitude to foreign policy, he became active in politics again. In 1880 he decided to contest the general election in a Scottish constituency, Midlothian, where there was a strong chance of overturning the existing Conservative MP. Gladstone, now in his seventies, turned the Midlothian campaign into a national crusade against Disraeli’s government. The Midlothian campaign has sometimes been presented as a milestone in democratic politics, with Gladstone campaigning all over the country appealing to the widened, and secretly voting, electorate from 1867. In reality this is an exaggeration. It is true that the Liberal Party felt obliged to accept Gladstone back as leader but that was due more to the force of his personality than the nature of his campaign. Also, and a point generally ignored, Gladstone did not trust the democratic process to see him elected at Midlothian. He therefore also stood for election in Leeds, a totally safe Liberal seat which guaranteed his place in the Commons should the Midlothian campaign have failed. The Leeds seat was then passed to Gladstone’s son Herbert who had failed in his attempt to win a seat in Middlesex. This is hardly a good example of the advancement of democracy.
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Disraeli’s foreign policy


In 1875 army units of the Islamic Turkish Empire slaughtered around 12,000 Christians in Bulgaria, which was then part of the Turkish Empire and had rebelled against Turkish rule – many women and children were among the dead. Disraeli believed good relations with the Turkish Empire was a vital British interest so he played down the seriousness of the atrocities. Gladstone condemned this as an immoral response.
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Joseph Chamberlain and the radical challenge to Gladstone


What impact did Joseph Chamberlain have on the Liberal Party?


When Gladstone formed his government in 1880 he was forced to accept Chamberlain into the Cabinet because of his immense reputation among the radical Liberals and the sheer weight of his influence. Gladstone disliked Chamberlain and refused to offer him more than the presidency of the Board of Trade, a junior post which was not always accorded Cabinet-level status.


Chamberlain was appalled by Gladstone’s indifferent attitude to social reform and his ‘obsession’ with Ireland. Chamberlain was not opposed to improving the state of Ireland but he did not see it as a separate issue: to him Ireland needed to be seen within the context of social problems across the whole UK. Nevertheless he supported Gladstone’s Second Land Act of 1881 on the grounds that it brought Irish tenant farmers into closer alignment with the rest of the UK.


As President of the Board of Trade Chamberlain brought in an Electric Lighting Act which allowed town councils to establish electricity supplies and an Act to ensure fairer wages for seamen. He also passed an Act to control the safer shipment of grain and attempted to bring in legislation to regulate shipping to prevent insurance scams known as coffin ships, a problem that was becoming a national scandal at the time. In this last measure however he was defeated by influential members of his own party who forced the Cabinet to withdraw the bill. He also pushed for further parliamentary reform. His aim was to secure universal adult male suffrage but he could not get Gladstone to agree to this. In the end, the 1884 Reform Act gave male householders the vote in counties, bringing them into line with the borough householder vote of 1867.
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Joseph Chamberlain, 1836–1914
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Joseph Chamberlain was born in London in 1836, the son of a prosperous shoemaker and nonconformist by religion. As a nonconformist he could not go to public school or university so was educated at University College School in London, the premier school for nonconformist families at that time. He left aged sixteen. In 1854 at just eighteen he was sent to Birmingham to represent his father in a new venture, making metal screws, and from humble beginnings Chamberlain built a business empire on an international scale including significant connections in the USA – two-thirds of all metal screws made in the UK were made by Chamberlain’s company. By his late thirties Chamberlain was a multi-millionaire by modern calculations. He retired from business affairs in 1874 to concentrate on politics.


He first entered local politics in Birmingham. As a town councillor of the city from 1869 and subsequently as mayor in 1873–75, he oversaw a massive programme of civic improvements which brought lighting, clean water supplies, gas supplies, slum clearance schemes, schools, drainage and sanitation to the rapidly expanding urban area. At the same time he projected himself as a national Liberal politician through the National Liberal Federation and in 1876 became an MP for Birmingham. By 1880 he was so prominent in the party that he was given a Cabinet post. Chamberlain died in 1914 having suffered a debilitating stroke in 1906.
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Chamberlain believed that the 1880–85 Government had become a lost opportunity for extensive social and political reform and was determined to re-establish the Liberal Party as the party of social progress and greater democracy, especially after the Conservative social reforms of 1874–80. He therefore published a radical programme of reforms which he intended should become the official Liberal manifesto. The programme offered:





•  universal adult male suffrage



•  salaries for MPs – paid by constituents



•  equal-sized constituencies



•  free primary education



•  dis-establishment of the Church of England – to achieve religious equality



•  graduated income tax with higher rates for the wealthy



•  free land grants for agricultural labourers – waste and derelict land to be bought by local authorities under compulsory purchase powers



•  more protection in civil law for trade unions



•  a reformed local rates system with higher taxes for the wealthy



•  a new system of local government including elected councils for the counties and a National Councils Scheme for Ireland with an elected central board in Dublin



•  increased and compulsory powers for local authorities to develop slum clearance schemes.





Chamberlain summed up the programme as follows:




‘The community as a whole, co-operating for the benefit of all, may do something…to make the life of all its citizens, and above all, the poorest of them, somewhat better, somewhat nobler, somewhat happier.’





Basically the radical programme proposed, as another leading radical ally of Chamberlain put it, ‘the intervention of the state on behalf of the weak against the strong, in the interests of labour against capital, of want and suffering against luxury and ease’. Chamberlain, in another speech, sought to drive home the point in language which seemed to some to go too far:




‘Private ownership has taken the place of these communal rights and this system has become so sanctioned by law and custom that it might be very difficult and perhaps impossible to reverse. But then I ask, what ransom will property pay for the security which it enjoys? What substitute will it find for the natural rights it has ceased to recognise?’
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Why would Chamberlain’s ideas, as expressed in these quotations, have offended Gladstone?
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By using the term ‘ransom’ Chamberlain seemed to be using the threat of social disorder as a weapon. He recognised this himself and in subsequent speeches substituted the word ‘insurance’ instead. However, the damage was done and critics accused Chamberlain of revolutionary socialist leanings. This was untrue. Chamberlain most certainly believed in the rights of private property and their extension as wide as possible. He was not a socialist and indeed conceived that the radical programme was a counter to socialism. Gladstone rejected the radical programme out of hand and it therefore became known as the ‘unauthorised programme’.


Chamberlain’s frustration with Gladstone grew in 1886 when Gladstone formed his third government with the specific aim of passing Irish Home Rule. Gladstone hoped that he might be able to exclude Chamberlain, but his senior colleagues insisted that Chamberlain must be offered something. Gladstone finally offered Chamberlain the post of President of the Local Government Board hoping that Chamberlain would reject this as too junior a post. Chamberlain saw through the ploy however and accepted, seeing that it offered scope for reform proposals.


Gladstone’s decision on Home Rule for Ireland (see page 25) split the radicals of the party with some following Chamberlain and others remaining loyal to Gladstone. The National Liberal Federation (NLF), which Chamberlain had created, also stayed loyal to Gladstone. Chamberlain was forced into a rather unnatural alliance with the conservative Whig element of the Liberal Party which had also rebelled against Home Rule. These two elements then created the Liberal Unionist Association. To try to maintain a separate radical identity, Chamberlain also created a National Radical Union as a direct rival to the NLF. Though there were attempts to reconcile the rebels and the mainstream Liberal Party up to 1889, Gladstone’s insistence on remaining as leader and Chamberlain’s refusal to accept Irish Home Rule as Liberal policy made this impossible. As will be seen in Chapter 3, by the early 1890s the ‘Liberal Unionists’ were effectively the allies of the Conservatives.


Disraelian conservatism and ‘Tory democracy’


How important was Disraeli in the development of the Conservative Party, 1851–80?


Disraeli’s impact on the Conservative Party


In 1867, after he had masterminded the passage of the Second Reform Act (see pages 17–19), Disraeli made a comment that has become famous. ‘Yes,’ he said ‘I had to educate our party’. The comment was specifically about the issue of political reform, however subsequently it has been used to discuss Disraeli’s wider impact on the Conservative Party. The implication of the premise that Disraeli ‘educated’ the Conservative Party is that Disraeli was consciously schooling or training the party in new ideas; making Conservatives rethink their basic political principles and adopt (by implication) newer and better ones more suited to the times.
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Benjamin Disraeli, 1804–81
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Disraeli was the son of a well-known writer and literary critic, Isaac Disraeli. Though relatively wealthy, Isaac Disraeli did not possess the vast wealth of the Peels or the Gladstones and he had little connection with, or interest in, the political world. Consequently when his son turned his attention to politics there was little he could do to assist him.


Disraeli was sent to train for the law but eventually gave up the training. In a series of attempts to achieve independent wealth to support a political career he borrowed money to invest in a number of dubious business ventures. Before long Disraeli was hopelessly in debt. These debts stayed with him well into middle age and his life was a long cycle of borrowing and repaying debts. Only his marriage to a wealthy widow and his eventual political fame helped him to escape his debts.


Disraeli unsuccessfully contested elections in 1832 and 1834 as an independent radical Tory. In 1837 he finally secured election for the two-seat constituency of Maidstone, in partnership with a Mr Wyndham-Lewis whose wife Disraeli had impressed. Disraeli later married Mrs Wyndham-Lewis after her husband died. From 1841–47 Disraeli represented Shrewsbury. In 1848, after two years of negotiation, he bought a country estate in Buckinghamshire with a loan from the immensely wealthy Conservative peer the Duke of Sutherland. He sat as MP for Buckinghamshire from then on until he took a peerage as Earl of Beaconsfield in 1876.


Disraeli became notorious in the 1830s for a string of relationships with married women, one of whom sensationally committed suicide when the affair ended. His financial dealings were suspect and his debts left him in perpetual fear of prosecution. He dressed outlandishly and wore his hair long and in artificially created ringlets – all much against the mood of the time. However, he began to carve out a reputation for himself as an effective backbench speaker, but when Peel formed his government in 1841 and reshuffled it in 1843 there was no place for Disraeli. Only the great clash with Peel in 1845–46 propelled him into a leadership role. Following the retirement of Lord Derby in 1868 Disraeli finally became leader of the party and prime minister. In 1874 he led the party to its first clear general election victory since 1841. In the 1880 general election he was defeated and he died in 1881.
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To evaluate the validity of this view there needs to be some comment on what it was that Conservatives allegedly stood for, or against, prior to allegedly undergoing this treatment at Disraeli’s hands. There is some substance to the idea that Conservatives in the 1850s and early 1860s had become rather passive in their politics. The two-thirds of the party which had split from Peel in 1846 certainly had little natural inclination for reforms. They had seen enough of that under Peel and had not liked what they had seen. There had never been any great enthusiasm among Conservatives, including Peel, for the idea of government directly intervening with legislation to deal with social problems. Those Conservatives who favoured social reform, and there were more than is sometimes realised, tended to the view that individual MPs had the responsibility to propose reforms to Parliament. There was also a strong resistance to the idea of extending the right to vote to wider classes. Given these factors there is some clear ground for the idea that Disraeli did seek to take the party in a new direction within the period stated. That, however, is not the same thing as claiming that he actually changed their basic views by a process of re-education.


In 1872, under pressure to show that he was still a viable leader, Disraeli embarked on a series of speeches. Two major public ones were made at Manchester and the Crystal Palace in London and others were at smaller party meetings. There is no doubt that this was a new direction. His audiences for these speeches were from the newly formed and still rather struggling National Union of Conservative and Constitutional Working Men’s Associations. This had been formed in 1867 to promote the appeal of the Conservatives to the newly enfranchised working-class voters of the boroughs (see page 17). Disraeli’s speeches attracted attention in the press, but it is much less certain how far his focus on social reform was enthusiastically embraced in the party. A further point is that although Disraeli raised dealing with social problems as an aim of the party, he failed to deliver any specific proposals for social reforms. Much of what he had to say was routine denunciation of Gladstone and the Liberal Government and only a very small part of each speech was devoted to the ‘new direction’.


The details of the social reform policies introduced by Disraeli’s Conservative Government 1874–80 are discussed in Chapter 2. The bulk of the reforms were carried out in 1875–76 under the initiative of Richard Cross, the home secretary, who used existing government reports by senior civil servants over the previous twenty years. It is well-known that Disraeli had absolutely no firm proposals to offer his Cabinet in 1874. He did ‘re-educate’ his Cabinet on trade union reform, insisting on concessions to the unions over picketing in the face of some fairly firm reluctance on the part of his colleagues. He also supported Cross over interventionist social reform legislation, much of which was little to the taste of the majority of the Cabinet. Once the ideas in the government reports had been pillaged, however, the Disraelian cupboard was bare. In the 1880 election campaign it did not even occur to the Conservatives to claim the credit for their legislation.


Disraeli encouraged the reorganisation of the Conservative’s Central Office though the actual work was carried out by Sir John Gorst. More elections were contested by Conservative candidates in 1874 than in 1868, perhaps as many as 50 more. Disraeli’s biographer Robert Blake observed that ‘in 1872 and 1873 Disraeli was able to do something that no Conservative leader had done since Peel; to present his Party as having not only a distinctive colour and style, but also a broad-based appeal’. Of course this very much refers to how the party was projected by Disraeli, and leaves open the question of how far he had really remodelled it.


To sum up, there is a strong case for saying that Disraeli took the Conservative Party in a new direction, even if it might legitimately be said that at times he was not entirely clear himself as to which particular direction that was! It is much less certain that he ever re-educated, or even seriously attempted to re-educate, the party as a whole. At times he put pressure directly on Cabinet colleagues or party officers for the acceptance of particular policies. He understood the need for some kind of party discipline within the parliamentary party and the need for effective and sustained opposition.


Source A Adapted from a speech by Disraeli in 1872. Quoted in Gladstone, Disraeli and Later Victorian Politics by Paul Adelman, Longman, 1974, pp. 88–89.
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Gentlemen, I think that the Tory Party, or as I will venture to call it, the National party, has arrived at the conclusion that it is its first duty to maintain the power and prosperity of the country. There is another great object of the Tory Party – to maintain the institutions of the country because to them we ascribe the power and prosperity of the country. Another great object of the party and one not inferior to the upholding of our institutions, is the elevation of the condition of the people.
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Source B Adapted from the memoirs of Richard Cross, home secretary in the Disraeli Government, 1874–80. Quoted in Gladstone, Disraeli and Later Victorian Politics by Paul Adelman, Longman, 1974, pp. 89–90.
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When the Cabinet came to discuss the Queen’s Speech, I was, I confess, disappointed at the want of originality shown by the Prime Minister. From all his speeches I had quite expected that his mind was full of legislative schemes, but such did not prove to be the case; on the contrary, he had to rely on the various suggestions of his colleagues, and as they themselves had only just come into office, there was some difficulty in framing the Queen’s Speech.
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Read Sources A and B and answer the following questions:





1  What is Disraeli referring to when he speaks of the ‘institutions of the country’?



2  Which of these two sources do you find more valuable in making an assessment of Disraeli’s contribution to the Conservative Party and why?
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Disraeli’s final legacy to the Conservative Party


Disraeli died in April 1881. Though his health had been failing for some years he was remarkably active in the House of Lords during 1880 and between the election defeat and his death he wrote a number of papers and made several speeches in the House of Lords setting out what he saw as the priorities for the Conservative Party in the future. High on his list was the issue of the defence of the rights of property, which Gladstone, through his land reforms in Ireland, was seen to be threatening.


Echoing Peel’s strategy back in the 1830s, Disraeli advocated the broadening of the party to attract dissident Liberals. He saw the potential for this in 1880 when more than 50 Liberal MPs voted against Gladstone’s Irish Compensation Bill and it passed the Commons only on Irish votes. A leading Liberal peer, Lord Lansdowne, defected to the Conservatives on the issue. This foreshadowed the eventual split with the Liberal Unionists in 1886 over Irish Home Rule. At the same he emphasised the need to increase the party’s appeal to working-class voters. After his death a group of more progressive conservatives set up the Primrose League, aimed at spreading conservative principles particularly among working-class men – the primrose was Disraeli’s favourite flower. The Primrose League reached a peak of 1 million members by 1891 and though its popularity declined in the twentieth century it was not disbanded until 2004.


Finally, and of immense significance for the future, Disraeli laid great stress on the maintenance of the integrity of the House of Lords. He made a great deal of this in 1880, arguing that the Lords must exercise a restraining influence on radicalism while taking care to avoid an actual constitutional crisis which might call its constitutional position into question. Later, Disraeli’s successor, Lord Salisbury, laid particular stress on this and it was central to his thinking in creating first an alliance and then a coalition government with the Liberal Unionists. However, Salisbury’s caution in constitutional matters was not followed by his successors (see page 20).


Parliamentary reform and its impact


Why did the Conservatives pass a radical measure of parliamentary reform in 1867?


With Palmerston dead, the new prime minister Lord Russell (he had become an earl in 1861) and Gladstone, the leading Liberals in the Lords and Commons respectively, agreed to introduce a new reform bill (1866) to give the vote to a strictly limited number of working-class men in borough constituencies – overall about 400,000 new voters. This was opposed by the Conservatives and a minority of Liberals who stuck to the Palmerstonian line. As a result the Liberal Government was defeated and resigned. Lord Derby then formed a new minority Conservative Government. Officially the Conservatives opposed reform but the prospect of it in the Russell–Gladstone bill had raised expectations in the country. Demands for reform had been increasing for years and a Reform League founded in 1865 was holding meetings all over the country. Derby realised that to stand against reform completely was impossible.


At first Derby and Disraeli were inclined to play for time, promising to look at the issue later. Even before they met Parliament, however, it was clear this was not going to work, and both Derby and Disraeli had begun to moderate their opposition seeing that this might be a chance to win greater support for the Conservatives as a party of reform and end their permanent minority status. However, agreeing a proposal that satisfied the ministers in the Government proved impossible before Parliament met, without the risk of resignations. As a result Disraeli faced the House of Commons in February with no bill. Instead the Government announced it would bring forward resolutions on reform – a delaying tactic. However, during the debate on the resolutions Disraeli, apparently acting entirely on his own initiative, suddenly announced that a bill would be introduced immediately. Historians have debated as to whether this was panic on Disraeli’s part, fearing a defeat, or a clever move to force the party to rally round a bill and keep the opposition divided.


Once committed, Disraeli came up rapidly with a bill that he hoped would unify the party and avoid resignations, but it ended up so complex that even Disraeli had little enthusiasm for it. Realising it would lead to the defeat of the Government and resignation, he and Derby agreed to introduce a more radical bill than the Liberal Government had proposed the previous year. This led to three resignations from the Government, but Derby and Disraeli rode out the storm. However, Disraeli’s minority position in the Commons meant that he was constantly in danger of losing a vote. Consequently he adopted a flexible approach to amendments proposed in the House whenever he saw the possibility of defeat. As a result, the bill became gradually more and more radical in its terms until by the summer it passed the Commons it gave the vote to all male householders in the boroughs of England and Wales (Scotland and Ireland got their own Acts to bring them into line in 1868). Derby then piloted the bill safely through the Lords.


The terms of the Second Reform Act, 1867


The terms of the 1867 Act were far more radical than those envisaged by Russell and Gladstone in 1866. The main provisions were:





•  In boroughs the vote was given to all male householders – owners and tenants alike. They had to have been resident in the borough for at least a year and paid their rates.



•  Male lodgers who were not householders but paid £10 a year rent or more also had the vote.



•  In counties all ratepayers who paid £12 a year or more received the vote and the copyholder and leaseholder qualifications were lowered to £5 a year.



•  Over the previous 35 years since the 1832 Reform Act, the size of the electorate had risen due to population increase and increases in the value of property, from around 800,000 to 1.3 million. As a result of the 1867 Act it almost doubled to 2.5 million.





Seats were also redistributed:





•  Those boroughs with a population of less than 10,000 now had one MP rather than two. This meant 45 seats could be redistributed.



•  Twenty-five seats went to the counties.



•  Fifteen went to boroughs that had not previously had an MP.



•  One seat went to the University of London – Oxford and Cambridge universities had always had two MPs each.



•  The four major cities of Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds and Liverpool were given a third seat – though voters could still only vote for two candidates.





The 1867 Reform Act applied only to England and Wales. As in 1832 separate Acts were needed for Scotland and Ireland. These were passed in 1868. The terms were the same for Scotland, but in Ireland borough voters were required to be £4 ratepayers.


Historical interpretations of the 1867 Reform Act


So how can the eventual radicalism of the Second Reform Act be explained? Several theories have been put forward. One version argued that Gladstone manipulated events in 1867 from the opposition benches. Clearly this interpretation relegates Disraeli to the background, but this theory is now largely discounted. Gladstone did not even attend some of the debates; he did not propose any of the key amendments and did not approve of the eventual terms. Another explanation is that pressure from outside Parliament forced Derby and Disraeli to concede radical demands. There is some evidence to support this idea. The Reform League headed by the ever-energetic John Bright was active. There were disturbances at Hyde Park following meetings to demand reform, but these were nowhere near as alarming or organised as the riots and radical threats that occurred at the time of the 1832 Reform Act.


The American historian Gertrude Himmelfarb presented 1867 as the triumph of Disraeli’s own political ideas – Tory democracy – and that the Act was the result of political calculation on his part. However, it is clear that Disraeli did not plan the 1867 Act. There was no intention at the outset of the 1867 session even to introduce a bill. When the decision to propose a measure was taken there was total confusion in the Cabinet as to what to propose and many changes were made in the early stages. The final Act scarcely resembled the package that the Government had eventually settled upon.


A rather different but still convincing explanation is offered by Maurice Cowling. He argues that the explanation is primarily party political. The 1866 bill, he argued, would have been very damaging to the Conservatives because of the redistribution plans it contained. Derby, who had spent a lifetime in politics and who had been a member of the Whig government that brought in the 1832 Reform Act, saw this and described the bill in a letter as ‘the extinction of the Conservative Party’. The exact details are complex but Robert Blake, the greatest historian of the Conservative Party, summed up his support for Cowling’s view in this way:




‘It is enough to say that the reduction in the borough franchise, together with the clause which added the borough leaseholders to the electorate in the surrounding county, was bound to involve Conservative losses.’





This leaves the 1867 Reform Act fundamentally as an attempt to protect the electoral future of the Conservative Party.


It is clear that Disraeli reacted to events in the 1867 session rather than leading them. His importance lay in his skill in managing a difficult position without a major defeat of the bill, which would have brought the Government down. Disraeli, of course, claimed to have ‘educated’ the party over parliamentary reform. The evidence is thin. It is true that he had floated the idea of a Conservative reform policy with his ‘Fancy Franchises’ bill in 1859, but it is equally clear that at the start of the 1867 session he had no idea that the eventual Act would be so advanced. Nor is it likely that he would have supported the eventual terms at the outset.


The reasons why the Conservative Government adopted reform in 1867 can be shown to be almost entirely strategic rather than principled. The historian John K. Walton points out that the 1867 Act removed many Liberal-supporting urban voters from the county constituencies and relocated them in boroughs, thus strengthening the hold of the Conservatives in the counties. Walton also points out that the number of county seats rose from 144 to 169 and that only minor changes were made to county voting qualifications as compared to the boroughs. Bruce Coleman argues that:




‘The constituencies that the Conservatives most feared gained little from redistribution. London, which on size of the electorate, might have expected some 60 extra members, received only a handful. The established interests among which the Conservatives were so strongly represented had escaped relatively unscathed.’





The Ballot Act, 1872


The Second Reform Act had two results in terms of further reform. Giving the vote to all male householders in boroughs meant that the electorate more than doubled from around 1.1 million to 2.3 million. The vast majority of the new voters were working class. In most boroughs they were now the majority. It was therefore seen as a priority to extend and improve the working classes’ education in the hope that this would insulate them against exploitation by revolutionaries. As the leading Liberal, Robert Lowe, a longstanding opponent of political reform, cynically observed, ‘now we must educate our masters’. In 1870 the Gladstone Government introduced a major Education Reform Act (see page 49).


The first general election under the new voting arrangements came in 1868 and was won by the Liberals. Although this was a disappointment for the Conservatives who had hoped to reap the reward for the 1867 Act, it was in reality no more than a reaffirmation of the Liberal ascendancy that had existed since 1832. However, what became clear at the election was that new voters in both boroughs and counties could be vulnerable to pressure from employers or landlords to vote for their preferred candidates. There were many instances of complaints that tenants had been evicted or workers sacked for not voting the way they were supposed to. In 1867, as previously in 1832, the idea of voting taking place in secret had been rejected. Both Liberal and Conservative landlords and employers were guilty, but overall it seemed that Liberal candidates were more likely to lose out. Therefore there was a strong political argument for a Liberal government to act.
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