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Preface

The Italian edition of the present work was published 1990 by Lacaita.
Publication of the English version was recommended by reviews received
in Great Britain, and especially from dr. Agatha Ramm who called for its
translation in the English Historical Review. Compared to the Ifalian
version the chapter called ‘An European Transition’ was added and new
secondary sources and recent historiographical data were taken into
consideration. Ten years on, it seems to me that the original thesis of the
book still retains its value.
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Chapter 1

An European Transition

At the turn of the 19* century, the European political scene was
undergoing great transformations, whilst Great Britain seemed to be a
unique exception. This was not due to the existence of incomparable
problems, as many continental history books have suggested. On the
contrary, many of the questions posed by continental political systems
regarding the capacity for endurance of traditional institutions and the
ruling classes were perfectly mirrored in the debate enlivening the political
and intellectual milieu of a country characterized by a very peculiar social
context, such as Great Britain. Who was entitled to participate in the
decision-making process? What role did parliament and the executive
play? Where was the legitimate boundary of state intervention to be drawn?
These were some of the questions that British constitutional thought, not
unlike other countries across the Channel, had raised since Edmund
Burke’s time. The late Victorian period was faced with extended suffrage
and the increasing organization, on the unionist and political front, of
class interests. Such issues were gradually transformed into controversies
regarding possible solutions and, above all, into manifest uncertainties
about the staying power of liberal institutions.

If European élites experienced fears that frequently went from being
purely political to questions regarding the very survival of civilization,
British élites were certainly no less anxious about their own future. What
was the nature of this British peculiarity? Possibly it concerned the
undeniable crisis of the classical liberal tradition which, in that period,
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did not necessarily imply a crisis of the liberal political s
essarily i ystem and of
representative institutions as had occurred i i
o ngarliamentary s d in many other countries ruled
( course,‘there were several, often complex, reason i
resistance. This work does not claim to offer aIl;) overall expiagg{lil;ldo?iﬁ};
phenomenon of institutional continuities and schisms in Great Britain
but aims to foqqs on an historical moment which even contemporaries’
perceived as critical, since it was suggestive of the crisis of liberal culture
present throughout Europe. When, some years ago, I began working on
comparative analyses of late Victorian political and institutional events!
1 realized that the 1880s had been crucial in making the British aware of
the decline of the idea of a constitutional ‘diversity” that would safeguard
the country from the turmoils of continental democracy. Ironically, as
often h_appqns in history, such awareness grew while the rest of Eurz)pe
was being introduced to the reassuring image of British institutions as
descrl_bec_l in the late 1860s by Walter Bagehot in his The English
Coqstltutgon. The reasons behind the marked ‘Anglophilia’ in Europe
during this period' lie in the unavowed need of the liberal ruling classes
to understand_ how'to make the élitist machinery of the liberal political
system coexist with the growing demands for political and social
transfom.latlon‘coming from the subordinate classes. Hence the myth of
the great imperial power, ruled by a parliamentary government unaffected
by any desire for authoritarianism where intensive economic develop-
ment had not given rise to any class estrangement and had not jeopardized
the prestige of the ruling class and parliament.
Indeed, in Italy and France - two examples of continental parliamentary
regimes - the liberal intelligentsia was totally rethinking the efficacy of
liberal institutions, and, first and foremost, of parliament. In 1889,

VI\;Iragtgiorino Ferraris, editor of the prestigious journal Nuova Antologia
ote: ’

In sc;ience and in practice doubts are now being expressed as to whether
parhamentary rule, not in its ideals, but rather in its very best applications
is the fittest and most definitive way of ruling people.? ’

In France, the economic crisis of the 1880
s ] s had prompted the
9evelopm_ent” of bpulanglst_e trends: ‘Par ailleurs, la Réppublique
opportuniste” degoit, et favorise, I’antiparlamentarisme alimenté a partir
de 1885 par une instabilité ministerielle croissante.”® Confidence in the
parliamentary Institution, after all, had arisen in a well-defined historical
and cultupal environment, wl_ler'e reason, tolerant moderation and debate
zvv?éle ;:é);ljilgere% tolbc:_the tl})fp}llfyl(rilg features of a period that credited itself
1 | g absolutism behind, with its a i i

with leay, ppendices of violence and

During the golden age of the British parli i i
golden; parliament and in the period of the
Chambre Orléaniste in France, political assemblies were mai%ly engaged
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in debates rather than in the production of laws. Bagehot thought that the

primary task of the House of Commons was to cooperate with the executive

in the management of the state and to guarantee, through internal debate,

the political education of the country.’ Proposals aimed at formulating

laws were usually considered unnecessary or dangerous® and were replaced

by lengthy verbal skirmishes. In the liberal literature of the time, this

classic tool of freedom was therefore beginning to resemble a place where

increasingly powerful democratic and demagogical pressures were

preparing to impose a new tyranny. Such a misunderstanding was due to

the slow but relentless shift from the primary principle of legitimation of
this body which, created as an assembly in which to debate the expression

of the ratio of the upper classes,” had become the principal tool of the

‘Jacobean’ ideal of the people’s sovereignty.? Scant attention has been

paid to the fact that during this period invective against the decline of
parliament was often heard alongside complaints about its excessive power.

Both attitudes expressed the rejection of a situation that aimed to
institutionalize the conflict. Elected Houses were thought to be the
outcomes of a substantial deterioration of the electorate, and the repository
of a new sort of political staff such as professional mediators, whose work
removed the certainty of rights and institutional stability in favour of an
increasing number of vested interests and political conflicts.® Whatever
the attitudes of representatives - whether coercing the executive or pas-
sively enduring the decisions of a ‘strong’ government - liberal literature
could not help recognizing, inside the parliamentary institutions of the
late nineteenth century, all the inconsistencies typical of a passage from
an élitist political system to a more widely participatory one. This particular
form of omnipotence-impotence!® was labelled parliamentarianism and
was often considered to be the main cause of corruption and the epitome
of any action contrary to the overall interests of the nation.!" None the
less, it remained the cornerstone of any realistic liberal strategy of
constitutional compromise,'? and the means through which ‘modern’ needs
for political participation could achieve actual legitimation.

Accepting the challenge posed by democracy vis-a-vis the change and
redefinition of the values of political obligation in a mass society implied
however, further estrangement from the classic liberal cultural heritage,"
already weakened by a long period of coexistence with imperialistic,
anti-individualist and protectionist theories. As a consequence, even the
old political and parliamentary aggregations experienced a crisis, and a
large sector of the traditional ruling class was marginalized. It was this
sector that lacked a balanced relationship with the new social patterns,
stuck in its role as the sole homogeneous expression of ‘lawful’ society as
awhole." Atthe close of the century, the organic unity achieved by binding
‘revolutionary’ spirit'® and social status was no longer sufficient to grant
political legitimation. Sizeable sectors of the ruling class'® disappeared -
either dispersed or recycled - inside this black hole, along with the last
illusions of politics as an arena for moral commitment reserved for the
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‘aristocracies of the intellect’.
Of course, most liberal critics of the parliamentary system did not feel
that parliament should be abolished. The question was simply to find a
way to limit the primacy of people’s representation or, in other words, to
curb the ‘excessive’ influence of the elected House.!” In a way, the
‘average’ liberal culture acknowledged that the processes of political
democracy under way were irreversible,'* and worked to dilute their ef-
fects, more or less energetically, depending upon the vitality of the ruling
classes itrepresented.”® During the 187 0s, confidence in the ruling qualities
of freedom still exceeded the fears of an ungovernable democracy. On
closer inspection, therefore, many crucial moments of European political
life in the 1870s still revealed the presence of a confident, albeit limited,
hope in a non-conflictual management of democratic issues and in the
smooth-running supervision of the request for participation coming from
below. In fact, it may be hypothesized that the illusion of diluting
democracy in liberalism still represented the unifying need that went
beyond the peculiarities and “tactical strategies’ typical of individual natio-
nal political situations.”® It underlay patterns and choices such as the ‘leap
in the dark’ desired by the Conservative Disraeli with the extension of
suffrage in 1867, the successes achieved by French moderate republicans
between 1875 and 1877, the rise of the historic Left in Italy in 1876 and
the comparative prestige still enjoyed by German liberals until the
turning-point of 1878-79. Such an iliusion was destined to disappear as
the social situation in the subsequent decade became increasingly radical.
In France, the conjonction des centres that had inspired the 1875
constitutional laws was waning;?' in Italy, the “transformist’ balance was
deteriorating; in Great Britain, political strife was becoming radicalized;
in Germany, liberalism was declining, and after 1880 Germany witnessed
a Conservative turn. These were but some of the most apparent signs?? of
the erosion of that illusory intermediate space - that ‘clear area of
consciences’ - upon which, only a few years before, liberalism had hoped
to build a popular government where the image of the King and of the
notables at the “service” of the people would be the safest antidote to
democratic pressures.

It was during this stage that political organization was first seen as a
possible tool for mediation and political legitimation in a society that
inclined towards a rejection of the automatic overlapping of social and
political powers. Taking possession of democracy then became an
articulate, complex operation requiring the appropriate instruments and a
willingness to reassess the role of politics in the light of a new culture.
This development, extraneous to the old establishment and traditional
élites, used organization, public appeal, propaganda and partisanship as
tools for filling the ‘modern’ gap between the state and individuals. It
was a crucial transformation in the European constitutional landscape. At
the time it was perceived as stimulating and epitomizing the intensification
of all forms of collective life.”® The politicization of social policies, a new
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i i tion in an industrial society,
esolute standard for defining state interven I
alrllg rthe relative problems of bureaucratization, national deb’g and tag
aeforms were perceived by contemporaqes“ as the most direct an25
i evitabie outcomes of a society reshaping itself into opposing groups.
" A closer examination, however, reveals that the main mconvemenc(ei
for the liberal culture of the late nineteenth century was not r.epresirxllte !
by the worry about the emerging party—fgnq (except in Great Brltagl a foi-
jways confined within the extra-constitutional sphere), but by the unfo
?ﬁng of ‘partisan’ interests, of the centrifugal needs of civil society. In
those systems where political representation merged with admmlstrziit}ve
centralization, this new development seemed to be ‘m_exorably hea ing
(through ‘parochialism’, ‘imperative mandates’ and ‘hideous alliances’)
towards both a restriction of governmental authority and a reduction in
arliamentary privileges. . _
aCt}lr? 1tgis situatiogy 01% impasse, most representatives of liberal cqltur}?[
thought it necessary to restore the power of the executive, rgmovmg i
from the area of the sinister interests of politics. In times of echrelllcy
and people’s representation, this implied that parties acted derr!agogllc_?_ yi
ressed by their electoral needs, engaging in ceaseless innovative Iziqt} 1cal
gngineering inevitably leading to a dangprous alte’ratlon of tradi 1oga
class relatio;lships. A number of ‘anti-parliamentary proposals .weria_ te_:;
veloped within a cultural framework increasingly rulecé by n?;grc;r;?ilsst ilc
i ial i and i
bitterment, racial mtoler:cmc_e,. economic and impe
g)nmpetitiveness and therefore inclining 1towards ?1“ glmgilvfl};lgfgo(fa?ﬁie,
i ive) i f political power. The s t
accordingly, effective) image of e ions ol ki
reaucratic-Napoleonic scheme in France® and Crispi’s polic; ,
11T)r111 Italy showedphow the Caesarist pattern, embc_)dled in Bismarck’s
chancellorship,?” represented a viable %erlslpectwe ofltglfafltslrg?ifalg
ituti i the persona
stitutional system. This went beyon |
;?éltagonists and )l;eyond national specificities. Whlli the need lio crieictc;n&eac;
. . . o worke
ional sovereignty with pohtlca_l deqsan making .
?hitcl)?xgh other hy%)otheses came to light within the fr'arr}ewotrk of :()l?eerraall
: 0 re
i-parliamentary culture namely a culture aiming ecover
2grtllstli)tutional balanZe and bar the way to qdergocraﬂzaﬁon or politicization
system through parliamentary action.” .
of tI}rlle’th)é years foll(%wing the Home Rule Bill proposal, the crisis og gxle
Liberal party in Great Britain seemed to pyerlap w1th the crisis _ol ef
institutions or, more precisely, with the crisis of the pg/otal prmcqzl ebcl)
British institutions, namely, the constitutlona%lbagancet.ﬂ_ Ungeizt:nofathz
isi d along with the settling do
enough, such a crisis develope D o aenioood through o
ictorian electoral framework. This had bee ‘
lestantial expansion of the electorate in 1%67, éhe ‘pr.(l)duct qg 1110%}11(31 ﬁgg
inerti j iti civil passi
inertial adjustments free of the political and civi io 1
i i i . British political culture,
usly characterized liberal public opinion. I X
lfjéf ‘tllll(; mgst part, had slowly reached the conclusion that the polltlfiai)and
social liberties for which the radicals of the 1860s had fought had been
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?ecr};e)v;d. rIn t_he words_ of the Liberal Bruce Smith: ‘the (what I would
ferm) ggressive fun_ctlon of Liberalism has been exhausted, and, with

°rtain minor exceptions, the equal liberties of citizens generally, with a
view to their preservation,’3 ,

; Faced with the ascent of a mass electorate, the classic idea of a balance
of powers had become, in the course of time, an idea of a balance of the
Interests represented within the House of Commons and therefore, in a
true metaphor of the British political system, the ability both to resiét the
tyranny of ‘numbers’*! and to absorb sizeable sectors of subordinate classes
within the constitutional sphere without visibly altering the power
relationship between upper and newly enfranchised classes. This image
of constitutional balance rested on the delicate mechanisms that Walter
Bagehot™ and Henry Maine®™ deemed fundamental to the preservation
of the very essence of civilization - a cautious but constant interplay
betweeq tradition and innovation. A new political culture gradually began
to superimpose itself on this image, a culture which paid greater attention
to the problems of the economy and national efficiency. Large middle-
class sectors, faced with problems of economic competition and social
control previously unknown in the British tradition of imperial hegemony
began to consider the issue of the working of the whole political systeni
within the new framework opened up by the struggle between rising powers
to domlqate the world market. They thus left aside the traditional
comblnatlops of constitutional balances. This peculiar situation allowed
men from different cultural and political milieu to focus the debate on the
rationalization of political decision-making as a premise for any attempt
to faTﬁga exteinal_l‘lclﬁallenges’ and internal ‘disorder’. P

1s work will therefore endeavour to focus on the politic

consequences of this transformation, through an anglysis a:)lf§1 Itllilecggr%ﬁil
when this creeping uneasiness resulted in open conflict. The years
1885-1892 ‘were indeed characterized by the crisis of the Home Rule
project, which soon proved to be the culmination of all the tensions built
up since the end of the Palmerstonian period. It provided an opportunity
for breaking with old loyalties, for reassessing old commonplaces and
releasing dormant political energies in the struggle for a more effective
pattern of government of change that might represent the needs of ‘popular
government’, which now seemed unstoppable. In fact, such a conflict
appeared to ‘crpss’ the traditional party system and to ::ontrast with the
modal_ltles and institutions that were to guarantee the place of the rulin

class in this phase of transition from a government of the élite to Egl
government of ‘the people’. ‘Radicals’ on the one side favoured one
single trans_for.mlst’ political group, in order to manage effectively - even
if by authorl.tarlan rule or, in any case, without the controls and cautious-
ness of parlla}mentary tradition - the process of the rationalization and
control of social change. On the other side, the so-called ‘constitutionalists’
fo.und.themsel‘ves_ln conflict in everyday political matters but were of one
mind in considering the traditional balance of the British socio-political
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system, and above all its features of pragmatic gradualism, as the best
antidote to the poison of disorder creeping into society.

This dualism, overlapping and certainly not replacing the rivalry
pbetween Liberals and Conservatives, was often limited to a narrow
domestic context, or was even considered to be an expression of personal
disagreements and ambitions. In actual fact, it embodied the British
expression of the more general issue of the ‘morality’ of politics. While
the problem could be traced back to the French Revolution,* the era of
extended suffrage strongly revived the basic issue of the existing
relationship between progress and politics, and whether the latter should
aim at reshaping society.

In the two decades of their primacy on the political scene, Gladstone
and Disraeli no doubt helped this issue to emerge by imposing a new
means of ‘contact’ between public and private sectors - namely, the modern
party system. During this period, the institutionalization of Whigs and
Tories did fulfil a need largely felt by society for change and emancipation
from de facto power relationships which were especially strong in a society
throughout which social hierarchy still played a remarkable political and
economic role. Nevertheless, such institutionalization did not seem like
an overturning of constitutional mechanisms, since it perfectly answered
expectations as far as the overall balance of the system was concerned.
Anyway, it was Disraeli’s task to ignite the crisis of the theory and
mechanism of ‘natural counterweights’, in his attempt to contrast the
impact of Gladstonianism on the people® and to conquer the vote of the
newly enfranchised classes. Disraelian conservatism, therefore, was an
attempt to strengthen the age-old ties between Conservative squires and
the popular masses through the demagogic tools of populist paternalism.
The preservation of traditional institutions and the ruling classes was
therefore legitimate only when it was ‘at the exclusive service of the
people’.

This work aims to investigate the political and intellectual environ-
ment that Salisbury worked in following the death of Disraeli and the
nigh mythical status he attained. An analysis will also be offered of his
careful and patient reconstruction of the image of Conservatism, of how
he gave his party back an identity that had for so many years been uncertain
and restored its pride in resisting the processes of democratization, without
fear of a direct confrontation with opponents. Generally speaking, this
was an attempt to head off the growing calls from the working classes for
greater participation in the public sphere. In Great Britain, precisely
because such calls had been heard for some time, the trasformismo became,

in the years after the First Reform Act, a reality that was practiced in
parliament even if it was never set out in theoretical terms or discussed at
a political level. What happened therefore between 1885 and 1892 was
an attempt to institutionalise this practice at precisely the same time as
“the silent pact” seemed to be fading due to the rift created by the proposal
of Home Rule. The idea of institutionalizing the conjonction des centres
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in Great Britain did not however stem from those quarters most interested
in Maintaining the status quo (albeit under the banner of defending the
“revolution” as in Italy and France) but came rather from those parts of
society in favor of strengthening the_mephapisms of political power to
achieve greater administrative and institutional efficiency. This was
deemed indispensable for answering the challenge of mounting
international competition.

The conclusions reached by this work suggest that the defeat of this
political perspective and the choice of a pattern, which might be defined
as ‘competitive’, was not accidental. As mentioned before, in Great Britain,
as in the rest of Europe, the need emerged for a ‘centre party’, that is,
cooperation among the ‘sane’ forces (the National Party of Common Sense)
for a balanced defence of the existing system. This was perhaps the British
version of the concept of moderation or/and ‘transformism’ that the Swiss
Jurist Johann Kaspar Bluntschli deemed necessary for the achievement of
a new political balance in parliamentary systems. Such a balance would
no longer depend upon the confrontation between progress and conserva-
tion, but on a combination of the two in order to reject the increasing
claims of the ‘physiological’ but nevertheless dangerous extreme wings
of the political system, radicalism and reaction. In other words, the political
centre was increasingly perceived as the only political and cultural choice
able to satisfy the widespread need expressed by the European liberal
bourgeoisie to ‘preserve progress’, an apparently contradictory expression
but one which indicates the will to preserve the results deriving from
changes in the previous decades without weakening the élitist political
and social mechanisms that had brought them about, now jeopardized by
the subordinate classes’ request for reform.

This was a peculiar period in British history - an important
transformation that transcended the basic aspects of conflict between
parties or personalities. Peter Marsh showed how Salisbury, having realized
that ‘pure “squire” Conservatism is played out’,** was able to combine
the twofold need to carry out a policy of resistance to the democratization
of the system while proceeding to ‘modernize’ the party apparatus®’. The
problem now is understanding why the defensive response to the pres-
sure of democratic growth did not yield an open transformation of the
traditional political balance that had played a major role in the creation of
the myth of orderly, but inexorable, progress.*® To this purpose it is first
of all useful to reconsider the close similarity between the liberal
bourgeoisie and progressive ideology.* In Europe, from the Restoration
until at least the 1870s, it was only British political culture which had not
obsessively pursued ‘progress’, due to its perception of itself as being at
the peak of a process of material and intellectual civilization that only
required to be preserved. By contrast, in other countries slowness in this
direction somehow urged the whole liberal intelligentsia to line up in
favour of constitutional change, which was the emblem and premise of
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any idea of progress. On the continent after 1848, and particularly after
1870, the liberal bourgeoisie became estranged from the original political
outline of the concept of progress that had taken on the appearance of a
password with no idea of change; it had also been adopted by moderate
circles that desired only ‘progress in lawfulness’ and by Conservatives
who, for example, preached that faith was the only source of true
progress.*’ .

Around the mid-1880s, the prospect of a likely stagnation, or indeed
an economic and social decline, began to be evident in Great Britain too.
This prompted Victorian political culture as a whole to engage in a
thorough evaluation of the validity of the traditional constitutional
apparatus, and of the limits of progress as an ideology of development at
atime when the problems of the consolidation of a hegemony in jeopardy
had to be faced. It became clear that the anxious late-Victorian liberal
bourgeoisie would consider the powerful identification between a certain
kind of political progressivism and Gladstone’s evangelism as a demagogic
perspective, unfit for solving the problem of national efficiency that, on
the contrary, appeared to demand a sound administrative realism.

Taking advantage of this cultural and political upheaval intensified by
the Home Rule ‘scandal’, Salisbury’s Conservatism managed to appear
the most reasonable type of politics with which to overcome the crisis -
politics that, while preserving the core of Gladstone’s constitutional design
(balance), eliminated its ‘moral-reformist’ component. Thus, between 1885
and 1892, an articulate governmental plan was outlined, based on a
particularly effective combination of modernizing socio-political
integration (the Primrose League), national-imperial identity (the Unionist
alliance) and party apparatus for the administration and optimization of
the electoral consensus (the Middleton machine). All this was expressed
in a language particularly suited to those times: that is, it combined the
celebration of ‘olde England’ (myth) with a cynical political realism
(efficiency). In fact, it represented the acceptance of Bagehot’s thesis of
the basic role played, in the constitutional balance, by the integration of
‘performance’ and ‘efficiency’. This was a truly strategic argument,
responding fully to the demand for “rest” coming from British upper and
middle classes, without, however, giving the impression that it aimed to
impede the modernization of the system.

The apparent and inevitable expansion of the public sphere to the
detriment of the private one undeniably meant that politicization was
indeed in progress in the country, symbolized by the acceptance of new
forms of militancy. Examples of the latter were the Primrose League,
with its universalization of traditional values, and the National Union,
centring on ‘professional’ political activity leading to an acceptable
substitute, a sort of ‘lay chapel’ in which to celebrate the community,
political rituals and the transmission of centre/periphery input and vice
versa, free from the risks typical of ‘militant’ radicalism, which sought to
influence the choices made by the leadership.
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After all, the Conservative leader, albeit not absolutely convinced
himself, was demonstrating with facts the validity of the Tory Demo-
crats’ (‘antagonists’) credo that the mechanism of progress (the acceptance
of the state as ameans of intervention and of organization as the cornerstone
of political consensus) was not the exclusive ideological heritage of the
Liberals but could be managed more profitably by the Conservatives. On
this foundation, however, Salisbury, rather than defeating Gladstone’s
perspective, which favoured the extension of democracy as a means of
saving the balance of the old system (a perspective that he only aimed at
‘cooling down’, since he was sure it could not be avoided in the long run)
also overthrew, besides the old Conservative identity, a more dangerous
threat. This was the claim advanced by the liberal intelligentsia to control
the new political stage through the promotion of a new political line-up, a
sort of National Party that, disguised in a tactical, largely anti-Gladstonian
perspective and in the name of the rationalization of political
decision-making, would yield a different kind of moderatism. It would
follow the pattern of ‘centrist’ aggregations typical of continental
parliamentary patterns, devoid of historical identity and therefore of any
real power of political legitimation.

The meaning of what has been, in retrospect, defined as Tory strategy
(which, as obviously happens in political conflicts, did not correspond to
any rationally devised plan) cannot therefore be limited to the
acknowledgement of the ascent of a Conservative hegemony. Rather, it
must be extended, in my opinion, to the restoration, carried out by Salisbury
(with Gladstone’s productive, albeit involuntary, ‘cooperation’) of a libe-
ral political system whic, restating the need for institutionalizing political
conflict as a legitimate resource of the system, offered a sizeable
contribution to the overall ascendancy of British liberal institutions, even
in the first difficult decades of the twentieth century. As with the fascism
that emerged a few decades later, trasformismo did not find fertile soil in
Great Britain.
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Chapter 2

The Conservative Mind

From Community to Polity

The period 1883-1886 is central to the political history of the Victorian
era.! Various, sometimes imperceptible changes had affected the coun-
try’s traditional constitutional pattern since the Napoleonic Wars. The
process of change now quickened its pace as it worked to reshape the
public arena according to what could be called “political rationality’, as
opposed to - and frequently superimposed upon - the traditional
‘community rationality’. The 1883 Corrupt Practices Act was meant to
free voters from extrapolitical ‘pressures’,” the Third Reform Act of 1884
further extended voting rights,® the 1885 Redistribution Act rationalized
electoral representation® and, in 1886, there was a dramatic political clash
over the Irish Home Rule Bill. These were the main catalysts of prolonged
social pressure for an expansion of popular participation in political life
and of a simultaneous reduction in overt ‘factual’ power in favour of the
more sophisticated power of the political system. It was a typical pattern
among industrialized and industrializing countries during the nineteenth
century. However, its British expression was rather peculiar due to the
proud and functional tradition of local governments. The need arose to
‘nationalize’ state intervention and to interfere with sectors traditionally
outside the executive decision-making process, such as social politics.
Structures had to be erected to meet the challenge from other industrialized
countries to British economic and military primacy. This led to a decisive
transformation of the constitutional arena, with Great Britain yielding to
the tendency to bureaucratize its political life. This urge occurred late in
the Victorian age and found its ideal channel in the “‘modernization’ and
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development of political organization within binding rules. Political
modernization became a constitutional and socially decisive instrument
through the widespread diffusion of easily understood
ideological-rhetorical abstractions and thus provided the founding
principles for the need for identification, which was represented by the
sense of exclusion-belonging and obligation.’ It represented a true secula-
rization of religious values that, within a national and imperial framework,
replaced and simultaneously restored the declining local loyalties which
were also jeopardized by a considerable mobility in the population.®

From this perspective, political modernization in Great Britain - that
is, a willingness to redefine relationships between existing interests by
resorting to political rather than economic-social instruments - reached a
point of no return in the second half of the 1880s. This happened as the
party system was entrusted with the task of keeping a balance between
the population’s need for greater participation in public life and the need
of the ruling classes to legitimate their new role in this new era.” Political
representation was thus thoroughly yet silently transformed, in that the
old, balanced institutions such as the Crown, the House of Lords and the
House of Commons were left to management by parties. In the past, the
British parliament was seen as being composed of ‘governing persons’
who were also powerful outside the parliamentary chambers. By the late
nineteenth century, parliaments, in line with a widespread culture
embedded within in a Conservative organicism based on Carlyle’s thought,
had severed most of their community roots. They were seen as mere
creatures of the polls, powerless when it came to social problems since
they no longer embodied society’s values or reflected the real division of
power within it.

Political sovereignty nominally rests with the Queen in Parliament, as
executive authority rests with the Queen in Council. But in fact the three
powers in the State are ceasing, if they have not already ceased, to be the
Crown, the House of Lords, and the House of Commons. They are, to a
large extent at present and likely to be to a larger extent in the future, the
Prime Minister, the Cabinet, and the House of Commons. For the Queen
in Parliament we have the Prime Minister in Parliament, usually in the
House of Commons; for the Queen in Council we have the Prime Minister
in the Cabinet. At an earlier stage of our history, the Crown, the House of
Lords and the House of Commons were powers of different origin, and
represented different forces and interests.?

In fact the emergence of the figure of the Prime Minister and the
pre-eminent role of the Cabinet and House of Commons which, in 1867,
Bagehot, in The English Constitution, had considered the key to the
interpretation of the modern British political system, were revealed to be
only the institutional premises of a longer process that led to the
professionalization of politics and the imposition of the party as the best
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means for electoral representation in an age of democratic suffrage.’

Until the 1880s no formal parliamentary opposition to government
existed. The House of Commons as a whole was entitled to a monitoring
function over the executive. The propertied classes of the golden age of
Lord Palmerston’s parliament felt they were represented not so much by
alignments and factions, which were not that functional in an assembly
with strong local interests, as by the proud ‘autonomy’ voiced by individual
members of parliament during (parliamentary) debates, which, however,
at the time of divisions often returned to form a solid ‘centre party’: ‘Gover-
nment in the early eighties was almost as much “government by the centre”
as it was “party government”‘.!° By the mid-1880s, this balance
definitively broke down. A proper party government developed, resulting
in changed relationships between individual members of parliaments and
parties and between the executive, the majority and the opposition, who
were increasingly subject to rigid party discipline. In the meantime, the
previously dominant figure of the amateur politician began to disappear.
The party spirit of times past

...confined itself within certain limits. Rival statesmen and rival political
connections would differ from each other on some great principle...but
they did not carry their warfare into the details of legislation, whether
they affected these principles or not. When a Party was returned to power
by the popular verdict, the Opposition accepted the fact, recognised the
national voice, and did not think it was their duty to throw any obstacles
in the way of the Government but such as arose out of the ordinary course
of public business. Then, of course, the party system was no hindrance to
the work of the country being conducted with dignity and efficiency. But
now, when, as soon as a Government is in office, the Opposition think of
nothing else but to how to get them out again as quickly as possible, and
with that object in view devote all their energies to the task of harassing,
crippling and defaming. them; when not a single measure is discussed
upon its merits, but only for the purpose of ensuring its ultimate collapse,
or, when that is impossible, of casting suspicion on its honesty, and
poisoning the public mind against its authors...then, indeed, we cannot be
surprised that grave and responsible statesmen should raise a note of
warning, and suggest that ere long party government may be standing in
the dock.!

Consequently, as party conformity increased, ‘party leaders were
compelled to find a new basis for legislative support - and they found this
in their backbench followers’. Governments obviously no longer enjoyed
an overall consensus among the ruling class and ‘found themselves unable
to rely on opposition support for their decisions’.!? It is not surprising
therefore to read, in 1886:

...that our Constitution, far from being a glorious, is a very inglorious one
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indeed, and that it has, for some time, been exercising, and still continues
to exercise, a deteriorating effect on the national character as well as a
damaging influence on national affairs.?

The Crown and the House of Lords being powerless, the country’s
institutional power now seemed to be embodied by that combination of
personal ambitions and plots shaping the relationship between the House
of Commons and the Cabinet. In fact, both were nothing more than
appendages of the electorate’s will and its manipulators. In Lowell’s words,
for example:

...if the predominance of the House of Commons has been lessened by a
delegation of authority to the Cabinet, it has also been weakened by the
transfer of power directly to the electorate. The two tendencies are not,
indeed, disconnected. The transfer of power to the electorate is due in part
to the growing influence of the Ministers, to the recognition that policy is
mainly directed, not by Parliament, but by them...No doubt, the ministry
depends for its existence upon the good pleasure of the House of Commons;
but it really gets its commission from the country as a result of a general
election.!

This rift was not solely the result of the protracted battle over
Gladstone’s project for Irish Home Rule. It was also rooted in the need to
strengthen the executive, through the creation of a steady and safe majority,
so that it could undertake the more intensive legislative activity'® arising
from the new and exacting duties of public administration.'® The proud
‘self-government’ of ‘city-states’ and a tradition of voluntarism were no
longer sufficient to solve the increasingly serious social problems born
out of the disintegration of the old socio-economic order, undermined by
industrialization, the agricultural crisis of the 1870s, and the technological
innovations that were largely responsible for the emergence of mass
society. Within this setting the politicization of social politics or, rather,
the realization that it was impossible to keep it ‘out of politics’ through
the use of local resources,'” was the most valuable result of the widespread
pressure for democratic reform which we should consider the main cause
of the ‘bureaucratization of modern British culture’.'® In fact we are
currently witnessing the modification of the comparative interpretation
which suggested that Great Britain was atypically stable and not subject
to the tensions characteristic of the liberal constitution in the first phase
of the contemporary state.”® A reappraisal of this approach highlights
features other than the traditional issue of the lack of a class opposition to
the political system or the apparent ‘regime-based’ stability. It also arranges
those very events that elicited such interpretations into scientifically
accurate categories.

It was pointed out® that, during the period 1860-1880, the trend was
to ‘destabilize’ the traditional political framework rather than to ‘perfect’
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the standards of a system whose ruling class consciously indulged in
transforming it into a legendary tradition.?!

Most debates on this destabilization merely focused on the electoral
aspect in a never-ending guerelle on the relevance of changes brought
about by complex electoral reform. The major problem, however, is less
concerned with this issue (carefully negotiated between the two major
parties) than with the role of reform within the changing economic-social
framework described above - of which historians are quite aware - and
the changing constitutional situation which is less well known and hardly
ever considered.

As political scope was widening, some chance circumstances were
taking place. For example, after the shock of Prince Albert’s death, Queen
Victoria abandoned the ‘spectacular’ style of rule which had typified the
first two decades of her reign. Hence, the demand grew for new
mechanisms which would guarantee the balance that was seemingly no
longer to be found in the natural course of events.

Many factors led to a new perception of politics, according to which
politics had to open up in order actively and directly to incorporate and
rule over the consequences of such destabilization. Among such factors
were increased governmental activity, the professionalization of politics,
the extension of participation to the lowest levels of management, stricter
rules for parliamentary organization,”? and the decline of old reference
points in international politics - in other words, the power standard now
replaced the standard of fair and rational order.

Liberals and Conservatives thrived in this climate, as it traditionally
measured progress not only in terms of the unavoidable law of history,
but also as the manipulable law of history.” Changes were part of nature,
but the mark and the direction that events would impose upon history
could not be forecast. *

The ‘Centre Party’: Transformism Revealed

The 1880s were therefore significant both for Great Britain, with its
deep-rooted parliamentary traditions, and for other European countries.
They heralded the crisis of a liberal culture, which was essentially the
crisis of the values of a ruling class that had developed within a clearly
defined historical and cultural context. The myth of the 1688 revolution
was in fact the beginning of an inextricable tangle of constitutional and
political history, which represented the first source of legitimation of the
whole Whig culture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The
Glorious Revolution, which the Whigs claimed as their exclusive heritage,
had granted freedom a definitive victory over tyranny, and had allowed
the return to a balanced constitution where monarchy, aristocracy
and representation of the people coexisted. This had amounted to a
‘Conservative revolution’ that had restored rights and privileges
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endangered by King James II’s absolutist ambitions. The Constitutional
balance of powers thus became the foundation myth for any future political
legitimation. It was also a milestone marking historical continuity and
immutability that, in the early years of the century, bound together the
Tory and Whig cultures.® A satisfied British political culture attributed
to this legendary balance the lack of violent and recurrent disruptions of
the established order that were so typical of continental Europe. As early
as the beginning of the nineteenth century, reformers had to solve the
difficult problem of the coexistence of the myth of a ‘Conservative’
revolution - in that it had saved the constitution from the King’s despotic
innovations - and the need to achieve inevitable constitutional adjustments.
Great social changes and electoral reforms therefore set in motion a whole
process for the reinterpretation of the notion of “balance’. It no longer lay
in the old balance of powers, largely superseded by constitutional
developments, but rather

...in the notion of political continuity itself and in the advocacy of a
particular kind of political style as distinctively British or English:
gradualist, pragmatic, untheoretical, watchful to make timely innovations
when required, but essentially reverent and respectful of precedent...To
behave politically in this way came to be accepted as an aspect of the
national identity, and English history was held to demonstrate its rewards.
Instead of a balance of powers, so to speak, we have political wisdom
presented as a kind of balance between innovation and precedent, bet-
ween a pragmatic rationality and a deliberate reverence for the past.

Around 1865 Bagehot, for example, suggested that the strength of the
British constitution lay in the balance between its emotional and traditional
components (‘the dignified part’), such as the monarchy and the House of
Lords, and its rational and practical components (‘the efficient part’), such
as the Cabinet and, in part, the House of Commons. The former referred
to the past and granted stability; the latter supplied the motive force which
allowed the country to adapt to innovations.

Obviously all this was included in the rather complex context of the
evolution of a political culture which was rediscovering the legitimating
power of history, and not only on the Conservative front, of course. From
Macaulay to Freeman, and to Acton himself, Whig culture had resorted
to the past, grounding itself as regards the philosophy of history in the
Scottish Enlightenment. Yet it is clear that in any event the use of history
and the 1688 myth finally yielded that ‘national culture’ (and, in part, the
legitimation of the myth of a specifically British approach to politics on
which Conservative intellectuals would build their proposal for leadership).

Other major figures, besides those mentioned above, took part in this
historiographic enterprise. One was the Anglican Bishop Stubbs, who
fitted perfectly into the trend of the period analysed here.”” The perception
of British political thought as being homogeneous was, however, quite

The Conservative Mind 23

common throughout Europe. Stubbs and Freeman are quoted as being
perfectly compatible authors in that both underline the peculiarity of the
British constitution which, to their way of thinking, had been taught by
history to assimilate revolutions.

Thus there was a deep cultural bond throughout the British world,
arising from a sense of pride in a country where wise legislators prevented
revolutionary disruptions. The debates concerning the introduction of the
first electoral reform (1832) are good evidence of an almost unanimous
desire to be able to manage political transformations, thereby preventing
a revolution.

However, by the end of the nineteenth century, most intellectuals
apparently agreed that the seemingly unchanged, delicate balance of British
institutions was in fact being altered by that ‘spiritual and physical change
known as revolution.’*® In 1890 a discouraged scholar of the British con-
stitution wrote:

In England we had this balance from 1832 to 1868, or let us say to 1885.
Now things are tending to the ascendency of a single power in the State,
the House of Commons, and to that of a single class in the community,
the working classes.?”

The most prestigious journals of that period published concerned
analyses of the irreversible effects of the ongoing transformations, and so
provide an accurate account of the anxious attitude of cultivated public
opinion. In some instances, journals published contributions and debates
that were to leave their mark on the political culture of the time.>® They
also often served as disseminators of scientific literature that, starting with
the uncetrtainties brought about by the end of Palmerston’s era and by the
‘leap in the dark’ of electoral reform around the mid-1860s, was, not
surprisingly, concerned about the future of British institutions and
society 3!

The main issue, of course, was not how to resist the powerful impact
of events, but how to absorb the internal upheavals within institutions
designed for the expression of the upper classes’ ratio. The Liberal
literature of the period®® ascribed such constitutional ‘decline’ to the
increase in democratic pressures® resulting in alterations of parliamentary
functions: ‘Men who are strictly honest in their transactions with their
neighbours’ according to W.H. Smith, Conservative leader in the House
of Commons, ‘have come to regard Parliament as an instrument by which
a transfer of rights and property may equitably be made from the few to
themany.”* In fact, Victorian intellectuals felt that not only was the sacred
nature of parliament endangered, but also the very image of progress based
on the established pattern of what was generally termed Whig
historiography. Faith in a slow, well balanced, steady growth of civil
liberties and well-being under the careful guidance of the ruling classes
had, in a short space of time, become an anxious search for an effective
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way of safeguarding that precarious harmony between tradition and
innovation, which is the basic requirement for any prospect of progress.®
The many accelerations and political and social instabilities caused by a
reform-oriented culture transformed the ‘optimists of individualism of
the 1860s’ into the ‘Cassandras of the 1880s and 1890s’;* they departed
from Gladstone’s progressive party, a split which greatly affected public
opinion. People sensed that this was a point of no return, and its political
implications could be appreciated by recalling that, only a decade before,
most of the intellectuals belonging to that generation had strongly
supported reforms. According to Whig tradition, reforms (in the
philosophical sense) were not mere concessions to the people, but
necessary adjustments of the public sphere to the evolution of society.

It was typical of English moderate liberalism to proceed by degrees:
this ensured that the state and the increasing needs of the uncultivated
masses would have a minimum impact on individual free initiative. The
1867 electoral reform therefore represented a dividing line in that it broke
down the obstacles preventing the non-propertied classes from taking patt
in the political life of their own country. On Palmerston’s death, in 1865,%
fear grew that large masses of ‘persons who have no sense of decency or
morality’** would upset the delicate British constitutional balance. This
became more apparent during the great debate of the late 1870s on the
relationship between democracy and the emerging “political machine’,
the caucus, epitomized by the Birmingham Liberal organization led by
Joseph Chamberlain,*® a somewhat controversial flare-up that, by the
beginning of the 1880s, seemed to have subsided. However, it did outline
the features of a debate that was to continue in other areas and was to
have a major impact on the transformation of British political culture.
The issue of the ‘party’, as imposed by Chamberlain, was the typically
radical topic of the rationalization of public life through the ‘organized’
attempt to rule over current social transformations.

When all arguments against the caucus are collected and compared [wrote
Chamberlain in defence of the new organization} it will be found that
they resolve themselves into three, repeated with great variety of expression
and ingenuity of illustration: 1) It will lead to political corruption; 2) it
will disenfranchise minorities and crush out individuality; and 3),
somewhat inconsistently, it will misrepresent the real opinion of majorities,
and give undue power to an insignificant fraction of electors...It cannot
be too strongly insisted that the caucus does not make opinion, it only
expresses it...If the new organization succeeds in preventing the waste
and division of Liberal strength, it will have accomplished no mean and
unimportant work...But these are not the only results to be hoped for from
the spread of political organization. It is part of the great democratic
movement of our time, which, not swiftly, ...is still slowly and surely
establishing and extending the foundations of liberty.

Every institution which assists the political education of the people, which
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increases their interest in public affairs, which tempts them to take their
share in moulding the destines of the nation, everything, in short, which
helps the people to govern themselves, is a contribution to this great end.”

Politics, therefore, was no longer exclusively in the hands of the
“aristocracy of intellect”, but resembled instead an arena for political
experiments and interventions, taking no account of the requirements of
balance that Whigs felt were a basic condition for progress, while for
Chamberlain it meant ‘stagnation in public business’.** The response of
‘apprehensive Liberalism’ centred on the belief that the new machine
would negatively affect the expression of the representatives’ free
conscience. There are many examples which demonstrate such coercion
of people’s will. If Bagehot noticed the inclination ‘to frenchify our
institutions’, recalling the Napoleonic pattern, and if Chamberlain’s
adversaries, especially Goldwin Smith, accused him of ‘Americanizing’
them, Trollope, the novelist, did not hesitate in likening the caucus to the
Italian camorra:

Wherever a comparatively small number of active, energetic, unscrupulous,
audacious and self asserting individuals are found in the midst of a much
larger number of apathetic, indolent, timid, stupid and meek-tempered
persons, there ‘Camorra’ will be found in a large school...The English for
Camorra is Caucus. And the action of the Caucus system upon our
representation is exactly the same in kind...as that of the Camorra led
electoral colleges in Italy.

How did a caucus-camorra work? By taking advantage

...of an artificial bond of union, skilfully calculated to stimulate to the
utmost the passion of partisanship, to develop esprit de corps, and to
diminish all the restraints of individual conscientiousness, the body thus
leagued together becomes one of the most despotic and tyrannical
oligarchies that the world has ever seen. The modern caucus ...issues its
decrees, not only to the sheep-like electors of the party, but to the member
whom its fiat has returned.” '

The pessimistic conclusion was that a truly representative system ‘is
an impossibility in a large social body’ and that, in the future, the nation
would be controlled ‘by small groups of self-appointed men, unauthorized
representatives of nothing if not of the meddlers who nominated them’.*
The problem with a caucus, however, was not only whether or not it was
able to resist inevitable democracy. Robert Lowe, a champion of the old
élitist liberalism had contested Tocqueville’s proposition as ‘ignavia ratio,
the coward’s argument’, during the parliamentary debate on the Second
electoral reform. A large proportion of British political thinkers, both
Conservative and Liberal, found ‘artificial bonds of union’ (in Trollope’s
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words) unacceptable. The only possible alternative was between the
natural/common system of ‘communities’ and the freedom of any
individual citizen to be master of his own ideas and destiny. It was not
mere chance that the principle character of one of Disraeli’s novels stated
that, being of good lineage, he had already found his political ideas and
had no need to look for them ‘like a philosopher or an adventurer’.*
However, to reduce the situation to such levels would be an
oversimplification.

It must instead be recalled that there had been a great explosion of
classical culture throughout Europe since the French Revolution,
something Pocock defined as ‘the Machiavellian moment’,* although it
actually had amuch more general value.?” In this perspective the extension
of suffrage was perceived as ‘demagogy’, the repetition of Roman and
Athenian decadence (James Bryce was to argue against this fopos in his
contribution in Essays on Reform of 1867).

In addition to these literary reminiscences, a relevant role was to be
played by Comtism which contributed a new dimension to political
theory.® Government as decision-maker and not just as mediator between
the demands of various social actors formed the theoretical basis for the
‘radical’ Chamberlain’s performance as mayor of Birmingham. The
outrageous issue here was not so much the manipulation of consciences
as the use of a mechanism which offset the opposition’s veto rights in the
guise of fighting for a platform. The winner would then be entitled to
carry out his programme without negotiating with the opposition.

Chamberlain was to find himself alone on this issue, since everybody
was to agree that it was going too far: when a battle is fought by
‘referendum’, the latter must concern great general issues of interest to
the whole population, according to Gladstone’s principles, and not just a
detailed listing of administrative tasks based on the principle of a spoils
system.

The debate on the caucus was, however, only the visible tip of a grea-
ter discomfort felt by the English intellectual class. The idyllic picture of
democracy as providing an increased influence to cultivated people, whose
task was to lead society towards the abolition of all class privileges and to
help economic and intellectual development, was in jeopardy. It was
significant that the organization of politics and the ‘dangerous’ re-forming
of civilized society into opposing groups were also developing in other
countries, parallel to the growth of democratic/socialist-oriented
movements. In the early 1880s, therefore, Great Britain, like the rest of
Europe, witnessed a dramatic increase in social pressures as well as the
international arena being increasingly dominated by nationalist tensions,
racial intolerance, and economic and imperialist competition. Thus the
dream of establishing a serene realm of conscience on which liberal culture
had, only a few years before, hoped to build a ‘realm of freedom’ came to
an end.

It was in this climate of tangible lack of faith and disillusion® that the
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divorce came about between British intellectuals and the Liberal party or,
rather, its undisputed leader, William Ewart Gladstone.”® The spark that
set the event off was the Home Rule Bill, which proposed partial self-
government for Ireland. Because of the Irish problem, the political situation
was in stalemate and the elderly Liberal leader hoped that Home Rule
would grant parliament renewed control over the issue. Moderate public
opinion, however, saw it merely as a short-cut to the dissolution of the
empire,*! the final act of a radical policy that was forever drawing up and
planning new legislation. Gladstone’s proposal was rejected, with a large
group of ‘secessionist’ Liberals also voting against it.>

Indeed, a large share of moderate liberal public opinion felt that Home
Rule was the inevitable political consequence of a ‘philosophy’ based on
abstract principles of progress and social justice. Therefore, politics would
become a mere tool for the planning and allocation of resources, in view
of a new and more rational level of legitimation for the ruling class. Such
a culture, shaped by Bentham’s utilitarianism, was, in the opinion of
Conservatives and moderate Liberals, to mark the beginning of an era
devoid of moral strength.>

‘Gladstonianism’, the British version of a more general European
political phenomenon, faced with the problem of the masses” entry into
public life, therefore, chose to follow the path of political engineering
and legislative intervention. The aim was to govern the steady social
changes whose origins lay in the French Revolution. For some years,
liberalism had found it difficult to propose a language common to the
ruling class as a whole.* Thus, the language broke down into a wide
range of expressions that were to make the old élitist organization of politics
obsolete:

Times and circumstances are changing. Whigs and Tories, Liberals and
Conservatives are names of the past. A great revolution has been effected,
and the rights of property and of individual liberty are threatened in a
manner unknown in English history.?

It was, then, natural, following Italy and France and in the face of
social danger, that ‘the best men of both parties may agree to forget
differences, at best purely nominal, and may be brought together by the
sense of a common danger, and that from the ashes of parties which have
served their time and purpose, a new national party may arise...”® The
commonly felt opposition to Home Rule stressed the artificial nature of
most political distinctions which still separated moderate Liberals and
Conservatives. Such distinctions had an historical origin but no
contemporary basis. Hostility against Gladstone

...springs from men who really were one in political feeling, and separated
only by political distinctions of a purely artificial and unreal character...;
the liberal principles, which formed the banner of the old liberal party are
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either settled, or accepted and supported by every political party...the
assertion of the Democratic power has destroyed, at once and for ever, the
old Tory principles and the old Whig doctrines.”’

The key issue of political and cultural debates in these years concerned
the usefulness of a ‘national’ or ‘centre’ party. In fact, the issue embodied
the political formalization of an underground phenomenon of realignment
of the national bourgeoisie. Begun in the late 1860s, it had been precipitated
by the ‘radical’ perspectives that Gladstone imposed on his cabinets, which
were seen as external to the moderate tradition of liberalism: ‘it is enough
for my present purpose’, states Edward Dicey, ‘to say that the policy of
the late Government, both at home and abroad, was inconsistent with and
antagonistic to the ideas, principles, and convictions to which I, as a
Moderate Liberal, attach vital importance’.5

Gladstone, therefore, was charged with deserting the liberal arena for
radicalism, both in foreign and internal policy. ‘The Liberal party —
according to the Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine - [...] are not the
advocates and exponents of the principles for which, as Liberals, the giant
reformers of the early part of this century fought and conquered. Theirs is
spurious Liberalism of a dangerous and socialistic character [...]’.>° The
Whigs’ rebellion was consequently seen, not as a betrayal, but rather as a
due reinstatement of old Liberal principles which now seemed better
safeguarded by the Unionists® or indeed the Conservative party.' This,
of course, did not necessarily mean that breakaways would join Salisbury’s
party,® but it did mean they realized that:

...if in these fifteen years the Conservative party has given us no great
cause for hope, what shall we say of the Liberal party, in whom we
trusted?...All that we can hope of the old Liberal party, in which we
placed the innocent trust in youth, is that it is dead.®

It was therefore necessary to consider all strategies:

Is it the duty or the interest of Moderate Liberals to place Mr Chamberlain
in a position to commence, if not to execute, his Socialist programme?...The
time has come when we Moderate Liberals have got to show that we care
much more about our principles being carried out in practice than we do
about our leaders being placed in office. We have got in fact to do what
the Independent Republicans did at the last presidential election in America
when they voted the Democratic ticket - what the Moderate Republicans
have just done in France when they polled for the Conservatives...We
know very well what we fear, and have reason to fear, in the event of the
Liberals returning to power. On the other hand, we know perfectly well
that we have nothing to fear in the event of the Conservatives remaining
in Office...Between ourselves and the Conservatives the difference is one
of degree; between ourselves and Radicals it is one of principles.®
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This was a politically significant statement on the eve of exhausting
electoral battles during which, in one way or another, the old reformist
intelligentsia was to fight against Gladstone. He was depicted as a
demagogue with no sense of the common good who, for years, had tricked
and corrupted the country. The estrangement of the moderate wing of the
Liberal party transcended the contemporary political battle and involved
the perception of public morality itself. As the Whig John Tyndall wrote
to one of the Unionist leaders, Lord Selborne:

...It is not the political question that I regard as most serious, it is the
moral putrefaction that Mr Gladstone has sown broadcast throughout this
land of England.%

His career, according to one branch of Conservative opinion, was an
endless one of

...demagogy the brilliancy of which is without parallel in history. No man
probably, has ever possessed a temperament so well adapted to sway the
impulsive and emotional element which, predominant in all democracies,
is nowhere more vehement and overpowering than in England...He unites
the fervour of the Scotch preacher to the shrewdness of the electioneering
agent.5

The Prime Minister’s statesmanship, never questioned before, was now
being challenged. Matthew Arnold, poet and critic, and one of the most
authoritative intellectuals of his times, maintained that Gladstone was,
unlike Cavour or Bismarck, no statesman, but merely ‘an unrivalled
parliamentary leader and manager’.%” Others proposed an unlikely
comparison with one of the most controversial and ambiguous European
politicians of the time, General Boulanger:

..Both are masters of arts of self advertisement, both are fighting for
political existence; both appeal to the superior potency of persons over
principles. ‘Revision’ is to General Boulanger what ‘Home Rule’ is to Mr
Gladstone...in both cases the term is a dexterous shift to conceal
irreconcilable differences of opinion; and the success of either...would
mean a civil war.%

So many hopes had been placed in Gladstone: why did he fail?

Probably because, having to be the minister of the modern development
of English society, he was born in 1809. The minister of a period of
concentration, resistance, and war, may be spiritually rooted in the past;
not so the minister of a work of civil development in a modern age. I once
ventured to say to Lord Salisbury...that he interested me because, though
a Conservative, he was reared in a post-Philistine epoch and influenced
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by it...Such, then, is our situation. A captivating Liberal leader, generous
and earnest, full of eloquence, ingenuity, and resource, and a consummate
parliamentary manager - but without insight, and who as a statesman has
hitherto not succeeded, but failed...[The liberals] do really seem to have
reached the nadir. They have shown us about the worst that a party of
movement can do, when that party is bounded and backward and without
insight, and is led by a manager of astounding skill and energy, but himself
without insight likewise.%®

Apart from its leader’s deficiencies, the very role of the Liberal party
appeared ambiguous in this historical period when, according to the
emerging Conservative theorist Mallock, the attack on private property
matched ‘the tendency of population to press against the means of
subsistence’. ‘Heresies’ on these two topics formed ‘the subject-matter of
all contemporary agitation in this country, and - what, perhaps, is still
more important - to be the essential part of all those unsettling dreams as
to the limits and the rapidity of possible social progress.’” The Liberals
were charged with having particular abilities ‘to excite the imagination of
an uninstructed electorate, and posing as the party of Progress, to dazzle
the people by endless schemes of legislative change, which, according to
them, are infallibly to secure the greatest happiness of the greatest
number’.”! Now, however, it was necessary to consider finished the
‘enlightened’ era of dreams and hopes for a painless social change that
would leave the status quo unaltered. As a result, the ‘progressive’ party’s
task could also be considered over.

The plain truth is that the Liberal party as we have known it hitherto, has
well-nigh fulfilled its mission. All the important political reforms,
consistent with the existing political and social institutions of the country,
have been accomplished; and it is impossible to advance much further
than we have done already in the way of democratic legislation without
attacking the Constitution or the established order of society...It is enough
for my present purpose to say that the Liberals, whom I am now addressing,
are anxious to preserve our existing Constitution and are opposed to all
Socialist ideas. This being so, co-operation with Consetvatives is a thing
to be desired in itself, apart from the immediate object this co-operation
has in view, namely the maintenance of the Union. The Conservatives of
to-day have practically become converts to the principles which formerly
were associated with liberalism. The Radicals, on the other hand, have
largely abandoned these principles...Liberals of the class represented by
Lord Hartington and Mr Goschen have much more in common with the
views held by Lord Salisbury than with those propounded by Mr
Chambetlain. If the fundamental institutions of the country are to be secured
against attack, if individual liberty and the rights of property are to be
protected in the future against the encroachments of Socialism, it must be
by the combined action of the Conservatives and the Liberals...I rejoice at

The Conservative Mind 31

the probability of this coalition leading to a permanent fusion. Our old
party names have ceased to represent facts. Whether as Unionists or
Constitutionalists, or under whatever name fortune may assign them, the
friends of law and order and individual liberty will soon have to form one
united party...I would once more repeat the advice I proffered to Liberals,
as opposed to Radicals, at the last election, and urge them to support the
Conservatives openly and loyally, as fellow workers in the same cause
with themselves.”

The Conservatives had seemingly become the trustees of the original
Liberal culture. Matthew Arnold, calling himself ‘a Liberal of the future’,
admitted that ‘on the reasonableness of the Conservative party our best
hope at present depends’.” At its lowest point in history, Gladstonian
liberalism was blamed for not showing concern for the insecurity felt by
the petty and middle bourgeoisie. Victorian journals reiterated the
hypothesis of a return to commeon sense after years of radical estrangement.
It was also an effort to recover ‘realism’, with no party labels but based
on that very Tory party which had always been supportive of the
immutability of things, privileges included, and therefore alert to the fallacy
of radical demagogy, ever ready to propose reforms and abolish customs.
Indeed, the Conservatives seemed to have made an impression on moderate
public opinion by repeating that:

...in this country the danger of over-legislation is serious. The public press
of all parties has gradually slipped into the habit of periodically urging
upon Governments, at the opening of each parliamentary session, the
necessity for undertaking a series of far-reaching and important measures;,
and at the close of the session the same public press bases its estimate of
a Government upon the number of public experiments - described as great
legislative achievements - which it has carried out. The voracity for change
bears no relation to the merits of each case. We must move with the time,
is the phrase upon the lips of every one; but no one troubles to enquire
whether change constitutes reform or improvement; and just as a magic
lantern interests by its constant variations, so a Government has to please
the people by an exhibition of restless legislative proposals. Yet neither
experience nor probability affords any ground for thinking that popular
Governments have either been successful as legislative Governments, or
that there can be an infinity of legislative innovation at once secure and
beneficent. On the contrary, it would be a safer conjecture that the
possibilities of reform are strictly limited. Legislation is, among popularly-
governed countries like England, the great centre of public interest and
excitement...

Therefore, the core of Conservative politics should not be legislative
acceleration; rather
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...the strength of the Unionist party has to be measured...not by what it
can do, but by what it can prevent being done. The Unionist party consists
of men whose political views are historicaily but not practically different;
of men who recognize the Democratic force, but,...believe their duty is to
lead and not to be led by it.”*

Because of this cautious attitude, Conservatives were often seen as a
weak party, opposed to progress if not obscurantist; during these years,
however, those classes wishing for a pause in society’s ‘disorderly’ process
of growth began to see such caution as positive.” The main problem was
to stop Gladstone’s “political enthusiasm’ that had already broken the
tra}dnic_)n of ‘detachment’ and ‘administrative neutrality’ typical of
mid-Victorian governments, thus exacerbating the social question.

In Mallock’s words, ‘Our aim is not to extinguish popular hopes, but
merely to make these hopes sober’. In order to compensate for the excesses
of radical demagogy, the party had to “find the way to the popular common
sense’.” The editor of the National Review, Alfred Austin, wondered
instead:’...is it impossible to constitute a Party of Common Sense?...The
Party of Common Sense must likewise be the Party of Honest Men.” The
strategy aimed at recovering the values that, in the past, had made the
empire great; it was embodied in the claim for sound ‘stability’ that
Gladstone’s party lacked, ruled as it was by ‘sentimental Liberalism’ and
inspired by ‘non-sense’. The Conservative party, conversely, had often

...obtained for it the designation of the ‘stupid Party’. But on the whole,
the stupid people have been right; and even the clever people are now
beginning to find out that in politics very little cleverness suffices; for
politics is nothing more than the knowledge of human nature applied to
the safety and welfare of the State.”?

This, then, was the theoretical basis for the Conservative counterattack
at the end of the century: a lack of confidence in the reason and rationality
of the masses as the main instrument for interpreting reality. ‘Anti-
intellectualism’ had no specifically Conservative origin, as the Whi
culture epitomized by Walter Bagehot’s works shows: as early as the 1860s,
he had already pointed out the role played by inertial factors in politics, as
well as the functional character of a system that valued the ‘stupidity’ of
the masses. The conviction that man was not naturally endowed with a
) political character’ thus led moderate and conservative liberalism to exalt
the virtues of imitation and the unconscious, the immutability of human
nature” and of community life, which had always centred on hierarchy
and inequality.”™

Once agaip,. the issues here were ambiguous and not clearly traceable
to a clear political-parliamentary schism. Bagehot had spoken of politics
which, in appealing to public opinion, should be aware that:
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‘public opinion...is the opinion of the bald-headed man at the back of the
omnibus.’ It is not the opinion of the aristocratical classes as such; or of
the most educated or refined classes as such; it is simply the opinion of
the ordinary mass of educated, but still commonplace mankind.®

As far as ‘real’ public opinion was concerned, between 1860 and 1880
a fierce battle had taken place between those who accused the
Conservatives of basing their opinions on the ‘beer and Bible’ combination,
and those who charged Liberals with not perceiving that the breakdown
of the system of ‘pre-political’ relations would mean surrendering to
instability and to demagogues. This clash was partly responsible for the
Liberal interest in an American model, which seemed to prove that a
community with no system of deference could nevertheless develop in an
‘orderly’ way, thanks possibly to the very same despised political machine.
In 1888, the success achieved by James Bryce’s The American Common-
wealth clearly showed that, in cultural terms, the fact of mass democracy
could no longer be dismissed. In addition, this new ‘voyage to America’
of a Liberal-moderate political scientist supported the idea that even that
‘anomalous’ example was nothing more than a kind of nationalization
imposed on an élite and on a tradition-oriented culture, making a
government of transformation possible.® Conservatives, too, had to come
to terms with that idea, as Lecky’s work shows.®
The appeal to instinct, race and tradition allowed Conservatives to stress
the role of social order and the mutual responsibility between classes.
Liberals, conversely, in the Tories’ view, emphasized individualism, thus
destroying the fabric of society. In a framework where the bonds between
individuals were no longer perceived as an obligation, the quest for political
freedom led directly to permanent disorder. In fact, the July 1886 elections
seemed to embody the disquiet and anxiety of moderate public opinion
faced with a possible institutionalization of ‘anarchy’. An even larger
electorate, recruited among the poorest classes in both town and country,
went to the polls in constituencies where one seat only was to be allocated,
thus making impossible the traditional mediation between parties to divide
up the two or more seats, which had been available before the 1885
Redistribution Act. Another important factor was the greater impact of
ideology and propaganda,® a result of the Corrupt Practices Act of 1883,
but also of the higher level of partisanship resulting from the nationalization
of the political clash and, at the same time, the personification of party
controversies epitomized, in the 1870s, by the ‘duellists’ Gladstone and
Disraeli. Moreover, this particular election began increasingly to look
like a referendum on the great challenge of Home Rule, proposed by
Gladstone and rejected by the House with the help of the two extreme
wings of a Liberal party now even more formally divided. Never before,
stated the leading article in The National Review, had the British people
been summoned to express their opinion on so important an issue. The
‘more educated’ sector of the electorate seemed to appreciate the relevance
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of the problem. ‘But how is it with the two and half million electors lately
admitted to the franchise? They have had little education of any sort...and
of political education and experience, in the serious sense of those words,
they have had none whatever.’®® This was in fact one of the favourite
topics of the critics of political democracy. In 1878, for example, The
Nineteenth Century Review published a debate on ‘Is the popular
Jjudgement in politics more than just that of the higher orders?” Lord Arthur
Russell wrote that an ignorant crowd would never be able to form a political
opinion of its own without a leader

...whose success will be equal to his eloquence. There can be no doubt
that a certain emotional response...can be obtained from an ignorant crowd,
by an eloquent speaker, with greater facility than from an assemblage of
enlightened men...A Dieu le veult will not carry off, nowadays, a cultivated
assembly to a crusade.

A radical representative, Fredric Harrison, answered Lord Russell,
admitting ‘that the uneducated masses are only in the right when led by
right-minded leaders’, agreeing with those who found it absurd ‘that an
illiterate collier should be sent to the Foreign Office’. However, in the
end, he moved on to the problem of the meaning of the term ‘political
education’, ‘a totally different thing from literary education’ since it could
also be acquired through participation in the new forms of political life.®

In the event, the elections yielded disastrous results for home rulers.
The fears of Whig intellectuals and of Conservative public opinion were
thus dispelled, since

...in spite of the great infusion of democracy into the English Constitution,
the spirit of historical patriotism is still the paramount instinct in the English
nation. The Election points to the existence of a deep and strong Imperial
feeling in the mass of the English people. Yet so imperfectly does our
representative system reflect the temper of the community.®’

The actual outcome ‘forms a great turning-point in our history, for in
effect, if not in name, it has been the first experiment we have ever made
with a House of Commons based upon the widest democratic franchise.
However, the Liberal defeat in the 1886 elections was immediately
interpreted in the light of long-term social phenomena that had little or
nothing to do with the contingent Irish question.*

He would be but a superficial observer of contemporary politics who
conceived that Mr Gladstone’s Home Rule propaganda was the causa
causans of that wide-spread desertion of modern Liberalism by the upper
and middle classes; the movement has been steadily continuous since the
introduction of the abortive Reform Bill of 1866 and has been from time
to time accelerated throughout the series of democratic measures which
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marked Mr Gladstone’s administrations: the Home Rule policy precipitated
and almost completed an exodus which hitherto had been gradual and
therefore less perceptible.”

The reasons for such a change were to be found in the completion of
an historical cycle of battles fought by a now satisfied liberal bourgeoisie:

...the battle of the middle class has been fought and won. Free trade, the
removal of religious disabilities and perhaps preponderance of the
commercial interest in the work of government have transferred the
bourgeoisie from the party of progress to the party of rest.”!

It was an uninterrupted transfer, as also demonstrated by the fact that
the Conservative electoral defeat of 1880 was achieved by only a marginal
number of votes: ‘no close observer can believe that the counties were
lost by any real revolt from the Imperial policy of Lord Beaconsfield’.”
Moreover, some people began by reconsidering the significance of the
Liberals’ electoral supremacy. ‘Between 1832 and 1885 the Liberals have
had majorities in nine Parliaments, and the Conservatives in two. [...]
This great inequality, however, was brought about for the most part by
the Scotch and Irish votes, and in five out of the eleven elections the
Conservatives had a clear English majority’.”® The more detailed ana-
lysis developed in the National Review praised the realism of new
generations:

Fifteen years ago the current of political opinion among the young set as
strongly in favour of Liberalism as it now runs in the counter direction.
Conservatism has often been stigmatized as the creed of the upper classes
and the old; of those who have that which they wish to
keep...Liberalism...was the creed of the middle and lower classes...and
the young, whose imagination was fired by its brilliant theories and
resounding phrases. Now, however, the middle classes have ceased to be
acquisitive, having for the most part acquired the objects of their ambition;
the lower classes suffer from fewer political inequalities; and the young
have been disillusioned by the spread of education. The result is a
prodigious absorption into the Conservative body of many of the most
distinctive elements of the old Liberal Party. When I speak of the young
men...I speak with particular reference to the young men of the middle
and lower classes, clerks, apprentices, shopkeepers, mechanics and artisans,
who at each succeeding election are found enlisted in large numbers in
the Conservative ranks.”

The prophecy ‘that all which is connoted by the names Tory or
Conservative would become extinct...and that the crowd would sweep
away the old bases of society and build up a fresh nation upon the ruins’®
did not come true. Another prophecy was realized instead - one that in the




36 The National Party of Common Sense (1885-1892)

past ‘was ridiculed in certain quarters as an impracticable dream, that a
new party in politics might be formed embracing the moderate men of
both sides...The prediction has thus been fulfilled...The new party sug-
gested nine years ago exists to-day as a fact’.*

No circumstance more strange or more gratifying presents itself in the
history of the decade than the alliance of the Conservatives and the dissident
Liberals effected in 1886. In sending such men as Lord Hartington, Mr
Goschen and Mr Chamberlain to the Conservative fold, Mr Gladstone’s
Home Rule Bill was a national boon, a veritable blessing in disguise. It
has given England what the Conservative Party always claimed to be, and
what Lord Beaconsfield in that eccentric little pamphlet, ‘What is
He?’...said was needed to save England from decline, a National Party.”’

For some liberal predominance till then had been “accepted” on the
grounds that the liberals had succeeded in curbing the “intemperances”
of radicalism. Now these intemperances seemed to be out of control. The
time had come to shift the balance of power by joining together the “centre”
parties of the British political system. On a closer look, this reflection was
none other than the reproposal of that key passage in the development of
modern political systems that the Swiss jurist J. Kaspar Bluntschli had
defined as “conjonction des centres”. On a theoretical basis, the union of
the “centre virile parties”, the moderate liberals and the moderate
conservatives, had already been postulated in 1869, borrowed from the
political culture of a number of European countries, especially France
and Italy. The idea also began to circulate in certain intellectual circles in
England. The conservative T.E. Kebbel, for example, in 1886,
reconstructed the political developments of his own country by drawing
on the ideas of Bluntschli.

The Reform Bill of Lord Grey broke up the House of Commons into four
parties, quite as distinct from one another as those which sat last month at
Westminster. There were the Tories, the Whigs or moderate Liberals, the
Radicals, and the Repealers; and the differences between them were quite
as strongly marked in 1833 as they are in 1886. Hansard proves this; and
if the Party system was to continue at all, it was absolutely necessary that
the effect of these divisions should be neutralized, by combining two or
more of these sections into a single Party under one authority as of old.
Such a combination was found, almost as a matter of course, in the union
of the Whigs and the Radicals, which lasted nominally down to the present
day; and, as it was impossible for the Tories to unite with the Repealers,
the new Allies were for the most part masters of the situation. But it is a
great mistake to suppose that the Whig-Radicals ever exhibited the solidity
of a homogeneous party, or that the connection was ever free from those
internal dissentions, which are sometimes peculiar to a more recent stage
of Party history. On the contrary, we have the authority of Sir Robert Peel
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for saying, that in the first Reformed Parliament the Whigs were constantly
kept in power by the support of the Opposition, who could have turned
them out on several occasions without either compromising their own
principles, or violating any of the recognized rules of Parliamentary
warfare®.

Many intellectuals viewed the expected emergence of such a ‘centre
party’ as a step towards abandoning the party system - that is, the tradi-
tional division of parties typical of British political history. ‘Parties as
they once existed were, in a way, intermediate bodies between the people
and the House of Commons,” Kebbel wrote, whereas in his time mediation
seemed, to have disappeared due to the omnipotence of the electorate
which directly controlled the House of Commons. The caucus was
therefore ‘the direct result of the dissatisfaction that is necessarily produced
by the combination of democracy and party’, a lethal mix in that

...the party was never meant for democracy, will not work with democracy,
and that all attempts to yoke the two together must end in disappointment
and disaster...If party government, which was once extolled by good judges
as a useful and excellent device, is now condemned by the same as a
source of weakness and mismanagement, it is because the conditions of
the problem are altered, and that what answered very well under aristocratic
or middle class control has broken down under a democracy.”

The end of the party system and the creation of a big centre grouping
seemed the only way for ensuring, in an era of uncertainty, government
stability, given that it was no longer possible to grant oneself the luxury
“of trying to govern without a fixed Parliamentary majority.” Though not
realizing it, Kebbel in reality was hoping for an “institutionization” of the
old Palmerstone majority of the 50s, an invocation of what on the continent
was called trasformismo (political opportunism).

In its favour it may be urged, that though up to a certain point it would
increase the power of individuals, already perhaps a danger of the future,
since a Minister with no organized opposition to encounter would under
ordinary circumstances be able to do nearly as he liked, yet that the evil
would be balanced by important countervailing benefits. In the first place,
the very fact, that the rejection of Ministerial measures did not involve a
change of Ministry, would allow many men to vote against them who
now feel obliged to support them for fear of provoking that catastrophe.
[...] In the second place, if men were not bound together by Party ties,
there would be no reason why they should all attack and defend the same
measures; reason and conviction would have fair play; while, in great
emergencies, the leading statesmen of the House would have less difficulty
in coming together and making it impossible for a really bad Minister to
retain office.
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and ancient war-cries have become mere empty sounds. There is no longer
a Tory party in the sense of the term in pre-Disraelian times. In its stead
there is a growing popular conservatism, full of vitality...As to the Liberal
Not that we look forward to the extinction of the Party system with party, it has ceased to exist as a whole. There are, indeed, groups of
equanimity. On the contrary, we foresee the gravest inconveniences arising politicians vaguely labelling themselves with the Liberal name - a
fromit. [...] fraudulent trade-mark.!%

It is impossible not to see that the conduct of Parliamentary government
without Party, though it would remove great abuses and deliver us from
great embarrassments, would be accompanied by many unpopular

Alongside the advantages of an end to the party system, the conservative
intellectual did not however neglect the possible risks:

In a world where ‘social sentiments, aspirations, needs hitherto
unknown or buried beneath the surface, are upheaving the strata of society,’
one main problem concerned the government:

cil.rcumst.ances; and that, while securities against a Ministerial dictatorship
might still exist, the difficulties of opposition would be heightened, and
the facilities for corruption multiplied

The possible decline of the party system might have called for a more
active role for the Sovereign who “should take a more prominent part in
Ministerial arrangements than has been customary in recent times, to
supply those checks on personal government which had vanished with
the Party system” 1%,

The hope to neutralize social conflicts by altering the party system was
in fact one of the typical illusions of European nineteenth-century
moderation. Marco Minghetti or De Laveleye could have written
Hodgson’s statement: ‘among serious and well meaning men there is a
commonplace observation that the Party System is out of date’.’®" The
problem was not a simple one but embodied the fierce battle for the rede-
finition of the *political centre’.'* In the process, the various components
of British liberalism tried to achieve legitimation in the eyes of public
opinion as the only representatives of ‘true’ liberalism and ‘true’ progress.
_ The alliance with the Unionists was, from this point of view, of primary
importance: ‘there are many things for which we have good cause to be
grateful to the Government of the last six years’, wrote a democratic Tory
in 1892, “if for nothing more than the alliance between the Tories and the
Liberal-Unionists.” It was in fact thanks to them that a political centre
composed of ‘moderates of both parties’ was able to establish itself in the
open for the first time.'® Thus,

...if there is to be a Right Party formed in the future...,at least we have
seen the possibility of a Centre Party which should receive the fullest
support in the country at large. It is no small thing that the active and
energetic spirits who headed the revolt of the middle class against
Gladstonism should have been brought by necessity into close union with
the best men that the aristocratic party has produced for many years.!%

The_old balance of the system now seemed to be combined with the
new, vigorous Conservative Unionism, since

...the old lines have melted away in the crucible of a great national danger,

How are these political, intellectual, material, and spiritual aspirations,
needs, and requirements to be satisfied? By what means and in what way
is this national imperial sentiment to work out the safety of the nation?
How are the forces newly generated among us to be guided, controlled,
and wrought into beneficial action? Which of our political parties is most
naturally adapted to deal successfully with the great problem of the
day?....The Whigs, as a party, cannot be looked upon as a serious factor in
the future; they have done their work and have had their day...They are
the Celestials of politics. Unchanged and unchangeable, they cannot adapt
themselves to our future cravings...Is the safety to be found in
Radicalism?... Modern Radicalism is a mere aggregation of imperfectly
cohering atoms,...Professional politicians, enthusiastic philosophers,
fanatics, faddists, quacks, cynics, humorists, bound together by the loosest
tie, without a programme and with no definite object worthy of serious
consideration, find in radicalism a stage on which to strut and air their
fantastic fallacies. Fruitful in talk but fruitless in results, they are
distinguished by no intelligible adhesion to any possible programme.
Radicalism in short conveys no meaning...Of all our political combinations,
the Tory party alone can act adequately in the future without prejudice to
its past. It alone can deal with problems now pressing upon us without
departing from its traditions, or violating those principles which have
guided it in former days. No reform which is honest and complete can be
attempted until certain fundamental, social, moral, and political conditions
are first assumed. The Tory party stands upon the firm principles and sure
foundation of liberty, property, and law;...It holds fast to the ancient
constitutional institutions of the land, but realises that changing
circumstances require changing treatment, that systems and laws must be
modified in order to remain the same, and that institutions are made for
man, not man for institutions...The problem of the future is..how to
reconcile the individual with the social instincts...Toryism standing on
the solid rock of liberty, property, and law, untrammelled by the past,
viewing the present with open and unprejudiced eyes, believing in
progressive reform, is alone capable of converting sound theory into
wholesome results. No other political combination can do so without
compromising itself and losing its identity in the traditions, principles,
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and objects of the Tory party. For these reasons, as it appears to me, the
Tory party is alone capable of successfully handling the problems of the
day, of avoiding inaction on the one hand and revolution on the other, and
of leading the modern democracy safely along the paths of prosperity and
peace.!®

Efficiency and Authority

The equation ‘governability - prosperity’ introduced one of the typical
arguments of Conservative anti-Gladstonianism of the 1880s - that of
‘national efficiency’. This, along with the myth of the empire, represented,
though often indistinctly, one of the prevailing (and unifying) features of
the intolerance of some intellectual and middle-class circles when faced
with the decline from the status of Great Power.'"”” During this period
some doubts were cast on the reliability of military, educational and
bureaucratic organization in Great Britain, especially in connection with
the, by then, open competition with Germany and the United States.'®®
This awareness was transformed into a rethinking of the customs and
institutions which, until a few years before, had been considered the basis
of the civilized development of the country. The new needs of public life,
for example, were such that the debate-oriented nature of the House of
Commons, which both Walter Bagehot and the mid-Victorians deemed a
basic ingredient in the political education of the British people, gradually
became an obstacle to the working of the parliamentary organization.'®
Another hindrance was represented by ‘Irish’ obstructionism. In 1890,
Joseph Chamberlain, following the example of the United States,
confirmed his partiality, as a ‘radical’, for procedures that guaranteed a
quicker political decision-making process:

...the practice of unlimited discussion has become incompatible with the
proper progress of business under modern conditions. The great underlying
principles of representative government do not require it - democracy has
shown no particular desire to preserve it. Its limitation, with any regulations
that may be devised to encourage the majority to proceed with that spirit
of fairness which is consistent with English traditions, is urgently and
speedily demanded if we would preserve the potent instrument of popular
government from ridicule and failure, and if we would see the House of
Commons once more command the confidence of the people and the
respect of other nations.!!?

There was a pervasive image of the government as completely
submissive to the will of the commons, which was seen as having
‘gradually absorbed the whole authority of the Executive Government’.'!!
The general trend was towards recovering authority, which seemed to
have been eroded through the partial decline of the social role of the landed
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aristocracy and the growth of democracy. One aspect of this trend, which
most people supported, was the demand for a more substantial role in
decision-making. British moderates, along with continental liberal culture,
felt that authority could be recovered only if the institutions were free of
the passion of political conflict. Austin, for example, an authoritative
spokesman for the Conservative trend which aimed at restoring a balance
by giving greater institutional power back to the Crown and the House of
Lords while taking it away from representatives,''*> wondered why

..the Crown should not be entrusted, not nominally only, but actually,
with the selection of the Minister whom we now call Secretary of State
for Foreign Affairs...A Standing Committee upon Foreign and Imperial
Affairs could easily be constituted...Such a body would, in the true sense
of the word, be a deliberative Body:;...No passion, no Party spirit, no sudden
enthusiasm about particular persons, would be imported into the
question, !

In the 1880s, however, most reform projects and the attention of
politicians and intellectuals were focused on the House of Lords. Radical
groups largely demanded its abolition on the grounds that it was a body
with no popular mandate. Conservatives fought for reform aimed at
strengthening the Upper House which, for over 50 years, had submitted
to the will of the House of Commons.!** The Conservatives’ defence was
based on the belief that the Lords did not hold a different degree of
‘deliberative wisdom’, like senators in other countries. Rather, they
represented the specific and recognized interests of an important social
class, the landed aristocracy."® The latter had always claimed to be directly
and soundly linked with the nation, thus denying any credibility to the
concept of parliamentary representation of the people.''® The House of
Lords was thus depicted as the only stronghold of the rights of the people
against the degeneration brought about by democracy:

All history proves that a Second Chamber is necessary...It is impossible
to obtain any adequate guarantee that a single Chamber will not sometimes
act in opposition to the wishes of the country at large. It too often happens
that a Parliamentary orator obtains such an ascendancy in the House of
Commons that he can secure a majority even for unpopular measures, and
in such cases it is only the power of the House of Lords which prevent
them from passing into law. In this way the Upper House is the protector
of popular rights against the excessive power of one man, who might
practically become an arbitrary dictator if he had only to deal with the
House of Commons.”

Conservatives, therefore, had no doubts that a second House was
necessary. The problem lay rather in the criteria for selecting the Lords.
In Goldwin Smith’s words:
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The only valid argument in favour of the retention of the House of Lords
is, in fact, the difficulty which the Bicamerists find in devising anything
to be put in its place. Nomination is a total failure...If both Chambers are
elective...the result is a collision and a deadlock...Co-optation in any form,
or election by an order, would give us the oligarchy over again...Not only
as to the mode in which their Senate is to be elected are the Bicamerists at
fault; they are equally at fault as to the special materials of which it is to
be composed. If age or wealth is to be the qualification, impotence or
odium will be the result. If the wisest are to have their seats in the Senate,
the popular House will be deprived of its best leaders. Supreme power
must centre somewhere; it will centre in that body which most directly
represents the national will. Let the assembly, then, which is the s.eat pf
supreme power, be the seat of collective wisdom...Frankly recognize its
authority, and invest it at the same time with a full measure of
responsibility."®

This was what Salisbury had in mind when, in 1884, he launched the
successful campaign to reduce the elected House’s room for manoeuvre'?
through a reassessment of the tasks of the Upper House. It was an important
transition, based on the cavalier use that the Conservative leader made of
the referendal theory,'® which had been formulated in the late 1860s.
Important decisions made by the House of Commons should be submitted
to the Lords who, according to Salisbury, were entitled to verify whether
most of the population - in whose name they deliberated - agreed.”!

Goldwin Smith, however, suggested that declining authority in a period
of extended suffrage was due not only to the limited political sway of the
most prestigious institutions, but principally to the weakness of the
executive branch:

...the nations have been so much engaged in taking authority out of bad
hands, that they have forgotten that it is a good and necessary thing in
itself. Government has become dangerously weak. The greater part of its
energy is now expended, not in the work of administration, but in
preserving its own existence...A Country with an Empire and a world-wide
diplomacy cannot afford to have an executive, the policy of which is always
shifting with the wind of opinion, and which can exercise no forecast,
because it is not sure of its existence for an hour...Those who are as far as
is the writer of this paper from being Imperialists, must see, nevertheless,
that while the Empire exists it creates a special necessity for a strong and
undemagogic Government, and that on any hypothesis, a disruption, or
general dissolution from a collapse of the central authority, is not the
thing to be desired. The Radicals themselves are saying that what the
country now wants is a strong government, by which, however, people
often mean a government strongly imbued with their own ideas...'*

Smith added to these limits the question of the lack of the codification
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of the ‘powers’ and ‘duties’ that rule public life, as could be detected in
the ‘paradox’ that the ‘cradle’ of constitutional government had no
formalized constitution:

Actually she [Great Britain] has nothing but a Balance of Power, or rather
the power no longer balanced of the House of Commons...The term
‘Constitutional’, though it seems full of mysterious and august meaning,
has never really denoted anything but the limit of practical force...England,
like other nations under the elective system, needs a written constitution,
defining all powers and duties, guarding against any usurpation, and
entrusted to the keeping of a court of law. Traditions and understandings,
which may be maintained and serve their purpose so long as the government
is in the hands of a family group of statesmen walking in the ancestral
paths, will not command the same respect in a far different order of
things...A written constitution in no way interferes with the freedom of
development which is the supposed privilege of the unwritten. It only
provides that development shall proceed in the way of regular and legal
amendment, and not in that of violent collision and intimidation by street
parades.'?

Imperial Instinct or Conservative Democracy? The Dilemma of the
Conservative Mind Faced with Victory

While Gladstone had to withstand the attacks of those who felt that the
rule of progressive liberalism was over, Salisbury was compelled to face
a new Conservatism that was disinclined to accept a defensive approach
to politics as political counterweight, so dear to the Tory leader.'* Indeed,
the clear-cut assertion of the Unionist forces, led by Conservatives, initiated
an articulate debate on the nature and tasks of an anti-Gladstonian coa-
lition, a debate cross-cut by several rifts, such as the one dividing Unionist
Liberals from Chamberlain’s Radicals, or the one setting the still lively
Tory democracy of Randolph Churchill against the ‘defensive’
Conservatism of the ‘old identity’.'” This latter querelle, in particular,
signalled the vast rebuilding of Conservative political culture and its
adaptation to the changing social and political conditions within the party
and in the country. When, in the British political system, the ‘stupid party’
came almost unwittingly to the fore with unprecedented strength, the
complicated process of redefining the image of Conservatism began. This
had been tentatively started by Disraeli in the 1870s, and vigorously carried
on by Randolph Churchill until the mid-1880s. The true nature of this
conservatism, now rampant in the country, was explained as follows:

The Country, then, may be said to be Conservative in the broad sense of
the word. It only remains for the Conservative Party to interpret truly the
Conservatism of the Country. There is no longer any excuse for the timidity
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which, while the party was in hopeless minority, hesitated to proclaim a
definite policy, or for the recklessness which entered into a competition
with demagogy on its own ground. True conservatism certainly does not
consist in blind adherence to the obsolete machinery of a more aristocratic
age, but it has no surer foundation in what is rather absurdly called Tory
democracy. Its real basis is the Imperial instinct that exists in all classes of
the Community.'?

The most traditional elements of conservatism could not forgive
democratic Toryism for introducing into the party the typically radical
fixation for constantly planning political agendas: “Tory Democracy is
compounded of all the old Radical commonplaces’, wrote the Conservative
Baumann in 1887, blaming Churchill for acting out of mere personal
ambition. In fact, the former Chancellor of the Exchequer

...sees clearly that Gladstonian Radicalism has hitherto been very popular
in this country, and he knows that, had it not been for the Home Rule
infatuation, Mr Gladstone would now be in power. It seems, therefore, to
have occurred to Lord Randolph, that if he simply eliminated Home Rule,
and labelled the residuum of Gladstonism ‘Tory Democracy’, he would
defeat the Radicals, turn off all Tories who showed the slightest symptoms
of Conservatism, and secure for his party fixity of tenure in Downing
Street.'?’

Opposition to the ‘Tory Democratic Intrigue’ wanted to reaffirm the
historical role of Conservatism, based on passive resistance to the
progressive party and on the recovery of the social influence of the ‘English
gentleman’, whose duty it was to see that ‘his local connections regain
the local influence’.'® Old Tories felt that getting involved in proposals
for reforms was a mistake, since this would not lead to a reshaping of
radicalism, but would instead alter the natural balance of the system:

...when a ‘progressive’ measure has been proposed by our own Party the
Radical Party will always be found ready to ‘go one better’...Our Party
may conduct its business on very ‘progressive’ lines; but there will always
be a Party more ‘progressive’ still... The fact that we cannot outbid the
Radicals is less important than the fact that we must make any attempt to
do so. To promote Progress is not the proper function of the Tory Party.
The proper function of that Party is to see that the measures of progress
promoted by the other Party shall as far as possible embody the principles
of true political science. It must use every means to prevent those measures
from being assaults upon liberty and property. [Otherwise there will bel
instead of a Radical Party and a Tory Party, two Radical Parties competing
with each other in reaction...In all civilized communities men naturally
fall into two groups, the Conservatives and the Radicals; and it is the
outcome of the constant opposition of the movements which those groups
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condition that genuine progress, the development of true civilization, is
found. It is of less importance to the Realm that either Party should be
much in power than that both Parties should be constantly true to their
natures... Clearly, then, the natural function of the Tory Party, the Party
of negative force, is to prevent the Radical Party, the Party of initiative
force, from using power wrongly.!?

For,

...if Tory democracy means the warm sympathy of Toryism with the
People, and the eagerness of Toryism to mitigate the harshness of the
nature of things...then Tory democracy may be welcomed as an excellent
Party designation. But if it signifies that Toryism is going to enter into
competition with Radicalism in false promises, and in pretending to wage
war against that individual liberty and those rights of property from which
social inequality necessarily ensues, then Tory Democracy is a cheat and
a trick and can be accepted by no honest Conservative.*

Such appeals against Tory democracy revealed that a Liberal perspective
had slowly been assimilated. Terms like ‘contract’ and ‘competition’ were
foun_d alongside ‘status’ and ‘collaboration’, stressing some aspects not
previously prominent in Conservative culture, such as individual freedom
and the priority of property rights. From this point of view, the old identity
of the party was no relic of the past, but provided instead an environment
where resistance to legislative intervention and the growing intrusiveness
of the public sphere would be able to evolve into a proper Conservative
culture, attentive to the needs of the free market and capitalism.!*!

Conversely, the political outlook of Tory democracy usually proudly
recalled the ‘social’ perspectives of Disraeli’s activity. He was seen as the
forerunner of ‘democratic’ Conservatism'* - the term ‘democratic’ here
not implying greater popular participation in directing the party, but rather
meaning politically ‘active’ or ‘reformist’, since it represented the
aspirations of a middle class still in a decidedly subordinate position within
the party. Curzon wrote:

...I believe that at the present moment there is a more widespread
activity, and a more genuine enthusiasm for reform, in the ranks of the
Conservative party, than at any previous period during this century...Lord
Beaconsﬁeld...taught his followers the invaluable lesson of taking the
initiative, and created for them a policy, in domestic as well as in foreign
affairs.!

The meaning of Tory democracy was also discussed by its undisputed
leader, Randolph Churchill, in a speech delivered in Manchester in I1)885 :

What is the Tory democracy that the Whigs should deride it and hold it up
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to the execration of the people? It has been called a contradiction in terms;
it has been described as a nonsensical policy. I believe it to be the most
simple and the most easily understood political denomination ever
assumed. The Tory democracy is a democracy which has embraced the
principles of the Tory party. It is a democracy which believes that a
hereditary monarchy and hereditary House of Lords are the strongest
fortifications which the wisdom of man, illuminated by the experience of
centuries, can possibly devise for the protection, not of Whig privilege,
but of democratic freedom. The Tory democracy is a democracy which
adheres to and will defend the Established Church, because it believes
that the Establishment is a guarantee of State morality, and that the
connection between Church and State imparts to the ordinary functions
of executive and law something of a divine sanction. The Tory democracy
is a democracy which, under the shadow and under the protection of those
great and ancient institutions, will resolutely follow the path of
administrative and social reform.’*

This somehow represented a bridgehead opening the way to a lasting
reconciliation between Conservatism and democracy, and, generally, with
the culture of ‘progress’. In other words, the issue at stake, democracy,
had to be ‘neutralized’, proving that it did not belong within the fickle,
and therefore dangerous, scope of politics and ideology, but rather to the
sounder and more reassuring domain of facts and material growth.

In 1893, in a long and well-argued article review entitled ‘Conservatism
and Democracy’ Mallock admitted the following:

In urging all this we have a practical end in view. The genesis of English
democracy has more than a speculative interest. A right apprehension of
it, if general throughout the Conservative party, would have an effect as
important as it would be immediate and permanent. It would enable
Conservatives to realize their own position, and the real nature of the
things for which they are contending, and by what means, in what form,
and to what extent, we may hope to preserve these things in the future.
And in order to arrive at this clear state of mind, it is necessary before all
things to realize the truth on which we have been just insisting, namely,
that English democracy represents not ideas but facts - and facts of the
hardest, the most prosaic, the most material, the most unalterable kind;
and that we can no more return to the régime that existed before the first
Reform Bill than we can suppress newspapers, annihilate third-class trains,
reduce Birmingham to an insignificant village, and change the population
of England from thirty millions to eight.

Supporters and detractors of democracy alike wrongly searched for
the motivation of the democratic phenomenon in the political sphere, as
if they were due
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...to the growth of ideals, of aspirations, of principles, of the sense of
equality, even the emotion of brotherly love...or to various other incidents
in the moral and intellectual sphere...What the growth of democracy in
England really expresses is no new ideal...It is simply the result and
expression of material progress, with the consequent growth of
population...It is the child of science...as the result of manufactures,
locomotion, and the material condition of life generally; and if we wish
symbolically to represent its true father, we should draw a picture not of
an idealist but of a steam-engine... The causes of democratic progress in
England are, broadly speaking, three...They are steam-power, the growth
of population and the development of cheap printing...

It was therefore useless to oppose democracy.

We can defeat ideas; but we cannot defeat facts; and since English
democracy is the necessary consequence of facts, the moral for
Conservatives is that they must accept democracy, and not affect either to
ignore or denounce it. They must realize and admit frankly that
old-fashioned Toryism is impossible; and that it is impossible for the final
and simple reason that old-fashioned England no longer exists...It does
not mean that conservatives need abandon their Tory sympathies, or that
they need think less highly of the old Tory system of government. It only
means that, though retaining their old sympathies and their old principles,
they must under changed circumstances give effect to them in a different
way...The only way in which to preserve what is really vital in political
principles, is to be constantly modifying their application - modifying it
slightly when circumstances change slightly, and, when circumstances
have changed greatly, modifying it to a correspondent degree... This is the
true answer to those who taunt the Conservative party, whether from within
its ranks or without them, with having been false to its principles and
traditions, because it has passed measures which it once condemned, and
has developed a tone and a temper which in former times would have
been abhorrent to it.

Mallock thinks that this reinterpretation of democracy also inevitably
involves a different approach to the political facts of the preceding decades,
since it shows that the democratic path does not belong to radical
liberalism. Radicalism only aims at striking and mortifying aristocracy
and is therefore not at all related to the classic problem of democracy -
{ha‘i(is, the improvement of people’s living standards.’>* Indeed, one should
00

...at the history of Liberalism, or of Radicalism, as distinct from the history
of Democracy. The growth of democracy, as we have endeavoured to
make clear, has been a social fact not a political fact. The primary causes
of it have been wholly independent of party.
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In the first half of the century, Liberals had in effect played the role of
spokesmen for the new principles accompanying the growth of democracy,
while Conservatives had confined themselves to opposing them. Therefore:

...there was accordingly, and we are not concerned to deny it, considerable
justice in the name which they applied to the Tories - the name of ‘The
Stupid Party’. Liberalism, at that time, in spite of its pretensions, was
very far from being scientific; but the truths it proclaimed, no less than
the falsehoods, were treated by the Tories in much the same spirit as that
in which science, till recently, was treated by an half-educated
curate...Indeed, putting particular measures aside, and speaking merely
with reference to general principles, we may say that the Tories rarely had
recourse to argument at all. They appealed to sentiment, they appealed to
prejudice, and above all to those feelings still so characteristic of
Englishmen - the instinctive affection for what is old, and the instinctive
distrust of what is new.

That had been the situation fifty years before. Radicals, and frequently
Conservatives too, naively considered it unchanged, believing that culture
and intellect were still the heritage of Liberals. On the contrary,

We believe the situation of fifty years ago to have been not only changed,
but to have been actually inverted or reversed. We believe that
Conservatives and Liberals so far as intellect and education go, have
changed places; and that the Conservatives are now the intellectual, and
the Liberal, the stupid, party.

Mallock also saw this in electoral trends, where Radicals gained more
ground in those counties where the educational level was still low, while
Conservatives achieved their best results especially in the towns, where it
was likely that the highest percentage of people with higher than average
culture lived. It was therefore clear to Mallock that democracy, being an
inexorable social phenomenon, did not belong to any party and that all a
party could do was ‘to guide and educate it - to satisfy its wants in an
orderly manner’. Hence, Tories should not be fearful of the actual nature
of Conservatism, which

...will always be aristocratic, and by adapting our old institutions will not
sacrifice but save them...because aristocracy is the natural social expression
of a fact of human nature, which of all facts is the most enduring and the
most universal - the great fact of inequality.

This certainty had to guide Tories in their analysis of social forces
tending towards democracy, since they ‘in themselves are not necessarily
and naturally hostile to what we desire to conserve; and will become so
only if mismanaged and misdirected, and unfairly dealt with by those
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who are best qualified to direct them’.!*

First and foremost an adequate ruling class should, according to many
Conservatives, be concerned with maintain social obligations or, more
concretely, with reforms that not only seemed inevitable but, above all,
increasingly essential to of conserving the social fabric. An inspiring
example in this context, in an era of infatuation with social organicism,
was represented by surgical progress. Radcliffe suggested that, according
to old-school Conservatives,

...even reform of admitted abuses is no part of the functions of the Tory
Party - that Tories are to be content solely to lic by and (if I may use a
colloquialism) “pull the leg’ of the Radicals. It seems to me, on the contrary,
that there is a method of reform which, preserving as far as possible the
traditions of the past, offends few and is generally acceptable. I was much
struck many years ago by an expression used by a young surgeon who
was describing the idea which was at the root of modern surgical progress.
‘Our great idea nowadays’, he said, ‘is conservative surgery’. This sounds
paradoxical; but is not so. In the good old days, when anything was amiss
with a limb, the only plan was to cut it off. Now the great endeavour is to
keep it on - but to cut off obnoxious growths, to stimulate the natural
powers of healing and adaptation,... This has always seemed to me an apt
illustration of what may be called Conservative Reform.'*

Recovering the value of social obligation was, however, a hard task.
By the end of the nineteenth century, the landed aristocracy had been
replaced by capital and the middle class as the prevailing force in society.
Thus, Disraeli’s concept of the sacredness of nation and empire and the
idea of a strong popular leadership seemed to embody the primary goal of
combining the old ‘collectivist’ spirit of Toryism with the modern needs
for social discipline and political legitimation. Disraeli had revived the
aristocratic and paternalistic tradition of evangelical Toryism and the social
responsibilities of the gentry and aristocracy, who were committed to
‘defending’ the masses against the class ‘privileges’ of the ‘rule by the
Manchester Liberal bourgeoisie’. Thus, the two conflicting ‘nations’,
disapproved of by Disraeli in his novels, were to become one, reconciled
by popular government - that is, the undisputed and undivided power of
the upper classes put ‘to the service’ of the masses.'*® The latter, according
to Disraeli’s approach, were not only not endowed with the radiance of
divinity™ but were also essentially conservative and, at any rate, less
close-knit and politically homogeneous than Radicals would care to
admit.'#

Randolph Churchill’s Tory democracy thus established, on behalf of
new urban middle-class supporters, a culture of social regulation and
‘political engineering’ that led to a major clash within the Conservative
party in the 1880s. Salisbury, in 1883, was confident in pointing to popular
politics as one of the causes of the disintegration of the British
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constitutional system as a whole. The Conseryat.ive leader felt that it
impaired its core principle, as well as the impartiality of govc]:f]nment and
of law, in favour of popular, and therefore partisan, politics."” ,

According to the old Conservative guard, the fatal ‘democratic mistake
which emerged within the party under Disraeli’s leadership contributed
greatly to such disaggregation:

Lord Beaconsfield’s conviction that the wealthy had not done all they
could, and should, for the poor, and his sympathy with the dark and dreary
condition of so large a proportion of British labour, fpll as they were,
never probably caused him to fear the upheaval which is taking place. If
he had lived to assist at the extension of the Franchise to 2,000,000 men,
the majority of whom hardly knew what a vote was, and none of whom
realized the responsibility which its possession invo!ved; ifhe h_ad lived
to hear the demagogue practically assure the most illiterate of b@mgs that
he was possessed of a political prescience which those whose lives have
been devoted to political study cannot lay claim to; he would have known
that the flood-gates of unreason had been opened.'*?

Actually, Tory democracy certainly did not foster the extension of the
role of the working class, but, rather, the much more fl{nctlo,nal. extension
of the range of influence of the political system.' A ‘new middle class
was anxious to participate, albeit in subordinate positions, in the r'xtuals of
political decision-making, while still respecting the values of hlera_rchy
and the empire, being no longer under the spell of enlightenment illusions.

It is a matter for a serious reflection for the Party that the class which by
its adhesion gives to that Party its real importancc? in thfa coun_try has
practically no voice in its management or in the shaping (?f its destinies. It
is the middle class (ranking in that term all who are obhgefi to work for
their living, from professional men down to the superior artisan) who are
the backbone of the Unionist Party. They do all the voluntary work in
connection with the organization of the Party. They provide all the speakers,
whether at election times or not. They found and manage the clubs, look
after the registration, and, in short, do all the real work of the Party.
Moreover, they are indubitably the most highly educated, thr_lfty, and
broad-minded section of the community...In short they are the pick of the
country. Their adhesion was the making of the Liberal Party of the former
days; and is the mainstay of the Unionist Party now. 4

The middle class, despite its gradual social estrangement during the
last decades of the Victorian era,'® still appeared to be the core of society,
while the politically pressing issue became how to restore to that class its
own central political and social role. This was why the lack ofa satisfactory
integration of the middle class within the party could jeopardize the future
goals of Conservatives:
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Of course, the ostensible leaders of the Party are of necessity brought
into contact more or less with men of the middle class, and are obliged to
listen occasionally to the expression of their opinions. But there is no real
sympathy between them. They live their daily life in a different sphere. '

‘Old school’ Tories once again proposed a two-party system, the symbol
of asocial reality seen as complementary (rather than antagonistic) dualism,
and still aimed at maintaining the overall balance of the system and its
natural components ‘progress’ and ‘conservation’ rather than struggling
for leadership. Instead, Tory democracy chose to meet the challenge of
transformation, and therefore raised the issue of maintaining an active
Conservative hegemony both in the government and in public opinion.
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Chapter 3

Innovation in Resistance. Salisbury and the
Premises for Modern Conservatism

‘Tory Men and Whig Measures’: Unionists or Conservatives?

British historians have always been fascinated by the events that
produced the schism between Unionist Liberals and Gladstonians. The
central issue was the meaning of this ‘schism’, which appeared so final
and seemed to herald deep transformations in the British political
framework. Was this a realignment of forces based on clearly identified
class-oriented emergencies' or was the only real contrast mainly, if not
exclusively based on the issue of imperial integrity?*> A chronicle-like
reading of the events that took place between the summer of 1885 (as
Gladstone realized the inevitability of the Home Rule Project)® and early
1887 (as any kind of agreement between Unionists and Gladstonians
definitively failed) seems to support the interpretation of political history
as an irrational unfolding of unforeseeable and therefore ‘undecipherable’
events.® The intense ‘episodic’ interweaving of interpersonal relationships
and personality clashes did, however, hide real disquiet on the part of the
upper classes over the convulsive transformation of the parameters for
appraising reality, and the need of the restricted circle of the British ruling
class to adjust the mechanisms of political legitimation to the new
‘democratic’ dimension of society.

This is why the Conservative victory of 1886 did not simply represent
an electoral turnround, but was rather the result of a profound upheaval in
the political and social framework, at the centre of which lay a large sector
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of the urban bourgeoisie and the Liberal party that, more than anyone
else, had hoped for a process of constitutional revision. In terms of electoral
circumstances, the Conservative victory was easily explained by the
opposition to Home Rule, but, taking into account the subsequent and
protracted hegemony of Salisbury governments, it might not have been
unconnected with the changed perception of liberalism by the Victorian
bourgeoisie from the 1870s onwards. From this standpoint, the Unionist
phenomenon, developed as it was around the issue of safeguarding the
integrity of the empire, provided an indispensable basis for a general
reordering, in the conservative sense, of the British political framework.
Once support for the basic principles of the Conservative programme was
assured,” the crucial feature of Liberal Unionism lay, in fact, in the exercise
of a partial political and organizational autonomy. This granted the Tory
grassroots the opportunity to experience the ‘popular’ nature of the
government,® while reassuring the liberal bourgeoisie that a ‘party of rest’
was compatible with its remaining within the great ‘church’ of liberalism.
Thus, the impact of what was meant to be a temporary tactical alliance
with a party traditionally estranged from Whig culture, such as Salisbury’s,
was made less dramatic. Hartington and Chamberlain’s followers felt that
the basic safeguarding their Liberal identity went hand-in-hand with their
belief that the predicted and imminent end of Gladstone’s political career
wotld allow them to revert to a different political order in the Liberal
party. As Chamberlain warned Hartington in a letter:

Our real policy is never to vote with the Tories unless they are in danger,
and to vote against them whenever we can safely do so. This policy would
be the best for them as well as for us, for if we lose our hold on Liberal
opinion, we can bring them no strength on critical occasions. The results
of any other course will be that what I may call your section will gravitate
to the Tories and be absorbed by them; while mine will make their peace
with the Gladstonians.”

Balfour,® a future Conservative leader, particularly feared this
possibility, since he saw Chamberlain as an irreplaceable pillar of the
new political order. In a letter to Chamberlain, he raised the hoary point
of the difficult relationship between the various allies, and felt that:

...Chamberlain could not & would not join. It is probable that our party
could not & would not have him. But if he was deserted by Hartington
and his followers, he would probably rapidly drift back into the bosom of
the True Radical Church, and we should lose the value of his support. 1
rate this more highly perhaps than you do. But it means the Birmingham
seats certainly, other doubtful seats in the Midlands probably, and one of
the most useful speakers & debaters in the House. It is true that he could
hardly leave us while Gladstone lives: and that after Gladstone dies he
would probably leave us anyhow.’

“Tory Men and whig Measures’: Unionists or Conservatives? 65

The positive outcome of the 1886 elections for the Unionist candidates
finally allowed the putting into practice of a notion that had been circulating
for some years among sceptical Conservatives - the realignment of all
moderate forces against the ‘revolutionary’ tide. Of course, the major
political repercussions in the second half of the 1880s concerned the form
that such a possible moderate ‘reorganization’ was to take. Should
ex-Gladstonians become members of Salisbury’s party or should
Conservatives adapt to Whig needs and perspectives? And again, was it
necessary to aim at one political organization alone or was it better to
keep them separate? Who was to manage the post-Gladstonian era? Very
soon, journals and letters between the protagonists transformed the
question into a lively intellectual and political debate, which revealed
manoeuvres and tensions directed at controlling and managing the political
agenda to oppose the Liberal one. In fact, during the summer of 1886, the
winning party was torn by the uncertainty of the significance of such an
unforeseen electoral change and by the undefined power relationships
within the alliance.

The new feature upsetting the troubled, but inevitable process of
realignment among moderates was the split between Gladstone and
Chamberlain. In March 1886, the latter resigned from the Liberal Cabinet
because of his opposition to the Prime Minister’s decision to pursue his
Home Rule aims. In a letter to his brother Arthur, Chamberlain declared
his move would be as limited and temporary as quick and successful:

The immediate result will be considerable unpopularity and temporary
estrangement from the Radical Party. There is little backbone in politics
and the great majority are prepared to swallow anything and to stick to
the machine. In the Cabinet I have no support worth mentioning...I shall
be left almost alone for a time. I cannot, of course, work with the Tories,
and Hartington is quite as much hostile to my radical views as to W.G.’s
[William Gladstone] Irish plans. But in time the situation will clear. Either
Mr Gladstone will succeed and get the Irish question out of the way, or he
will fail. In either case he will retire from politics and T do not suppose the
Liberal Party will accept Childers or even John Morley as its permanent
leader.

It is easy to detect the note of opportunism aspect in Chamberlain’s
attitude, disguising both a deep dissatisfaction with the limits put on his
action by Gladstone’s ‘cumbersome’ presence and a ‘radical’ inclination
to force the existing political framework through a strategy of fait accompli.
The Birmingham MP had already made a bid for the party leadership; in
May 1886, however, he felt he had found the right way, telling the
Radical-imperialist Charles Dilke: ‘I think I shall win this fight, and shall
have in the long run an increase of public influence.’!! The issue of Ireland
seemed to be irrelevant to the motives underlying his action.!?




66 The National Party of Common Sense (1885-1892)

Hartington, on the eve of the implementation of the Home Rule Bill,
was not afraid to oppose the project, appearing in public with Salisbury.”
Chamberlain, especially at first, preferred to avoid mixing with
‘embarrassing’ company, trying to safeguard his image in the Liberal
party in view of a possible return. Circumstances, however, then took an
unforeseen turn. Negotiations with Gladstone to modify the text of the
Home Rule Bill at second reading failed and, on 14 May, Chamberlain
reached an agreement with Hartington. Their alliance was to prove decisive
on 7 June, when the Irish Home Rule Bill was rejected, with 311 votes in
favour and 341 against; among the latter were the votes of Chamberlain’s
Radicals and Hartington’s Whigs.

This ballot marked an historical moment not only because, having
compelled Gladstone to resign, it condemned Liberals to an almost
uninterrupted 20-year period in opposition, but also because it confirmed
the end of Liberal centrality within the British political system. On the
eve of the elections, the two ‘rebel’ groups formally left Gladstone’s par-
ty and created two independent organizations: the Liberal Unionist
Association, led by Hartington, and Chamberlain’s National Radical
Union. Thanks to an electoral agreement with the Conservatives,'
Liberal-Unionist representatives kept most of the seats they had previously
held as Liberals, thus granting ‘anti-separatist’ forces an overwhelming
majority in the Lower House.”” Although Salisbury asked Hartington to
lead the Cabinet, he refused, thereby opening the way to an exclusively
Conservative government.

Despite the many frictions still existing between the Unionist Liberal
components, between August 1886 and early 1887 all chances of
reunification with Gladstone were swept away; more particularly,
Chamberlain realized he could not turn the situation to his advantage.'
The Irish emergency became more politically prominent and urgent, thus
stimulating bipolarization and realignment of public opinion in relation
to the “historical’ leadership of the two major parties. In other words,
there was a tendency for increased dramatization and partisanship,
inevitably putting all ‘heterodox’ sectors of the two political alignments
on the defensive. In particular, the sectors led by Churchill and
Chamberlain were endeavouring to create an intermediate political arena:
a central ‘national party’ that aimed to combine the more moderate wings
of the two line-ups in defence of the empire. The project was outside the
conventions of any transformist phenomenon and came to nothing because
of limited tactical manoeuvres.!” “This tortuous manoeuvring led to
nothing. The venture was probably doomed by Churchill’s volatility, on
the one hand, and, on the other, by Chamberlain’s realisation that in the
long run he had more to gain from working with Salisbury than with the
wayward ex-Chancellor”.”® In fact “the two men approached the possibility
with different degrees of seriousness. While Chamberlain could accept it
as a useful dream, it offered Churchill his only hope for escape from
isolation™". In reality, it expressed the dissatisfaction of its promoters,
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who used the topic of renewal in order to demonstrate strength in their
ambition to gain that which could grant them political autonomy. It is not
difficult to detect the roots of a ‘Disraelian’ notion of politics in the
theoretical postulates of such a project - politics which focused on political
decision-making rather than on purity of principles or the constitutional
balance. It was not mere chance that Chamberlain’s and Churchill’s
previous public activity, although based on different and sometimes
contradictory points of view, was, on the whole, informed by mutual
respect’® and a similar impulse to use the democratic-popular dimension
of politics as a basis for authoritative leadership.”!

Early in 1887 Chamberlain became more and more isolated (‘I hope
that when 1 do return politics may be a little less mixed & that I may be
less completely isolated than I appear to be at the present’??); he was
caught between Gladstone’s rigidity in the Liberal arena and the
compromising repressive policy of Salisbury’s government in Ireland.?
The situation was paralleled by Churchill’s momentous isolation. In
December 1886, he had resigned from the prestigious position of
Chancellor of the Exchequer. Like Chamberlain a few months before,
Churchill, too - aware of his strong ascendency in conservative public
opinion - wished to bring the clash to a head with the establishment of his
own party. His resignation, readily accepted, actually proved to be
counterproductive,® since Salisbury was thus relieved of a dangerous
opponent on the domestic front and could redefine his hopes and plans
for Tory democracy. As the House of Commons conservative leader,
W.H Smith, wrote at the end of 1886, “it was really Salisbury or Churchill:
and if Salisbury had gone, none of us could have remained — not even
those who are disposed to go with him on Allotments and Local
Government rather than with Salisbury...”” The head of government
felt that his minister’s opinions ‘on several subjects were not those of his
colleagues...and his friendship with Chamberlain...made him insist that
we should accept that statesman as our guide in internal politics’.2¢

Churchill was somehow becoming the influential spokesman, in the
Cabinet and in public opinion, of a decidedly Liberal, if not Radical®
reform programme, at least as regards his public statements. In his speech
of 2 October 1886 (the Dartford Manifesto), he stated his approval of a
considerable number of reforms, from the extension of elementary
schooling to easier procedures for the transfer of land.® Churchill spoke
‘as in England only the head of a government speaks, as if he had either
consulted his colleagues or intended to press his proposals on them in a
manner not admitting of demur’? . Arthur Baumann, Conservative, wrote
in The National Review: ‘What I complain of is, that whenever Lord
Randolph Churchill has the choice of two policies, a Conservative and a
Radical policy, he invariably, as if by instinct, chooses the Radical
policy.”*®

On the issue of local government, Churchill, in full agreement with
Chamberlain, became the spokesman for the typically Radical principle
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according to which future elected bodies should manage poverty benefits.*!
As Chancellor of the Exchequer he did not hesitate to attack the interests
of landowners®* and proposed a sizeable increase in taxation on luxury
goods.

Confident of their personal charisma, both Churchill and Chamberlain®
pursued their challenges, underestimating the inertia of those very
‘machines’ that they themselves had so authoritatively helped to create. It
was not surprising that the Radical Labouchére, in a letter to Churchill on
his resignation day, charged both of them with the same mistake: ‘Parties
just do not hang together by principles. They are gangs greedy of
office...You and Chamberlain seem to me both to make the same mi-
stake. You ignore the power of the “machine”. It has crushed many and
able men.”3* An additional final obstacle to a viable ‘centrist’ perspective
was Hartington’s refusal to lead the initiative. He was seen as the key
character of any possible anti-Gladstonian alliance,” in that he was the
only leader in a position to secure the support of influential Whiggery and
to appeal to the moderate electorate. ‘Hartington saw no purpose in joining
an embittered Churchill apparently hell-bent on undermining Salisbury’s
authority.’*® His choice to remain in the ranks of a ‘Conservative
Unionism’, rather than head a coalition aimed at a ‘Reformist Unionism’*’
clearly showed that, behind his opposition to Home Rule, there was a
strong class-based resistance - that is, he was reluctant to redefine, in
social terms, the increased political significance of the masses. In other
words, large sectors of the gentry and the middle class were not willing to
accept the costly conditions, imposed by the self-promotion policy fostered
by Chamberlain and Churchill, in order to defeat the velleity of the home
rulers. This would involve increased interference in private property, a
gradual rise in taxation and continuous growth in the level of politicization
of the lower classes.

Salisbury was an acute observer of these moods and succeeded in
maintaining an acceptable degree of cohesion within the pro-Government
forces, while limiting their reformist impact. This is attested by the fact
that, in the summer of 1887, with the Unionist Liberal Goschen in
Churchill’s place * , the Prime Minister regarded the stage of consolidation
of the Unionist-based Conservative government as complete and the
‘radical’ challenge by those who aimed at altering the core of the coalition
asrepulsed.’ “The venture was probably doomed by Churchill’s volatility,
on the one hand, and, on the other, by Chamberlain’s realisation that in
the long run he had more to gain from working with Salisbury than with
the wayward ex-Chanchellor. A combination between the two men would
anyhow have required the support of Hartington, who periodically gave
the idea of a “National Party’ a guarded public welcome but was unprepared
to take the matter further”®. Thus, slowly but inexorably, Salisbury’s
favoured type of realignment came to the fore. The only centre party of
which the Conservative leader approved was one embodying a
parliamentary alliance that guaranteed a Conservative hegemony and had
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least influence on the character and autonomy of his own party. Unionist
Liberals had no choice then but to loyally support the government from
the outside until 1892, After drawing even closer to the Conservatives
during the Liberal government of 1892-1895, Unionist Liberals formally
participated in the subsequent Salisbury Cabinet.

Having succeeded in amalgamating all the ‘natural’ components of
Conservatism under his leadership, Salisbury was now faced with the
difficult task of legitimating the new political course, making the most of
the forces and feelings that contributed to its emergence.

Salisbury’s undisputed supremacy over his unruly allies and internal
challengers*' also represented a remarkable ‘turn of mind’ from the point
of view of political culture, since it allowed the Conservatives to shake
off their perennial state of ‘subjugation’ to the Whig tradition. As late as
December 1886, the principal agent of the Conservative party called for
more power ‘to instill into the Party a spirit of self-reliance rather than
foster the idea that our leaders cannot govern the Country’.*? Queen
Victoria herself felt that the Whigs’ role was prominent. She promptly
identified a way in which to save the country through the formation of ‘a
strong Whig party which the Conservatives would support and which
might lead ultimately to an amalgamation or rather juncture of
Conservatives and Whigs’. In 1886, the Queen continued to favour a
coalition under Whig intellectual and cultural leadership: ‘It is the only
chance the Country has of a strong government able to resist Democracy
and Socialism as well as separation (as regards Ireland).’®

Like the Queen, just about all political and intellectual circles entertained
the idea of a realignment of the moderate components of British politics.
Such an idea, of course, won wide support so long as it remained merely
a general statement of intent. Things became more complicated when it
was necessary to provide the detail over exactly how the Unionist wing of
the Liberal party would fuse with the Conservatives. How, indeed, a ‘na-
tional party’ would emerge from the union between Hartington and
Chamberlain’s Liberal-Radicals and the most advanced sectors of
Conservatism, namely Churchill’s Tory democracy. Chamberlain felt that:

...the Liberal Unionists are more serviceable where they are than they
would be if fused with the Conservatives. He has no thoughts of rejoining
the Gladstonians. But he professes to look forward to the formation of a
third party - a ‘Moderate Liberal party’ - which shall stand upon its own
bottom. He must know in his heart that this is impossible. Both the
Conservatives and the Radicals are now too powerful and too numerous
to admit of such a party growing up between them, holding itself aloof
from both, and yet strong enough to govern the country.*

The formation of a centre party would involve a high degree of risk for
Salisbury. His political ability had emerged in these crucial years owing
to his clever handling of relations with his minority, but determined, allies.
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In other words, he had allowed the initial ideological harshness and political
dangers of the alliance to settle down. ‘I do not myself think’, he wrote in
June 1887, ‘that fusion will take place under the auspices of any names
conspicuous now. A new name will be wanted - it might ha}ve been
Randolph’s if he had had the most rudimentary common sense.

The very fact that Salisbury identified his fiercest internal opponent -
albeit hopefully endowed with more common sense - as the only viable
leader for a possible new coalition was proof, for the prime minister, of
the limited credibility of a project that, in the short run, would in any case
exclude Salisbury himself from the government.* The problem for the
Conservative leader was how to hold on to power without interfering
with the other Unionist components, while also avoiding traumatic
breaches with them. He felt that an alliance rather than actual merger
would serve his purposes much better.*

Unionist Liberals too also harboured doubts about an acce[erat_ed merger
process. First, many felt that a permanent autonomous organization would
make it easier to lure other Liberals away from Gladstonianism. Moreover,
there was a feeling that such an organization would prevent total
subordination to the Conservatives. In a letter to Hartington in July 1886,
the 15th Earl of Derby expressed his doubts about such a situation:

...A coalition with Salisbury would make the breach between you and the
Liberal party irreparable...The coalition would be only in name. The leader
of 300 must necessarily be more powerful than the leader of 60. You
would be really subordinate, even though nominally chief.*’

Conservatives felt the same way about the possibility of Hartington’s
leadership. According to the Conservative group-leader in the Lower
House, W.H. Smith, Minister of War, and the head of the Irish Office,
Michael Hicks Beach:

The party would consent to be led by Hartington in the Commons' ifyou
thought it advisable; but this would only be endured if you were chief... To
make Hartington absolutely chief would break up the Conservative Party
- ...they have regained the position they lost in 1880 and must occupy the
first place...The Unionists seem altogether opposed to a Coalition.”®

Others, of course, supported the idea of a merger because of the practical
benefits it could yield. First of all, at the electoral level, since

to keep double machinery going in the Constituencies is but a waste of
power. Joint Unionist committees should at once be formed throughout
the country.®

Then, it must not be forgotten that
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..the English public are not accustomed to the existence of a third English
party, and that young men of ambition and ability, who hold Liberal
opinions, are more likely to attach themselves to a Unionist Party which
would comprise the Old Liberal principles, than to a Liberal Unionist
party which has no seats to offer them and no immediate prospect of
official life. We have endeavoured to show that the Unionist party might
very carefully consider whether the time has not arrived for a joint political
programme to be put forward by a united party. >

Among the main supporters of definitive integration between Unionist
Liberals and Conservatives, Edward Dicey suggested that a problem of
image would arise if the two organizations were kept apart, for it was
impossible to conceal ‘the great and increasing difficulty of permanent
collaboration between two political parties fighting under different names,
led by different leaders, and belonging to different organizations’.”'

One almost felt that ‘each section keeps up its separate organization as
if it anticipated the rupture at no distant date of the link that attaches it to
the other section’.*?

Balfour himself, tackling the problem of the coalition from a practical
point of view, stressed his dissatisfaction with the plurality of
decision-making bodies:

It is possible that the fusion of parties might (as Randolph would say)
‘influence the popular imagination’ and gain votes. While it is almost
certain that it would get rid of the miserable policy of those L.U.s, who
cannot manage the registration in their own constituencies and will not
allow us to manage it for them. It would provide us with a leader who
would certainly command the highest admiration of his followers. And
above all it would save us from the difficulties on which we have more
than once nearly made shipwreck, the difficulties I mean arising from
having a separate and irresponsible Council of War directing the movement
of one wing of the allied Army. This difficulty is not likely to diminish. It
will become formidable again as soon as ambitious legislation is
attempted.®

However, tactical problems and the recognition of significant political
opportunities were, at the organizational level, of secondary importance.
Of more moment was the fact that, in the debate on the recomposition of
parties, a significant theoretical demarcation line could be detected which,
in general, seemed to separate those who gave priority to a renewal of the
party system based on the existence of a large and sufficiently vague
‘National Party’* and those who still thought that the two-party tradition
was the best way to ensure political balance and therefore to deliver a
more efficient political system.

Disraeli, Churchill and Chamberlain represented the former principle.
Their interest in the ‘planning’ aspect of politics, independent of their
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political origins, prompted them to stress decision-making and therefore
the executive, at the expense of constitutional balance and mediation
among parties. In such a context, the majority, in parliament as well as at
party meetings, was a means and not an end, and organization became a
way of dislodging traditional ideological standpoints and subjecting them
to the ‘governing body’. The need for a prevailing ‘central opinion’ was
one of the most emblematic and possibly least known aspects of that phase
of political emergency arising from the need to adapt ‘public’ responses
to the challenges raised by the new representatives of social democracy.
Hence, a new type of Conservatism emerged, combining imperial needs
and defence of property, while expressing the need for dirigisme and,
thus, for the adoption of a programme that

...would involve not...the disappearance, but the transformation of the old
Conservative party. It would signify that, having finally relinquished the
purely defensive position, which they have maintained for the last fifty
years, they offered with fearless confidence to Iead the people in a forward
movement.*

Those against this view included Gladstone and Salisbury, who felt
that the traditional two-party system guaranteed the preservation of
functional courses of political obligation - indispensable prerequisites for
any plan to rationalize social balances.® It was not surprising that both
Conservative and Liberal leader strongly supported the idea of an ever
sharper political distinction between the parties involved. Thus, through
great symbolic conflicts,”” the more general divergence between the two
lines of thought would become apparent. Furthermore, it must also be
noted that, during these years, the Gladstonian reappraisal of the old
Conservatism strongly condemned Tory democracy, vilifying it as ‘dema-
goguism...applied in the worst way, to put down the pacific, law respecting,
economic elements which ennobled the old Conservatism’. It had no roots
and, ‘inflaming public passion’, it was unable to ‘resist excessive and
dangerous innovation’.’®

In the 1880s, of course, this need for bipolar politics was informed by
the radicalization of the social conflict, showing more clearly than before
the growing divergence of class interests. This propensity to return to a
somewhat traditional representation of the political clash also embodied
the need to channel and control social unrest, reviving old divisions. It
was not surprising that in 1891 the Unionist Liberal Jesse Collings criticized
the tendency shown by Gladstonian Liberals and Tories to resume old
querelles: Gladstonians aimed at portraying the clash ‘as the old one
between “Liberals” and “Conservatives”, and ignoring the Irish Question
altogether, or as far as they possibly can. They are striving to fight on the
lines of 1885 with the advantages of an attacking party which they had
not then.” As for Conservatives, they did their best to help Gladstonians
recover the image of a traditional two-party system:
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...firstly, by conceding to them in the Press and on platforms the names of
‘Liberals’ and ‘Radicals’. In all the elections I have taken part in
Conservative Chairmen, Speakers, Agents etc., etc., almost invariably by
habit allude to the Gladstonians by these Party names...Secondly, by
speeches, leaflets, etc., dealing with the respective action in past years of
the ‘Liberal’ and ‘Conservative’ parties (before 1886). Instituting historical
comparisons between the two parties and contending for the superiority
of the “‘Conservative’ policy...It should be avoided now as it assists the
Gladstonians in putting Home Rule out of sight and mind...and effec-
tually helping them in their efforts to make the electors believe that the
contest is one between ‘Liberals’ and ‘Conservatives’.”

The ‘revolutionary’ Home Rule proposal itself stemmed from
Gladstone’s illusory hope to oust those forces which, like the Irish
representatives, interfered with institutional mechanisms and hindered the
fundamental activity around which the whole British constitutional
apparatus was built - that is to say, the search for mediation through the
confrontation of politically divergent but socially homogeneous interests.
The emblem of such a confrontation was at first the relationship between
Cabinet and Parliament, subsequently replaced, when party government
was established, by the relationship between majority and opposition. Wit-
hin this context, the role of the parties was a crucial one in that it not only
ensured representation, but also guaranteed an efficient working of the
government-parliament relationship. It was therefore generally accepted
that the survival of the peculiar British social balance depended upon the
success of the delicate two-party system as highlighted by an article
published in the Conservative Quarterly Review. Unlike supporters of
“fusion’, the author asked ‘reliable’ members of the Liberal party to remain
inside their party, since:

...there is no danger imminent which makes it necessary for all the weightier
men in politics to collect in the same citadel...Party government has only
one raison d 'étre...namely the securing of efficient criticism for even the
best men and the best measures. The strength and usefulness of party
government in England have involved the fundamental fact, which
continental parties have never appreciated, that men of ancient lineage, of
wealth, experience and political education, have habitually ranged
themselves in the same fold with those whose programme has involved
much more advanced, if not revolutionary, theories. It is thus that discus-
sion of affairs has been so markedly dominated by common ends and
interests, if by varying means, and we have postponed or avoided
revolutions by continuous compromise and change.®

Salisbury, however, felt that reaffirming confidence in the role of his
own party meant resisting the pressures that aimed at eradicating the Tory
tradition by diluting it with the nebulous indistinctiveness of Liberal




74 The National Party of Common Sensc (1885-1892)

moderatism, or perhaps even trying to assimilate it. This required
uncommon efforts of organization and advertising, given the widespread
pessimism about the fate of true Conservative principles, which even the
Tories saw as dying, if not already dead. Lord Eustace Cecil, Salisbury’s

brother, wrote in 1887:

As far as I can see, Conservatism is dead as the landed interest. Unionism
is possible - but only by great concessions on the Conservative side - and
a reconstruction in principles which must eventually be followed by a
change of name. God help you through it all.®

The opportunity to reject successfully the allure of fusion was therefore
strictly connected to the identification of a well-defined partisan policy
that might facilitate the recovery of Conservative pride, while strengthening
the electorate’s confidence, after decades of more or less forced adaptation
to the democratic outcomes of social transformation.

The ‘Kentish Gang’: Setting up New Loyalties

Disraeli’s defeat in 1880 and Churchill’s estrangement from the political
scene in 1887, while partially reaffirming the ‘old identity’ of the party
did not succeed in solving one of the main problems precipitated b};
democratlc Toryism. This was the role of organization in a political and
social context that could no longer be controlled by means of traditional
paternalistic patterns of social obligation. Randolph Churchill’s rapid
ascent shoyved that organization was closely linked to the need of the new
Conservative grassroots - the ‘urban middle class supporters’ of Liberal
descent - to have greater weight within the party, at least at the interme-
diate level, in recognition of their irreplaceable presence. Had the issue
been ignored, Salisbury’s leadership might have been further attacked
gg}rlt.lculgrl_y be%aipsq of the g}rleater influence that the lower classes had

leved m public issues, while the opportuni i i i
an(% smi%%%rt }irlight have been hindered.p b o fo gain fhelr attention

n , having acted as principal agent of the Conservative pa :
two years, Bartley resigned from office. His assessment of thg or\tf}érfz;lolll
organizational situation®® indicated that many of the old problems that
had troubled and defeated his predecessor, john Gorst, still remained
gzlilr%})atsw cofrtltrast was bet;zlveen the ‘aristocratic’ nature and image of the

, too often seen as ‘the amateur a ’
and the new, popular ‘rank and file’.* usement of the upper classes”,

They - the rank and file - are each year growing more educated; they are
aware th.ey have the power of settling the election...Hitherto we have tried
to organise and put party from the top; we must now do it from the bottom.
We have been trying to heat a mass of water by placing fire at the top of
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the kettle...We must now place the fire at the bottom, and so allow each
atom of the water to rise to the level which its warmth justifies. If this is
done, in a very short time the whole mass will be heated. It may, indeed,
boil over and get out of bounds, but this depends on the cook, and it is a
danger that must be faced.
Obviously, any organization granting its grassroots a high degree of
freedom risks witnessing power fall into the hands of meddlers and
demagogues. It is an inevitable risk and...the danger, however, will be
found to be less the broader the basis of the organization is made and the
keener the interest that is taken in the party by that organization.
The real crux, however, conceal it how we may, is this - Does Conservative
organization mean continuing the old dead system, and putting a working
man in here and there just to keep him and his class in a good humour and
to make pretence we are going with the times; or does it mean that awful
Frankenstein creation, where every man, however humble, will have his
share in the party, and which when perfected will be an organization to
really appoint and lead the future leaders both in pace and policy? I am
convinced that this last is the only organization worth the name. Come it
must - with the household suffrage it comes as sure as fate. If the
Conservative is afraid of it he is afraid of the inevitable. If it really means
the extinction of the Conservative party, the party must be extinguished.
If, on the other hand, it means - as I venture to think it does - a feeling of
an individual share, responsibility, and interest in the doings of the
Conservative party by each Conservative, however humble in station, the
building of the party by the people, the foundation of the party on the
people, the nationalisation of the Conservative party, carrying out the
idea of Lord Beaconstield when he asked, ‘What is the Tory party unless
it represents the national feeling?” - then, I venture to assert, that it will
electrify the valley of the dry bones with new life, with youthful powers,
and with national usefulness.®

Bartley felt that the masses could endanger institutions if the ruling
classes lost ties with them and the masses were not guided. The chief
agent stressed here the delicate relationship existing between the party’s
political leaders and its rank and file:

...the aristocratic leaders live in a lofty sphere but in a limited one. The
upper ten thousand is a very important body, but now that there are to be
five million voters it is very small numerically, and will carry less and
less party weight.

The extension of suffrage, however, left no alternative open: ‘whether
we like it or not, the future Conservatism will be democratic, and the
future Conservative organization will also be democratic. It will include
the base of the pyramid as well as the apex.” Bartley’s beliefs reflected
his position as ‘manager’ of the Conservative electoral machine during
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the two years in which profound electoral changes definitively altered
political representation in the Victorian age. Like Gorst in the 1870s,
Bartley also deemed it possible to stop the advance of radical democracy
by establishing a sound Conservative democracy. The latter, however,
could take root and grow only if a well structured organization existed
that, on the one hand, guaranteed the daily working of an ever larger and
by now indispensable management, and, on the other, fulfilled the growing
demand for ‘political’ participation which was one of the consequences
of the extension of suffrage. Such a pattern would of course endanger the
old ¢litist notion of the party and was therefore opposed by the old aristo-
cratic clique.

Bartley immediately wrote to Salisbury to complain about indifference
among the top ranks of the party towards his recommendations:

I feel I am not in the confidence of the leaders of the party...The
organization throughout the country is most inefficient. Many of the agents
are apathetic and new ones of a different class are needed in many places.
The Conservative press is miserable®...but to carry this out requires in
my judgement someone as agent...who will enjoy the full confidence of
the party leaders and receive from them their constant direction, support
and assistance.?’

Salisbury reacted to these complaints in his own way. Indeed, this
aristocratic and introvert politician, whose temperament and culture made
him mistrust the party as an organized entity, had in the 1880s begun to
adapt to the idea of the ‘necessary evil’, as represented by new
organizational needs.® However, unlike the Tory democrats, Gorst and
Bartley who were committed to building a party with a more democratic
organization, Salisbury’s aim was to ensure the efficient working of the
machine without having to share control of the party. From this point of
view, Salisbury felt that neither Gorst nor Bartley was trustworthy. They
had indeed contributed significantly to the rationalization of the party
organization, but were dangerously inclined to ‘politicize’ organizational
work - for personal purposes and ambitions too. Gorst, as a member of
Parliament, took part in parliamentary manoeuvres and intrigues.® Bartley,
whose aim was to grant the rank and file more power, did not conceal the
grudges he bore the traditional leadership. Conversely, the Conservative
leader expected the organization to function efficiently as the result of the
absolute loyalty of its different components. Salisbury naturally believed
that limiting democratic ‘intrusions’ in political decision-making was an
important objective to be achieved, first of all, within his own party.

The new undisputed leader was personally convinced that the 1867
Second Reform Act had removed the only real obstacle to the advance of
popular government.” Representative bodies would, in his opinion,
undergo inevitable development.” He nevertheless felt that it was still
possible to revive the natural sources of Conservatism existing throughout
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the country, and thus to weaken and regulate the democratic transforma-
tion in progress. It was a question of locating the channels through which
such ‘unexpressed’ Conservatism could coalesce into a real political force.
At the institutional level, the major channel was no doubt the Upper House.
However, in order to reach the lowest levels of society, the only feasible
instrument, in times of declining community loyalties, was the party.
For the executive, under Salisbury’s leadership, it was a matter of
modifying the context in which Disraeli had acted in attempting to keep
up Gladstone’s reformist ‘pace’. In other words, it was necessary to lower
the temperature of the ongoing dispute in order to guarantee a dispassionate
political and institutional arena. Salisbury felt that Conservatism, whether
in government or in opposition, should find the way to strengthen defensive
and negative aspects. Also, it should not fake a Liberalism aimed solely
at fulfilling the calls for artificial changes put forth by demagogues and
willingly taken up by the ‘uncultivated masses’. His political orientation
in fact seemed more suited to administering the opposition rather than the
government,” in that it chiefly exploited the antagonistic aspects of public
life, as could also be inferred from the lack of interest shown by his
governments towards the legislative ‘construction’.” ‘Individual reforms
- E.-H.H. Green has recently pointed out - were seen as possible, perhaps
even desirable, but a programme of social reform was an anathema to
Salisbury’s Weltanschauung’.™ In his opinion, the executive must have
nothing to do with the perpetual class struggle. An excessive use of
legislation”™ might speed up the conflict and widen social rifts. Salisbury,
on the other hand, referred to himself as a policeman whose presence was
due only to the existence of ‘criminals’.” He thus stressed the image of
politics as a ‘reaction’ firmly opposed to the democratic results of social
change, but also unable to find an alternative stand to Liberal reformism.”
At this time no sector of parliamentary Conservatism could claim to
have well-founded plans either on the great constitutional issues or on
education or local government, that did not follow the logic of Liberalism
and extended suffrage. This adjustment was undoubtedly affected by
Salisbury’s especially painful perception (though increasingly
disenchanted in the course of time) that any effort intended to check the
rise of democracy was useless.” Another important factor was the
essentially homogeneous nature of the Victorian ruling class.
Awareness that the general historical trend was unfavourable to the
forces of conservation did not prevent the Tory leader recognising the
demand for moderation coming from the nation. The Liberal proposal for
Home Rule and the actual economic and political conditions at home and
abroad made the Conservative ascent to government easier. Nevertheless,
it was thanks to Salisbury’s strategic nous that a minority party - inter-
nally split and symbolized by the figure of the ‘country gentleman’ who
resisted being politically organized in any way - was able to exploit such
an opportunity for laying the foundations of modern mass Conservatism,
aware of its chances of becoming the establishment party. Salisbury
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appealed for renewed class pride, rejecting what he felt were deceptive
and ambiguous Disraelian populist evocations. He thus helped draw the
new profile of the Conservative party that, having played down the
traditions of Toryism and social obligation,” went on to become the main
reference point for all the established interests of society. These were, of
course, the interests of those privileged, mainly urban classes that,
according to Gladstone, acted as a separate and hostile body towards the
masses in a country where, according to the Liberal leader, very deep rifts
between class had not yet occurred.®

With the cooperation of a new and trustworthy staff, Salisbury set out
therefore, from as early as 1885, to make the organizational machinery
both functional and harmless. In this operation, the key men, labelled ‘the
Kentish gang’ on account of their geographical origin and the complicity
that united them,®' shared an attribute that Salisbury particularly
appreciated: an absolute lack of political ambition. The devotion and effi-
ciency of the Chief Whip® in the Lower House, Aretas Akers Douglas,
and the chief agent Richard Middleton® seemed the ideal tools to
compensate for the lack of enthusiasm on the part of the misanthropic
and solitary leader with respect to organizational issues and contacts with
the rank and file. In the House of Commons, Akers Douglas proved to be
a brilliant and determined organizer, serving as trait d 'union between the
unapproachable and unfriendly prime minister and most Conservative
backbenchers. His role was to watch over the ranks of Conservative
representatives, making sure that they formed a united front when voting,
and also to keep the headquarters informed about the opinions and doubts
of the majority concerning the executive’s goals. It was a particularly
difficult task in that Akers Douglas, in close contact with W.H. Smith,
Conservative leader in the House of Commons, had to be able to
compensate for the ‘anomaly’ of a party and government leader who,
despite the crucial weight of the Lower House vote, did not conceal his
scepticism about the very principle of popular representation.’ The Chief
Whip, with Salisbury and the principal agent, was involved in the new,
more functional Central Office, whose primary task was to manage the
organization of the electoral campaign. Its revised structure allowed the
Chief Whip to exert greater pressure on candidates. Indeed, the funds
donated by the richer supporters increasingly flowed from local
associations to the coffers of the party organs in London, thus confirming
a gradual centralization of political activity. The increased funds available
to the central bodies gave them greater control and influence over
peripheral political activity and the chance to impose the crucial
organizational changes developed in that period,* in contrast with the
claims for autonomy on the part of most of local party activists.

The most dramatic restructuring, however, took place in the mechanisms
and tasks of local organizations and the body uniting them, the National
Union pf Constitutional and Conservative Associations NUCCA), in effect
the main extra-parliamentary expression of Conservatism. The key figure
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in this operation was the principal agent, Middleton, who had joined the
management staff of the party machine with Akers Douglas shortly before
Salisbury assumed the leadership of the brief 1885 government.®” He was
undoubtedly talented, and was therefore entrusted with the production
and distribution of propaganda,®® with arranging electoral coordination
between local associations and the Central Office, and, above all, with
planning® and controlling the restructuring of the national organizational
network® . This meant gradually replacing the various solicitors and
part-time officers in the electoral management of each local association
with full-time agents. As Middleton wrote later, in recalling this period:

It was a critical time just after the great extension of the franchise which
necessitated immense changes in party organization. The day of the
provincial solicitor who looked after the local interests of his party was
over. We had to find men who could devote their whole time to work.”

His final goal was to set up a comprehensive network of professional
agents, acting as the central nervous system, so to speak, of the whole
national apparatus.”? Any organizational matter was to be reported to the
agent, who was to act as reference point and controller of the area entrusted
to him.” These agents soon became a decisive component in elections. In
fact, in 1891, Middleton supported the creation of the National Society of
Conservative Agents, based on the federation of former regional associa-
tions, which aimed at providing the instruments for transforming
semi-amateur staff into a network of professionals with a clearly defined
status and salary, as well as ensuring the highest professional commitment
on the part of the agents themselves.” Middleton, of course, tried to
combine this need for rational management with a stronger, more powerful
and secure political leadership. To do so, he kept in touch with agents at
all levels, both personally and through the regional lieutenants. Above
all, by appointing agents to constituencies where they had no previous
personal contacts of any kind, he managed to avoid the development of
local ‘potentates’.* This new type of organizational network was imme-
diately enacted in the major constituencies and, by the turn of the century,
functioned in about 50 per cent of all the constituencies in the country.

As for the National Union, in 1885 a rule was passed that all
Conservative associations of England and Wales would automatically
become members of it, thus putting an end to the former criterion of entry
based on free choice. The following year, Middleton developed a new
system based on ten divisional (or provincial) unions, each one reproducing
on a smaller scale the functions and subdivisions of the National Union.
These unions acted under the full control of the principal agent, who
appointed at the head of each provincial federation a trustworthy agent,
paid by the Central Office, while a parliamentary Whip and Middleton
himself (as honorary secretary of the National Union) were entitled,
ex-officio, to seats on the Executive Committee and the Council of all



80 The National Party of Common Sense (1885-1892)

divisional unions. The aim of such widespread organization was to
safeguard the party’s core structure from possible attacks, such as the one
by Churchill in 1883, by ‘filtering’ out the insidious claims for greater
representation inside the party and the ‘popular caprice and personal
ambition’ inherent in these political bodies.” This channelling of the
inexorable organizational growth (in 1887, the NU numbered as many as
1100 associations) represented a viable system for keeping the advance
of democracy within the party under control. In fact, through the
bureaucratic process of transferring representation from the periphery to
the centre, the ‘protective’ function was recovered - a function previously
assigned to the practice of co-optation that, up to 1884, had served as the
basic principle for appointing members to the Council and the Executive
Committee of the National Union. While unable to develop a truly
autonomous position, the divisional unions proved to be an important
means for communicating the mood of the party’s rank and file. They
also pointed to the need to keep local influence alive and active - certainly
not a point of secondary importance when preparing for the growth of
representative democracy. That is why Salisbury - despite his conversion
in the late 1880s to the new organizational style - did not fail to emphasize
the importance of the ‘local’ aspect in any associational activity, as an
antidote to the changing social relationships in modern society. He stated:

Do not let any consideration of central action divert your attention for a
moment from the supreme importance of having local organizations - a
local organization of personal influence of man with man.”’

Middleton followed a similar course in order to strengthen the potential
of Conservative clubs, that had previously been quite important as far as
political propaganda was concerned. With the aim of enlivening their
activities, in 1885 he set up a Political Committee in one of the top London
clubs apd, in 1894, the Association of Conservative Clubs, with Salisbury
as chairman. The latter, in a few years, would comprise most English
Conservative clubs.”® The workers’ clubs were particularly important as
they represented the simplest way of keeping in touch with and influencing
working men. Membership was often conditional to offering an oath of
loyalty to the party and its leaders.*

Salisbury’s idea of a perfect organization was that of a party
guaranteeing sound parliamentary cohesion and high electoral support
without generating demands for greater participation in political
dpmsmn-mqlgmg or increasing participation or political enthusiasm. Sa-
lisbury’s ability to limit democratic pressures on his own leadership largely
depended on the functioning of the party, since he could not, owing to
temperament and tradition, rely on any kind of charisma or demagogic
power. Akers Douglas and Middleton were tireless and efficient,'® as
were the members of his staff, conduits through which he could enjoy
fundamental contact with the party’s rank and file and the real situation in
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the country. His tremendous political insight helped him exploit such
contacts and put them to work according to the requirements of a
Conservative political strategy.!® The special feature of this structure,
however, was not so much its remarkable efficiency and uncommon loyalty
to the party headquarters, as its ability to guarantee that both the represented
and representatives supported the political choices made by a leader who
considered such popular representation merely a deleterious result of the
country’s unbalanced constitutional development. Middleton enacted a
process of gradual bureaucratization and professionalization of the
organizational structures, and thus reconciled an efficient Tory party with
democratic demands, while keeping the impact of the latter to a minimum.
Indeed, it could be said that the chief agent was responsible for preserving
the party’s organizational identity at a time when pressures towards a
vague moderate front might have confused the Conservative electorate.
The partial successes achieved during these years did not, of course,
alter Salisbury’s overall perception of himself as the leader of an
historically doomed venture. The victories in the last decades of the century
actually served as a paradoxical confirmation for the Conservative leader
who, more than anyone else, had censured the consequences of
‘modernization’. In fact, it became clear that a possible, partial halt to the
forces of political transformation and change of social pace could only be
obtained through the instruments that these very forces had made available;
such a success would inevitably fall into the category of a bitter Pyrrhic

victory.

The Primrose League

The phenomenon that best embodied the search for a more clearly
defined Conservative identity, and Salisbury’s mixed feelings about the
new organizational set-up, was probably the Primrose League.'”® This
epitomized not only the transformation of Conservatism at the end of the
century, but of the whole British constitutional fabric. Salisbury himself,
while acknowledging this new tool of Conservative ‘resistance’, was well
aware that it both affected and resulted from that dreadful, inexorable
cultural change begun in 1867:

The old Conservative associations have done, and do still, an infinite amount
of service, but in some respects and for some purposes they were better fitted for
the old suffrage, the old arrangements of party, than they were for those which
now exist. The Primrose League is freer. It is more clastic. It brings classes more
together ...Now the Primrose League, in that respect represents to my mind the
modifications of our constitution that have taken place in the past and modifications
that will probably take place in the future.'*

The Primrose League was founded in November 1883, on the initiative
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of the members of the “fourth party’,'* most notably Randolph Churchill,
Sir Henry Drummond Wolff and John Gorst. At the outset, it resembled
one of the organizational offspring of the restless heirs of Tory
democracy,'® so much so that its inspiration and name must be ascribed
to the mythicizing of Disraeli that began immediately after his death.!%
After the July 1884 agreement between Churchill and Salisbury, the as-
sociation lost its early mysterious and heterodox image and soon became
one of the major mass organizations of the time, if not the ‘most
permanently successful of all political organizations that have ever been
known in England’.!” The initial choice to give the League a distinctly
élitist character was almost immediately rejected in order to give access
to the popular classes - a decision that no doubt also helped to extend
recruitment to the upper classes, of whom there were a large number among
League members.'® Once promoted to the highest position in the Party
and the Cabinet, Churchill, leader of the ‘rebellious’ group of founders,
quickly lost interest in it. At the same time, the sizeable presence of large
sectors of the ruling class, together with the rapid increase in the number
of party members, made the League absolutely innocuous as regards
political manoeuvering.

As far as goals were concerned, the Primrose League had no formal
links with the Conservative party. It addressed all those who, whatever
their political loyalties and social status, were interested in strengthening
and promoting religious principles and the image of Crown and Empire. %
However, after only a few years, it became an important supporting
structure for the Conservative party. On its behalf, it carried out an
intensive, voluntary programme of propaganda, and also helped in electoral
registration and canvassing. The crucial feature of the Primrose League
was that it went beyond mere propaganda and electoral activity (although
it did include both); it was in effect directed towards more complex and
continuous militancy. 't

Keen observers of the political situation of the period, such as
Ostrogorski and Lowell, immediately realized that the League’s great
success was due to general political indifference. Also, a fair proportion
of the population, starting with the new country voters, were not yet ready
to manage their own vote and could therefore be vulnerable to intense
pressures.'!! An innovative approach was thus needed in order to bridge
the gap between the distant world of Westminster and the great popular
masses, to reach out to the newly enfranchised classes. Such an approach
had to relate to the emotional rather than the political-rational aspects of
propaganda. Above all, it required constant activity to break with the
institutional pace of politics, usually centred around elections, and set in
motion a more systematic and rewarding process of political acculturation
and social integration. The latter did not aim to attenuate class differences,
but to reconfirm and take them on by strengthening the sense of social
hierarchy and its ability to guarantee mechanisms of social imitation and
deference that, just a few decades before, had to a certain extent helped
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maintain balance in the mid-Victorian political and social framework.
Even the League’s restoration of the image of the English gentleman, of
knights and the old orders was part of the overall need for stability that,
culturally and in terms of the collective imagination, was expressed by
the romantic phenomenon of ‘Victorian medievahsr_n’ -a nostalgic
mythicizing of the Middle Ages and its traditions of social obligation apd
loyalty,''? in contrast to a period of disorder and shattered social
relationships. o

Masonic-like rites and denominations'® were used from the beginning,
signalling the League’s clear-cut desire to abandon the classic course of
political association, whose ‘rules’ had been set out by Liberals and
passively accepted by Conservatives. With the Primrose League, for the
first time, Conservative culture emerged as such. Confidently and
unhesitatingly, it proudly opposed the progressive ‘enlightenment’ of
Liberals with the belief that even the most traditional battles fought by
Conservatism could be won if they were boldly and imaginatively pursued.
The innovations that the Primrose League brought about must therefore
be seen in this light, not only its outward structure and organization but,
above all, its language and ‘revolutionary’ use of means of communica-
tion.

The Primrose League was structured into basic local units called
Habitations. Their representatives met once a year in London at the Grar}d
Habitation. The whole structure was managed by a Great Council,
including the League’s honorary leader, the Grand Master, four deputy
Grand Masters, the chief of the League’s executive, the Chancellor, and a
salaried managing officer, the Vice Chancellor: all these offices were
strictly reserved to parliamentary leaders who co-opted other qund
Council members. In 1886, the uninterrupted expansion of the association
led to the setting up of semi-decentralized bodies - Divisional Councils -
to coordinate activities in neighbouring districts."!* The Grand Council
could promote by mandate individual Habitations_ruled through the
Council’s Precepts and directed by Ruling Councillors, who headed
Executive Councils that the Habitation members would elect each April.
Within the local associations, members had a well-defined position in the
hierarchy: at the lowest level were the Associates, who paid both the
enrolment fee and a small yearly subscription (established locally) to their
Habitation. At a higher level were Knights'® and Dames, whose fees
were higher and were paid directly to the Grand Council, to which they
also paid a yearly tribute, as well as an enrolment fee to their Habxta‘upn.
The titles were also effective from a theatrical point of view, being
accompanied by a vast apparatus of diplomas, badges, pins, ribbons and
other decorations, according to rank and the services performed.''® The
Conservatives did not seem to worry about the Liberals’ sarcastic attltuc}e
towards such devices, as they felt they comprised a fundamental step in
constructing strong party discipline and creating an all-embracing ‘circuit
that could guarantee both mobility and loyalty:
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Some sorry sneers have been directed against the nomenclature and
decorations of the Primrose League, but the answer to these is found in
the fact that all are proud to bear the titles which testify to their energy
and chivalrous work. The badges are of enormous value, for they are not
only a certificate of membership but an absolute introduction into Primrose
circles, and thus give every member the opportunity of using his talents
and influences in every part of the country."”

The Primrose League guaranteed all its members political and social
advancement, and in exchange asked them to share ‘faith’ in tradition
and to be consistent in carrying out their functions:

...every associate can earn promotion, without fee or tribute, to high rank,
upon representation by the Habitation to which he belongs that he is
deserving of the honour. And here occurs the obvious reflection that any
man making his way to distinction through the grades of the Primrose
League has the road open to him for all political eminence. He who cares
to study public affairs and to cultivate his talents, with a view to the
persuasion of others and the defence of approved principle, will soon
make his mark and be welcomed as one of those who can guide men
aright. The people have sought for a new faith in these times of change
and turmoil...But a true doctrine has now been propounded. It is based on
the highest traditions of British statesmanship as handed down by Pitt and
Palmerston and Beaconsfield.''®

League members were asked to commit themselves totally. Any
member who was not engaged ‘in other political duties’ was, according
to regulations, obliged to put himself

...at the disposal of the Council, for the execution of political work,
especially in actively and energetically canvassing any sub-district to which
he may be appointed, so as to acquaint himself perfectly with the social
position, influence, and political movements within the district, and shall
at all times be especially watchful of the organization and proceedings of
the opposite party, and by every lawful means shall endeavour, to the best
of his ability, to promote the objects of the League.

Every Member shall make himself acquainted, as soon as possible,
with the most efficient means of political organization.

Every Member shall endeavour to see that all adherents in his district
are placed on the Register of Voters, and shall furnish a list of such persons
to the Secretary of the Ruling Councillor of the Habitation.

Every Member, if required, shall report, either in person or by letter
(as may be most convenient to him), the results of his labour and
observation.

Every Member is expected to give his attendance, or report by letter,
at one or more of the meetings of the Habitation in each year, and any
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Member failing to do so for a whole year, shall be liable to have his name
struck off the Register of the Habitation."®

This crucial canvassing activity was accompanied by the even more
important public meetings, through which social events were raised to
the rank of political initiatives. Each Habitation would put on, free of
charge or for a minimum fee, musical or theatrical performances, puppet
shows, excursions, dances and tea parties, ‘aspiring to be political but not
boring, educational but not “improving”, respectable but not censorious_’ 120
Propaganda, in fact, played a secondary role during such events. Tedious
political speeches were replaced by new and more ‘efficient’ instruments
of communication such as ‘magic lanterns’ and tableaux vivants, showing,
for example, images of imperial magnificence. Frequently, to reinforce
the image of an association that aimed to put classes in touch with each
other, Habitation members visited aristocratic country houses where, albeit
briefly, the aspiration of social integration became reality, thereby fulfilling
one of the League’s principal goals. Algernon Borthwick wrote that:

...one of the chief duties incumbent on every Primrose centre is to combat
and destroy the Radical fallacy that in modern politics classes are
antagonistic. The League, on the contrary, brings all classes together. All
vote on a footing of absolute equality, and all meet on terms of the truest
fraternity.'!

The most significant feature of the Primrose League was, however, the
active inclusion of women in political life. It is likely, in fact, that the
experience of this Conservative league substantially, albeit accidentally,
helped overcome the great prejudice against women and their political
involvement. Although it never dealt with the topic of suffrage,'” the
League was extremely successful in mobilizing women and introducing
them to political life well before the extension of suffrage to women in
1918. No political organization had ever before employed women in
militant groups. The Primrose League did not merely exploit their
contribution but, according to Ostrogorski, ‘in every respect it may be
said that the League rests on women; it is they who keep it going and
eventually ensure the success’.'” Women were granted membership frpm
December 1883, and in many Habitations they constituted the majority,
showing considerable ability in organizational activities and in
canvassing,'”® where the ‘persuasive gentleness characteristic of their
sex’' proved to be crucial in overcoming the mistrust usually ensuing
from any impact with political propaganda. A representative noted:

The Primrose Ladies do not confine their work to the making of
speeches...they organize election arrangements; they canvass electors; they
manage the work of the polling days; they lend their carriages to bring
voters to the polling places; they take voters in their carriages and personally
charioteer them to the pool.'”
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Moreover, their contribution greatly helped to increase the League’s
appeal, thanks to an extensive management of social relations aimed at
uniting not only classes but gender as well.'*® The influential presence of
women in the League even resulted in a central body for women - the
Grand Council of Dames - located in London, whose activity, nevertheless,
was totally subject to the decisions of the Grand Council, an exclusively
male agency.

The painstaking activism of Conservative women alarmed Liberals,
compelling them to spend a good deal of energy on trying to recover
ground. In 1886, they founded a federation of the Associations of Liberal
Women, following the organizational pattern of the Birmingham Caucus,
based on representation and self-government. Indeed, unlike the Primrose
League, the statute of the federation of Liberal women did not foresee a
central autocratic power, and membership was open to women only.'?
Liberal women’s associations aimed at granting a “political education’
through speeches, readings and courses in civic education.’® However,
this action was generally less fruitful than the proposals forwarded by the
Conservative League. Political colour notwithstanding, the phenomenon
of emerging female militancy was a feature of a more general trend towards
the growth of extra-parliamentary political activity.

This did not necessarily mean that the party’s inner circle was subject
to increased pressure from outside. The Primrose League, for example,
never claimed to participate in debate on the Conservative political line.
On the contrary, the very nature of the League’s appeals to defend the
empire and religion made it a potentially non-party structure, suitable for
attracting followers among those approaching politics for the first time or
those who were uncertain of their choices. A Primrose Dame wrote:

I'am convinced that the broader the foundations and the more truly liberal
(which is 2 word I am disinclined to leave entirely to our opponents) we
can make this Association the more certainly we shall attract all the
moderate, earnest men, and keep them in our ranks.!!

Their steadfast cooperation with the Conservatives did not in fact yield
any official connection. The League was thus granted greater working
autonomy, while the party enjoyed the benefits of a supporting mass
organization without the inconveniences usually associated with this type
of body.

Not surprisingly, the unofficial presence of the League stirred up latent
conflict within the National Union, the other great Conservative mass
body. For instance, the party’s principal agent, Middleton, expressed his
disapproval of the attempts by some Habitations to establish a regular
relationship with the party.”> While the National Union was trying to
project the image of a political body, with internal factions more or less
favourable to the party establishment, the Primrose League was projecting
itself as a ‘popular’, undemanding and, indeed, self-funded association.
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By not interfering with political decision-making, it fitted perfectly into
Salisbury’s overall strategy, and thus substantially helped overcome_the
fear of an organizational/electoral impasse after the 1883 Corrupt Practices
Act. The League was officially separate from the party; it supplied
free-of-charge militancy, and could use its financial resources without
encountering legal difficulties.

Of course, to understand the huge success of the Primrose League one
must refer to anthropological/political concepts and the issue of accultura-
tion and discipline as legitimating strategies.'*> It was not mere chance
that the League’s ultimate goal, apart from activities relatfed to ele_ctorgll
needs, was to permeate the daily life of the masses: a major role in this
respect was undoubtedly played by the unprecedented interest shown
towards the sectors of the population traditionally excluded from the
political-electoral systems. Habitations brought together sections of society
that the party usually neglected: women, children, non-voters and even
non-Conservatives. It can therefore be affirmed that the association was
vital to the modernization of the British political system in that it was the
most important ‘systematic attempt to make political loya}ty an integral
part of the lives of a large number of people rather than the private language
of an élite’.!* A further indication of this trend was found in the Primrose
League’s desire to overcome age, as well as geqder l_aamers. As pf the
1890s, the League officially promoted the entry into its organization of
Juvenile Branches, comprising children aged 7-16." o

The all-encompassing potential of the League’s or'ganlze}tlonal
experience represented the other side of the coin for men like Salisbury,
who were grateful for its immediate functional effectiveness, but were
also aware that ‘the Conservative associations act mainly by p_)ubhc
speaking. The Primrose League acts by private intercourse’.'* Tl,ns was
a huge difference and unquestionably speeded up the ‘alterations’ to the
system that were so dreaded by the Conservative leader. As seen before,
he viewed the tendency to give political spin to feelings previously
considered without class or party boundary (and to occupy greater space
in public and private sectors traditionally thought extraneous to politics),
as a warning that society was becoming increasingly vulgar™’ a}r;d that a
deep, irreparable constitutional transformation was under way.'
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expression of the more general nationalistic embitterment at the end of the century,
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Chapter 4

Conservative Public Opinion and Political
Engineering

In Search of an Artificial Community: The Electoral Maze

The transformation of the concept of representation and, parallel to
this, of electoral procedures, was one of the most emblematic difficulities
encountered in the process of institutionalizing political power in
nineteenth-century Great Britain. In the 1880s, the constitutional balance
referred to by those wanting to demonstrate the presumed superiority of
British public institutions, was in fact maintained only by a delicate balance
between de facto power and the political system. Power was the direct
expression of a communities logic centring on the recognition of an
organic, therefore ‘legitimate’ and functional, social hierarchy; it used
economic strength and social obligations to redefine the relationship
between conflicting interests. In contrast, the political system was a vehicle
for the rationalization of the public sphere, in Weberian terms, choosing
to act with political instruments.

It can therefore be said that, for most of the nineteenth century, elections
in Great Britain, were more a phenomenon of community life than the
expression of the voters’ political will.'! The entire electoral competition
was organized and managed by the candidates themselves; until 1867,
they were even expected to deal with the construction or preparation of
the polling stations. The only state machinery provided by the 1832 reform
was the registration of voters. In each constituency, this task was entrusted
to the overseer, usually a small shopkeeper or a farmer with no training or
specific technical knowledge, who already collected, unpaid, the poor
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rate. The electoral register was drafted on the basis of formal requests
made by applicants, and was given public exposure so that any citizen, at
his own expense, could make a complaint if certain people were listed
without the right or, conversely, if potential voters were not listed. If the
overseer was unable to settle the issue, then a revising barrister - a new,
part-time official - was summoned to make judgement.

On the whole, it can be said that the British electoral machinery worked
thanks to the enterprising spirit of private citizens. The overseer, untrained
and unmotivated, was indeed unreliable. In any case, the complicated
process of checking the correctness of the registers was beyond his
capabilities, given the careless keeping of the rate books - the only source
for assessing the real value of properties. Revising barristers themselves
had only very limited powers of intervention: for example, not only were
they unable to remedy obvious irregularities unless petition was made by
another voter, but, until the 1878 Registration Act, they could not even
rectify the innumerable errors in the electoral registers which, more often
than not, resulted in the exclusion of valid individuals from the voting
list. The lack of a specific bureaucratic-administrative structure responsible
for the operation of the electoral machinery set up by the 1832 and 1867
reforms? compelled local and national political groups to take completely
upon themselves the management of the electoral register on which the
attention and manoeuvres of candidates were centred.® Each local political
association had a registration agent whose task was to attract potential
new voters to enrol on the register, while trying to expel the highest possible
number of opposing voters.* While carrying out this partisan activity,
agents often took the whole work of registration upon themselves and
sometimes, especially in big cities, also drafted the overseer’s preliminary
register. Elections, therefore, were won only by taking good care of the
register. Hence, registration agents and, more specifically, election agents,
although not recognized by the law, were to become key figures in British
electoral life. As already mentioned, within a few decades, part-time
solicitors, recruited by the electoral committee of any one constituency
and entrusted with registration tasks, were replaced by full-time agents
who were responsible for more complex and continuous electoral
organizational activities. For almost a century, these men pragmatically
shaped the British electorate, drawing its boundaries on the basis of a
controversial and complex registration system that, by the end of the
century, was ruled by as many as 118 laws and over 650 sentences - a
fertile ground for negotiation and argument between the parties concerned.

On the eve of the First World War, approximately 4 million potential
voters were still unable to enter this system, in which actual legal difficulties
were accompanied by the parties’ interest in manipulating voter eligibility
according to their needs.’ As a rule, however, the electoral machinery
seemed to be substantially based on agreement between the contending
parties. Agents often met after the publication of preliminary registers,
and reached a compromise on the objections and requests to be heard and
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on the cases to be brought before the revising barristers. The latter
occasionally summoned the agents of opposing committees who then
drafted the lists by mutual consent. This informal practice worked well in
a poorly institutionalized context such as the British one, since agents,
working for their own candidate, also guaranteed the overall functioning
of the system.6

Until at least the 1880s, elections were based on candidates rather than
parties, although this did not mean that candidates in the competition held
much power. The aspiring candidate was often controlled by his agents
and, in the electoral campaign, would play a role proportional to the
secondary importance attributed to the ideas and the political-ideological
debate current in his constituency. The image was of a system where the
whole electoral process, lacking any real institutional substance and
submerged in a sea of custom, tended to reflect the very nature of the civil
society it was meant to represent. It is therefore apparent that Victorian
Britain was, for a long time, deprived of political representation ensuing
from the knowledgeable actions of an electorate aware of its political
rights and duties, called to the polls once every seven years. Nor was
Great Britain endowed with electoral institutions which could substantiate
those values that the state guaranteed. During most of the century, locally-
and community- oriented voting patterns prevailed, epitomizing a network
of influences of which the elector and the elected were an integral part,
within a close relationship of political and social obligations. This, of
course, not only failed to invalidate the function of representation, but in
fact elicited forms of virtual representation that helped assimilate into the
traditional political system the many social imbalances, thereby limiting
their ‘anti-system’ virulence.” Actually, this situation, more than any other
phenomenon, reflected the organic nature of British society; that is, its
ability to express a ‘natural’ leadership and to transform elections into a
ritual of recognition and introjection of community hierarchies.? It must
be emphasized, however, that the social logic prevailing in Victorian
society was, in every respect, one of identification/obligation, a logic which
gave rise to the twin values deference/paternalism that Bagehot identified
as the irreplaceable cornerstone of the British constitutional system.®
Deference and unaffected gratitude towards those who ensured security
and welfare did not exclude - indeed included - the widespread and
generalized phenomena of bribery and malpractice, both understood as
tangible electoral pressures.!® Making a fine distinction between
encouragement and coercion, between reward and corruption (in other
words, defining the scope of political morality as related to individual
freedom) is a difficult task. The ruling classes were at a loss as to how to
solve the problem of electoral malpractice. Indeed, the legitimating value
of the vote was substantially at odds with the ‘natural’ legitimacy of large
estates and with the hierarchical social order. Following the nationalization
of problems and increasing domestic and international difficulties, blaming
‘corruption’ and ‘intimidation’ no longer seemed sufficient. Thus, the
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political system had to change its distribution of de facto power and reform
its operating mechanisms. From this point of view, however, ‘corruption’
and electoral reforms appeared to be two opposing means of achieving
the same goal: to mend the organic fabric of a society that was in disrepair
and had lost all its sustaining community traditions.

The extension and more rational redistribution of seats following the
laws of 1867 and 1884-85" were certainly two basic steps on the road
towards emancipation and the institutionalization of political rights. The
real collective catharsis of political life, however, occurred in the debate
on corruption between the 1860s and the 1880s, leading to the approval
of the Ballot Act in 1872!? and the Corrupt Practices Act in 1883." During
this period began the basic transformation of the legitimacy of ‘political’
behaviour and of the true significance of the electoral process. The idea
of the vote as a public responsibility requiring a public statement waned.
Thus, the basis was created for atomizing the electorate and for the birth
of the individual autonomous voter. Secrecy granted him a direct political-
institutional connection with Westminster, without having to face the
critical judgement of the community. Moreover, with the drastic reduction
in electoral corruption, participation in an ‘ideological community’ - a
sort of secularization of religious values - became the principal method of
replacing and recovering the community and the process of collective
identification.

The essential vehicle for such a change was the voluntary political
organization which, by imposing binding regulations, revived a basic facet
of community life - that is, the relationship of political obligation upon
which the fundamental sense of exclusion-belonging thrived." Ultimately
the emergence of partisanship systematically took over all the public and
private space previously considered as neutral, subsuming it within a
political line of thought that gradually replaced the community’s traditional
‘natural’ ties with ‘artificial’ bonds, in order to facilitate integration of
the popular classes into the nation and communities into the state.

Democracy was therefore the cause of the destruction of the mid-
Victorian balance for which moderate public opinion was now openly
nostalgic. Whether Tory or Radical, democracy represented, in the eyes
of traditional political forces, the ideological and organizational drive that
inspired some sectors of society (Irishmen, working men and so on) to try
to assert themselves over others which, in turn, altered the traditional
British political representation.

Salisbury maintained that the 1867 Reform Act had irrevocably
destroyed the delicate constitutional balance, since it had accorded the
working classes supremacy over all other classes. This meant that they
controlled the parliamentary majority, which in turn, unfavourably
influenced the executive and therefore the general interests of the country.
The popular masses, Salisbury wrote in 1865,

...may not ask for supremacy...But they may ask for a share of political
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power proportioned to the share which their labour gives them in the
country’s wealth. Such a claim, if it be advanced, must be met in a very
different tone from that which has justly been used to repel the intolerable
claim of supremacy... Their doctrines are not adverse to the claims of any
particular class, except when that class is aiming to domineer over the
rest. And, therefore, there is nothing inconsistent with their principles in
any system of representation, however wide its scope may be, so long as
it does not ignore the differences of property which exist in this country,
and maintains with an even hand, the balance of power among the various
classes of which the nation is made up.'’

Disraelian radicalism had shattered all the barriers. For Salisbury, the
electoral issue was no longer one of principle, but rather an occasion for
clever tactical manoeuvres, such as had occurred with the Reform Bill of
1884 that allowed him, through the extension of suffrage, to favourably
redraw the electoral map. After the 1884-85 electoral reforms, many people
of diverse political persuasions felt that the political system had reached
the absolute limit for ‘responsible’ representation, beyond which Victorian
public opinion believed it would encounter only the abstract ferment of
universal suffrage.

Nor did Salisbury give up fighting in the electoral sphere to limit the
influence of the democratic-popular component in institutions. As
mentioned earlier, at a time of “tyranny by the majority’ this involved an
adjustment of the machinery to the detriment of 0ld, obsolete organizational
traditions and the painful suppression of well-established positions of
power. To mention but one example, in 1889 Salisbury informed the Queen
that the organization of the party

...under the old franchise, was managed locally, generally by the family
solicitor of the principal person in the place. Since the franchise was
changed in 1867, and afterwards in 1885, there has been the greatest
difficulty in inducing these persons, who are entirely incompetent, to give
place to more active men. We are doing it gradually: but it requires time:
and there is the greatest possible reluctance on the part of the local magnates
to admit any central interference at all.'¢

The gradual transformation of the party, no doubt connected to the
social change that had characterized British Conservatism since the 1860s,
revealed the existence of a deep conflict between the old identity, which
aimed at reaffirming its authority through traditional means, and emerging
groups. The latter felt that the imposition of a pattern of ‘political’
intervention was the only realistic standard for competition in a mass
society. W.H. Smith, the Conservative group-leader in the Lower House
and an expert on the party, became a symbol of such conflict when, while
informing Salisbury about the difficulties in transforming the party’s staff
and propaganda machinery, he wrote:
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You know quite as much as I do of the habits and customs of the Tory but
I have not found them to be eager volunteers in canvassing or organization.
The machinery of an election has had to be provided at somebody’s cost
hitherto and much of this is to be prohibited in the future...The Radicals
have the Trade Unions, the Dissenting Chapels and every Society for the
abolition of property and morality working for them. Our supporters only
want to be let alone, to be allowed to enjoy what they have: and they think
they are so secure that they will make no sacrifice of time or of pleasure to
prepare against attack or to resist it. So to stave off the evil day as long as
possible, I should wish to retain the power of fighting elections by paid
agency if necessary as in the past but I am afraid I am in a small minority
in the party in the House of Commons who only think of one thing, issuing
the cheque to be drawn on their bankers.!”

The modernization of the electoral apparatus, approved by Salisbury,
did not necessarily mean adhering to the democratic results of the
transformations in progress. On the contrary, it implied a more rational
commitment towards selecting and limiting political participation.
Middleton for one was quite skilful in pursuing such goals, using all
available means to hinder popular participation in the elections. In 1890,
for example, he advised Salisbury on the timing of the elections, in case a
ballot was necessary:

...the best time for creating such a vacancy would in my opinion be
about the first week in May so that the election would take place about the
20th May or a little later - the labourers will thus have had two or three
months of good wages and the hay harvest will not be engrossing the
attention of the Farmers which might be the case in June.'®

To the same end, the most effective obstacle was of course electoral
registration since, when cleverly used, it guaranteed firm control over the
electorate. Dissent on the obstructive use of registration was certainly not
lacking within the party. Sir Albert Rollit, member of the Lower House,
one of the promoters of the new structure of the National Union, presented
an agenda, during its annual assembly, requesting an urgent revision of
the registration laws. In his report, he denounced the negative and
‘impolitic’ aspects of registration:

...it involves at the present time work of a routine character, a character
possessing in some respects the mark of political drudgery, which occupies
time that had much better be devoted to the necessary work of political
teaching of the people and real political work.!

Improving the suffrage of householders and eliminating all obstacles
to the registration of those qualified did not mean, for Rollit, contributing
to the development of a full political democracy but, rather, avoiding the
danger of more general male suffrage. Once again, the issue of ‘radical’
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political decision-making as an antidote to the ‘inertia’ of tradition came
to the fore. It was not mere chance that the Tory representative insisted
upon the non-party nature of such legislative intervention, recalling that
the issue ‘is not a party question. In the House the views which I have
ventured to express have been taken by leading men of all parties.” Rollit
ended by criticizing the residence qualification as too prolonged (12
months officially, but in practice 18) and the plethora of stumbling blocks
and exasperating technical distinctions connected with the issues of
residence and rent that discouraged many potential voters.”” The reasons
for new style ‘politics’ - understood as a willingness to redefine one’s
position by using new instruments and on a larger scale - clashed with the
desire to safeguard the existing order. Middleton reminded the ‘idealists’
of the requirements of safety and stability, which were guaranteed by the
very complexity of the electoral system:

I rather doubt the wisdom of making registration such a very simple matter
for everybody...If a man values his vote at all he should be willing to take
a little trouble to secure it. I certainly would not make it difficult but, I
think that it could not be made too easy.!

The principal agent, of course, by defending the existing system, also
supported the apparatus that he managed and that drew its strength and
consideration from a stronger electoral maze. Nevertheless, the most
important task was to defend the image of an electorate that was totally
disconnected from the concept of the ‘right to vote’ and was seen instead
as a narrow élite, well known in its own constituency and stable from
both a social and geographic point of view. Therefore, the Conservative
establishment was obviously in favour of retaining all the barriers
encompassed by registration since it could thus minimize the prospects of
electoral legislation and ‘pragmatically’ prevent many newly enfranchised,
but politically dangerous, social sectors from gaining access to the right
to vote. Salisbury, and most party managers, had a strong interest in the
low poll and ‘in making the electors vote Conservative, not in making
them Conservatives’.” Such an interest was indicative not so much of the
Conservative’s fear of an ‘open’ conflict with the Liberals, which however
existed®, as of the difficulty in accepting the political system as the sole
battleground. In many ways, the Middleton machine did replace the party’s
waning local-patriarchal base though its efficiency was not informed by
purely political considerations. It guaranteed that the party’s necessary
modernization, taking place at the expense of the old identity, would not
become an insidious politicization, but would simply ensure more efficient
electoral activity. Salisbury would be in charge, aiming not at the
democratization of the system but at mediation between the general
declared policy - represented by the acceptance of, and participation in,
the electoral laws - and the need to defend to the bitter end the social
hierarchies from the claims of popular government.
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The National Union: A Faithful, Restless Servant

After the 1885 reorganization, every English or Welsh Conservative
Association was automatically affiliated to the National Union of
Constitutional and Conservative Associations which thus became, for the
first time since its foundation in 1867, a proper national organization, as
well as a reliable voice for the moods and needs of the Conservative rank
and file throughout the country. At the special London conference in May
1886, new rules for the National Union were adopted.”® According to
Middleton, they would create a structure immune from any attempt to use
the organizational ‘machinery’ against the party’s political ‘mind’.

The new rules, however, were not meant to limit internal debates, but
simply to prevent any budding Churchill from gaining control over a key
sector of the party and using it for his own purposes. The Provincial Unions,
in particular, acted as a sort of “filter’ for local issues between individual
associations and the Council. The best ‘guarantee’ was, however, the lack
of a leader on the political scene ready to transform the dissatisfaction of
the rank and file into a true revolt against party headquarters.?

The man who, a few years before, had led the rising protest had now
become a member of the establishment; in 1886, Churchill stood before
the National Union and gave his approval to the new image of the
association, even though it did not fulfil the demands of the ‘fourth par-
ty’. His aim being to repay his debt to the Cabinet’s inner circle, he took
it upon himself to dampen enthusiasm through firm, albeit occasionally
acrobatic, intervention in favour of a ‘normalisation’ process:

...you have succeeded in transforming what was a few years ago little
more than a name, into a real patent living powerful political machine
and, moreover, a machine which derives its power and its potency from
the fact that it is truly a representative machine and that you who have
come here together today are representatives and can speak for great masses
of the electors who have elected you, who have placed their confidence in
you and who know that in your hands their interests will be represented
and will not be neglected...I trust this satisfactory state of things may
continue to exist and through the agency of this association, spreading as
it does all over the country, the leaders of our party...may be kept constantly
informed of matters which are interesting and which are exercising the
minds of the electors. There is a question which I am anxious to draw
your attention to and in referring to it I know I shall be speaking the mind
of the entire cabinet. It is with regard to the question of holding at the
present moment frequent political demonstrations. My own opinion is
...that the nature of the times is not such as to make it imperative to hold
great numbers of large political demonstrations. Of course I exclude this
Bradford meeting because it is a meeting of the National Union and an
annual affair. What I am alluding to are the large political demonstrations
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which local party managers are naturally very eager to get up and which
to a certain extent and under certain circumstances, are undoubtedly of
great utility, but these great demonstrations ought generally to be reserved
for a time of crisis and political exigency. We hope and believe that England
has passed through a time of crisis and may look forward to a time to be
quiet and what appears to me to be more necessary at the present moment
than great political demonstrations...are a great quantity of regular small
local meetings at which you must make your members and your candidates
attend. ... our great ambition and our great idea of the present Government
is to be a working Government and not a talking government...and therefore
if you really wish the present Government to be an efficient and successful
administration I would impress upon you...to discourage as far as lies in
your power...the constant holding of political demonstrations at which it
is necessary that a member of the Government or more should attend.””

The National Union had the potential, most feared by the leaders, to
become an organ which, legitimized by its great orggnizatlopal
commitment and its representational structures, could aim at being
politically significant and active. _

Indeed, from 1885 onwards, many of the issues dealt with un!eashed
considerable political energy that went beyond simply coordinating and
developing organizational activities.”® This energy tended to transform
delegates and representatives of the National Union into a sort qf political
middle management, with a number of local organizers and parliamentary
backbenchers? in search of a more satisfactory public image. Through its
normal activities and annual assembly, the National Union provided most
of its protagonists with a chance to ‘participate’ but, above all, with the
illusion that, by means of motions and questions, speeches and
controversies, such participation might translate into political decision-
making. ) . ) .

The perception that its role had changed was evident in the issue raised
during the 1890 congress, about whether it was still right to follow the
tradition of excluding journalists from debates. In general, it epitomized
the new boundaries emerging in the public/private relationship vis-g-vis
the overall needs of politics. The division was between those who felt that
secrecy should be kept as a basic component of the organization®® and
those who were willing to give a political - and therefore a public - meaning
to the activity of the National Union. The chairman, the representative
Dixon Hartland, thought:

...that the days are past when our party could afford to hold a hole and
corner meeting. We have nothing that we have need to be ashamed of, but
on the contrary the great party which we represent have everything to be
proud of. The more we praise our opinions, the more people will come
round to them.}!
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Sir Albert Rollit was also in favour of opening up to the press.’2 As the
inspirer of the new rules, Rollit fought to put changes to work through a
more direct relationship between the public and representation. In his
opinion, this was the real reason for taking part in the Council and the
annual meeting of the National Union, the old criteria of privilege and
social status having now been superseded.

The principles upon which the rules are based are broadly two. First, the
complete representation of the party, from the individual to the United
Kingdom, and second the development of local effort as essential to the
complete success of that party...The whole of the United Kingdom will be
able to make its voice heard through its representatives, the expression of
its feelings in case of any emergency via that universality which is the
chief principle on which these rules are based... The time for any limitation,
any exclusion of the opinion of the great mass of the party, is past; and
though it may have been a privilege to some of us to have been placed
upon this Council, still in future the great condition of our presence here
will be the representation of large bodies of voters and opinions in the
districts from which we come.®

The National Union was meant to be a powerful tool, exclusively
designed for propaganda and organizational coordination.?* This led to
the formation of a strong critical component, which legitimately made
increasingly strong attacks on the traditional ‘deferential’ habits in the
party, such as maintenance of the rule allowing the appointment of
honorary members or vice-presidents upon payment of considerable sums
of money. Mr Howard, the Manchester representative, claimed that:

-..the elected members of this conference under these rules, are going to
be swamped by another set of members who ought not to have an equal
position. Every man who subscribes a guinea is placed exactly in the
same position as Mr Preston and myself who represent here 60,000 electors.
It seems to me that is a position which it is almost impossible to continue
if the National Union is to be a powerful body and to have the respect of
the constituencies. The notion that every man who subscribes a guinea
should have precisely the same power and influence seems inconsistent.?

The charge of inefficiency, brought upon the central organs in 1886,
was based above all on the honorary nature of certain appointments. F.S.
Powell, representative, declared:

I'hope these Provincial Councils elect gentlemen who not only consent to
be nominated but who will promise to work. One of the great weaknesses
I have felt in these central bodies is this, that you elect men from the
provinces who may be the best men and the most worthy and fitted men,
but whose efficiency is not very great so long as they do not attend. I
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therefore hope that all the provincial Councils will choose men who are
ready and prepared to give the time for their regular attendance at the
Central Council in London.*’

This concept was confirmed a few months later during the ordinary
conference:

...the great object in electing suitable members for the Council is not only
high position and prominent names but fairly regular attendance at the
meetings and interest in the work of the Union.*®

Dissatisfaction with the traditional methods of party management was
apparent. In some instances, this was but a new manifestation of an old
divide - that between Central Office’s need to centralize and the Provincial
Unions’ drive towards autonomy.* During the 1887 congress, for example,
Lord Grimston proposed a motion in favour of greater autonomy in the
organization of propaganda,* thereby eliciting a reaction from those who
felt that centralization was the only way to deal with the heavy task of
propaganda campaigns.” The traditional organizational tension between
centre and periphery re-emerged within the National Union too. On various
pretexts, the two factions carried on a dispute that regularly came to the
surface during congress debates, manifesting a structural tension between
the need to strengthen the voice and role of local organizations and the
need to leave more room for manoeuvre to the more professional sector
working with the Central Office. In 1890, during the .Liverpoc')l Conference,
a delegate from Reading proposed a resolution stating ‘that the
Representation of the provincial Divisions in the Council of the Natlonal
Union should be increased’; it was also stressed that the Council was a
governing body ‘formed not only on the elective but on the representative
principle’. Such a proposal was not unexpected, as another delegate pointed
out, but arose from the ‘dissatisfaction among the rank and file of those
who attend this Conference at the way in which the Council is elected’.
This opinion was unconditionally supported by those delegates who felt
that local members would express the real needs of the Conservative par-
ty in the country better than the members elected by the Congress.*” The
issue was also taken up by the Brighton delegate who made things worse
by recalling how ‘the council has a large representation belgngmg to the
upper classes and the middle classes; I believe that the working classes to
a very great extent are left out of it.’* Ashmead Bartlett, one of the
Conference leaders, rejected such grievances, proving with ease that the
problem of a larger provincial representation was in no way connected
with the problem of the lack of working men within the Council.* Bartlett
then mentioned that, by Statute, the Conference elected 21 membe;rs, while
30 came from the provinces, ‘a distinct majority of representation’. The
soundest motive in favour of the existing system was still, in Bartlett’s
opinion, that of efficiency. Those
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...21 are not too many for us to elect, and by electing them here you elect
a nucleus of men who are largely the same, who know the work of the
Council and Conference, and who go on from year to year; whereas the
provincial representation constantly alters...But there is another argument
against the change. Look at the record of attendances. The members from
the provinces are at the bottom of the list with the exception of two only
- most creditable exceptions...Before you increase the provincial
representation you ought at least to make an effort to send up gentlemen
who will attend the meetings...The proportion of 30 to 21 is surely large
enough in favour of the provincial divisions and I hope that, in the interests
of the Council, of the Divisions, and of the Conference itself, you will not
carry this resolution.®

The resolution was actually rejected, but again came to the fore in a
different form the following year. Colonel Horace Gray, on behalf of the
Metropolitan Division, asked that the chairmen of each of the ten Divisions
be admitted by right to the executive branch of the National Union. Bartlett,
according to the principle of the professionalization of the Council,
requiring continuity of tasks and regular attendance in London, maintained
his opposition, but finally had to surrender to what he considered an
alteration of ‘the balance of power on the Council’.*

Despite the ritual assurances - regularly repeated ‘for good luck’ during
all Conservative assemblies - that they did not aim to coerce individual
participants nor to impose their ideas upon the party’s top strata, after
1885 the National Union became the seat of political confrontation and
debate within the Conservative milieu, proposing itself as a channel for
mediation between the party’s inner circle and its grassroots. Although
the leadership usually ignored such disputes when shaping its strategies,
this did not alter their political significance. Rather, it simply demonstrated
a Conservative tradition according to which leaders had no political links
with the general public; indeed, party leaders and government expected
no less than unconditional support and cooperation.

In 1885, during the Newport conference, the chairman, Lord Claud
Hamilton, appealed to the ‘practical character’ of Conservatives to prevent
the debate from becoming ‘an occasion for letting off political fire-works’
according to ‘that method of doing things which marks the proceedings
of the liberal organizations’.*” Once again, the assembly was asked not to
‘bother’ leaders with embarrassing and impracticable issues. The annual
meeting, however, seemed the perfect opportunity for promoting political
slogans. For example, the representative George Curzon dealt with the
issue of the imperial federation and acknowledged that ‘we meet here for
d(ijsdc_ussion and not for dictation. This is a conference and not a caucus’. In
addition,

...Jooking at the representative character of the meeting and looking also
to the fact that it is the only occasion, I believe, in the course of the year in
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which representative Conservatives are gathered together from all quarters
of the Kingdom, I think it is not an undesirable thing that this question of
imperial federation should go forth from the meeting with the seal and
imprimatur of the Conference upon it...I want...to make it certain that at
the next elections no Conservative candidate shall come before his
constituency without introducing a reference to this question in his election
address.*®

It is worth recalling that a new image of the imperial question,
increasingly connected to the issues of protectionism and of the working
class,* began to emerge in this period, an issue which divided the annual
meetings of the National Union.

Although many Conservatives felt that the caucus was a negative
symbol, to be rejected altogether, a number of its features nevertheless
found their way into the culture of Tory extra-parliamentary assemblies.*
The most obvious of these was the typical Liberal tendency to throw doubt
upon party policies. Infringing such a taboo naturally led to confusion as
to the powers and goals of Conservative assemblies.’’ Nevertheless, no
particular traumas ensued, thanks to the clever handling of the question
by Middleton and other National Union officers. They smoothed out
tensions by appealing to traditional feelings of loyalty and, above all, to
the ‘culture of emergency’ - to the need to fall in behind leaders when the
country was in danger of being ‘dismembered’. Middleton was probably
the planner of the 1892 manoeuvre that privileged ‘organization’ over
‘politics’, following the increasingly popular pattern among the delegates
at the National Union Conference. In fact, the party organizer strongly
supported the request by the Birmingham representative, Mr Barton, to
admit ex officio to the annual Congress meetings the ‘principal paid
Conservative agent’ of every constituency.*? Middleton obviously aimed
at reshaping the conference, starting with the network of loyal men he
directly managed, in order to ensure that internal debates, though lively,
were safe.

From this perspective, the labour question undoubtedly greatly helped
during these years to transform the National Union into an arena for debate.
After 1885, several delegates proposed granting more space within the
party to workers’ representatives, stressing how extended suffrage had
revolutionized the political scene.”

I know that the great upper classes are for the most part Conservative as
are also the middle classes and that it is to the workingmen, the great mass
of workingmen, that the future government of this country will depend
whether it is to be Conservative, or Liberal or Radical. I say it is high time
that you as a body open your eyes to this fact and get thoroughly in touch
with the masses of the people.*

The issue, however, did not terminate with general statements of
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principle but led to increasing requests to the government for social
legislation.” In 1891, the assembly approved a motion that, acknowledging
‘the great importance of labour questions at the present, considers it
desirable that a Labour Department should be formed to be presided over
by a Minister of the Crown, to be termed “the Labour Minister™. Also
in 1891, Rankin, a representative, presented a proposal in favour of state
support for small landholders. The issue involved the dangerous question
of state intervention®’ but aimed at very specific goals, as its promoter
himself emphasized:

It would be a good thing politically because it would strengthen and
increase the number of those who would hold property in the country. It
would strengthen their respect for property - and I need hardly say that it
is a very good Conservative doctrine to preach - and it would also give
them better health and better strength and of course if that was the case
more happiness.

During the summer of 1892 Lord Salisbury’s fears that ‘these social
questions are destined to break up our party’* were mirrored in the debate
within the National Union. During the 1892 Sheffield conference, the
representative Wrightoon stated in his motion ‘that the time has arrived
when Parliament may well afford facilities for the acquirement by working
men of their own houses’. The proposal was supported by the influential
Sir Albert Rollit, who recalled how

...socialism in an unwise form is in the air. There may be great political
and social changes, and what I chiefly dread as a politician is that there
should be no machinery for effecting these changes silently and wisely,
instead of through revolution.

Such intervention caused contrasting reactions: ‘I am surprised’, said
a working man delegate who claimed to be advocating less legislative
paternalism and more self-respect and independence, ‘that gentlemen like
Sir Albert Rollit and Mr Wrightoon present before this Conference nothing
but socialist doctrines.” The proposal, however, was not only approved
but was also followed by another resolution which demanded, on behalf
of the Conference, ‘that in suitable constituencies this Conference would
urge the adoption of Conservative workingmen as candidates at
Parliamentary elections, believing their presence in Parliament would tend
to the consolidation of the party and the general wellbeing of the country”.*°
This was powerful pressure that Balfour, current leader at the Conference,
could not ignore.5! After recalling the institutional tasks, and therefore
the limits, of the National Union (‘...your duty which consists of the
perfecting of the Unionist party organization’), Balfour went on with
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...one word not exactly of caution or warning, but one word upon the
general principles which we ought not to lose sight of in dealing with
those vast questions of social reform which are present to the mind of
every man who interests himself in the political future of the country, and
which are occupying, and deservedly occupying, as large a share not of
our practical work but of our speculative attention.

In Balfour’s opinion, the Gladstonians were responsible for this, guilty
as they were of sacrificing the parliamentary and political debate on reforms
to ‘attempts at constitutional revolution’. Apart from this, the Conservative
leader of the House of Commons had

...the impression...that those who talk so glibly of this reform or that reform
in the social and industrial organization of the country, really spend very
little of their time in thinking, and very greatly underestimate the magnitude
of the subjects they talk of so freely. Depend upon it, gentlemen, in this
matter of social legislation the beginning of wisdom is to recognize the
enormous difficulty and complexity of the problems with which you have
to deal, the enormous risks which you run if you deal with them in a hasty
or partisan manner...The temptation, therefore, to regard these social
questions as mere topics for platform oratory, and as devices to catch a
vote here and a vote there, is necessarily very great. But as you love, [ will
not say your country, but as you love your party, resist that temptation.®?

The issue of female suffrage was also recurrent in National Union
assemblies, emerging on the fringe of debates on the great political and
social transformation taking place throughout the country. The fears voiced
by the delegate Blandford on the ‘dangers’ connected with the issue were
quite significant:

...Ithink it is not the business of this conference to discuss great questions
of policy (Cries of ‘Oh’ and ‘Why not?”) but I do think we should discuss
questions of organization (Cries of ‘Oh’ and ‘vote’)... We are not a caucus
but a conference. We do not wish to dictate to any leader...what they
should bring forward at any particular time...I consider that it is not
desirable that we should interpose to bring forward any question of policy
in this conference.®

Those who supported the extension of suffrage to women, provided
they were spinsters or widows, considered such a charge unfounded. Mr
Daiton, for one, attested that ‘this matter is not a party matter...and because
this is a non party question I think we ought to be enabled to express our
opinions by our votes without prejudice on our principles’. Consequently,
from 1885 onwards, the issue was dealt with almost every year during the
annual assembly of the National Union, gaining the interest of the majority
of delegates, albeit amidst division and controversy. In 1891, an
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unprecedented event in the history of the Conservative national association
took place: Mrs Fawcett, a female activist favouring a moderate extension
of female suffrage, was invited to the tribune.*

As Salisbury’s ‘resistance’ project took off, the National Union seemed
to represent the hardest internal test for him in that it was the expression
of both the sometimes inadequately “filtered’ moods of the Conservative
rank and file and the need of many activists and mid-management officials
for political visibility.

When he took over in 1885 as uncontested leader after neutralizing
Churchill, it was no surprise that Salisbury found an unsteady and confused
organization. The two 1886 conferences, held at a time of great difficulties
fo.r the Liberal world, highlighted an identity crisis epitomized by
widespread dissatisfaction with the label attached to the party in the public
arena - that is, the term ‘Conservative’. The demand to change the name
seemed, on the one hand, a manoeuvre to gain support among Liberal
deserters, and on the other, clearly showed the cultural and psychological
subordination of Conservatives to what was considered the most
representative liberal-progressive tradition. It expressed a feeling of
‘inadequacy’ and embarrassment on the part of Conservatives concerning
a name more suitable for a minority resistance party. As the chairman
Bartlett declared during the conference on reorganization:

I venture to suggest that neither of the two names by which our party is
now known - neither the name of Tory nor the name of Conservative - is
a really popular and convincing name to the majority of the people...one
or the other of these names is largely unpopular and is...associated in the
minds of large masses of our countrymen with resistance to progress and
with opposition to popular rights...There are...only three alternative
names...Loyalist, Unionist and National. [ am bound to confess that my
own feeling is strongly in favour of the latter name...It would be of great
assistance in enabling many of our patriotic Liberal opponents, who are
unable at once to sever old ties, to join a party by name to which they have
been traditionally opposed - it would be of great assistance to them to find
that they were joining the ranks not of a Conservative or Tory party but of
a great National party. And I think...it may be said we are now indeed the

National party. We are the party that would defend the interest of the
nation as a whole.%

The proposal became official a few months later during the Bradford
conference, when a delegate presented the following resolution before
the assembly:

1) That in view of the recent changes that have taken place in the political
circumstances of the country, and the altered relation of parties to each
other, it is expedient that the designation of Conservative, as applied to
the Loyal Constitutional Organization, be relinquished, and one adopted
in its place of intercomprehension, and fitter adaptation to the political
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circumstances and prospects of the time. 2) That in the opinion of this
Conference the name Progressive would adequately express the idea of
the basis, the object and the general policy of the Loyal Constitutional
Party of the future.%

Although opposed by some,*” the proposal revealed the presence of
‘transformist’ inclinations that Salisbury’s staff had to tackle before
changing direction - that is, before establishing new ways of bolstering
Conservative self-esteem, by reappraising and strengthening many
traditional features of the Conservative identity, while making due
concessions to the ‘spirit of the times’.

One of the main tasks for Middleton and his staff was to control and
exploit, from an electoral standpoint, a structure aspiring to the ‘dangerous’
status of a political organ. They succeeded in guaranteeing control over
the party by stressing professionalization, while commending tradition
and inertia. In fact, the National Union was not only a valuable tool for
‘government’ of the electorate, it also played an important role in the
institutionalization of extra-parliamentary aspects of Conservatism which
could by then no longer be relinquished. The National Union served as a
basis for shaping a new middle management that, although exerting no
real influence on the political decision-making process, was a decisive
factor in the political mobilization of a mass society. After all, the events
taking place in the second half of the 1880s led Salisbury to believe that
the democratic ideal allowed an expert Conservative ‘pilot’ great room
for manoeuvre. Indeed, it became clear in that period not only that the
lower classes were more sensitive to tradition than to change but that
debate and argument were not necessarily destructive mechanisms or
prerogatives of a party of disorder. Ably managed and supervised by the
party’s inner circle, internal opposition and proposals for extreme action
played a major role in creating a strong feeling of actively belonging,
helping to strengthen, not diminish, the Conservatives’ political identity.

The Government of Transformation

In 1894, Herbert Spencer, speaking at the British Association, criticized
Lord Salisbury for having previously made a sarcastic attack upon
Darwinism, and in particular the theory of evolution.®® The scholarly di-
spute, while resembling the usual discussions of that period between
evolutionists and creationists, was especially interesting due to the status
of the contenders and what they symbolized. Spencer established a close
connection between natural cycles and historical and social development,
while Salisbury proposed a contrasting, disdainful assessment of the
fixedness of animal species.®® Both attitudes revealed a malaise typical
not only of academic opinion but also of a whole generation, fully aware
of the great transformation in progress but uncertain as to the inevitability
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of its consequences. While European political culture as a whole was
relqupsl_ung the illusion of a possible, comforting identification of
evolutionism with teleological progressivism,” the fears expressed since
the late 1860s about the difficult coexistence of democratic ideals and the
Liberal system reached a head. In the second half of the nineteenth centu
it became apparent, that politics was not merely a negotiation betwe?;;
the central power and a number of social bodies on the management of a
limited sphere of the common good. Indeed, the main problem was to
{)c;c;:: etlI;e gew actolrs of parliamecl;tarism and, beyond the actual arguments
ore or less organized gr
pat}t)erlq of E)olitics could l;ge reshap%d(?ups, 10 understand how an overall
Political Liberalism advanced its candidacy for redefini
politics at a time when the government ‘by thz grace of I(l}lclilg’ &:sr?ell‘ielsir? ,
and when politicians were urged to act and ‘make speeches’ in order t(%
accelerate the identification of new ‘political bodies’ - actors and recipients
of political negotiations. The collocation and potential of such a definition
were, at least in part, determined by the role played by bureaucratic lites
within the system and whether they were dissociated from or integ;ated
with the socially ruling classes. In countries like Germany, the structures
of absolutist rationalization” remained untouched. This produced a
bpreaucratlc él_lte partially estranged from society, since its power was
dnectly_subprdmated to the sovereign. Constitutional adjustment seemed
then to m‘chn.e towards a system guaranteeing the same benefits that the
previous ‘rational’ pattern had ensured, as far as ‘order’ and power were
concerned. This helps to explain the peculiar experience of German
leerahsm_ that, in 1848, did not actually fail, but was unable to propose
any alferatlon to the previous system that would have no impact on Etate
order’ and power.” The problem therefore lay not so much in the weakness
of the bourgeoisie as a class during the Liberal ‘revolution’.” but in the
:lsggtﬁglrltigtl ﬁquertamty. ablout the theoretical issue of instituti,onal change
ith its pract i ’
together with practical corollary of adapting the system to new

. . . . - G e s . .

...what group should, or rather can, rule when the landowners have ceased
to t?e abl; to do so by themselves, as an aristocracy? The specific groups
which mlght be nominated as successors to the aristocracy, are hard It)o
find appe-almg or adequate. The army, business, an organi;ed workin

cla_ss, so.c1al leaders without the old social functions of landed aristocrac ;
an intelligentsia - none of these, taken as they are usually found to be caz;;
Tun a country with the easy command that the landowners once had ’And
yet however. much a country may lack a natural social base 'for a
government, it is impossible to have a political System in which power

g 1 0 le or
dOCS not dell € h om beln fOI or aga nst v e”"la‘lked k]nds Ofpe p
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To answer this question, British Liberalism could count on a peculiar
political culture which has to be taken into account when trying to
understand the different historical process of this country. British culture
reacted to the French Revolution by developing a theory that predicted a
possible political and social disruption if a sizeable imbalance continued
to exist between the political system and the economic-social situation.”
This meant it was doubtful whether the political-bureaucratic élite could
be kept distinct from that of the ‘commercial society’ (by definition mo-
bile). The dilemma came to the fore during the 1832 debate on electoral
reform, when even the most reluctant participants admitted that a wait-
and-see attitude could lead to revolution.

Within this context an intellectual trend emerged that could not be
underestimated. The remarkable process of constitutional reassessment
that took place between 1832 and 1867 developed alongside the reflections
of Walter Bagehot and Sir Henry Sumner Maine on the transformation of
institutions and society. Both thought that the evolution of institutions
was inevitable, but that such institutions had, as it were, an
‘anthropological’ basis.” Institutions could change and adapt to the times,
but their purpose would still be the fulfilment of the more or less
elementary, and as such permanent or at least long-term needs expressed
by human nature and by the social spirit. With this approach the fear of
change was dispelled and the ‘manipulation’ of change became possible
as well as rational. The law of progress in other words was not
‘independent’ from the sphere of politics which might in some way be
able to ‘guide’ it.

For those sectors of the ruling class who felt that their ascendancy was
threatened by enhanced social mobility, such a cultural attitude made it
possible not to be shocked by change or, at least, to believe that such
change was still unformed and could be moulded by the forces leading it.

General considerations of this kind always run the risk of offering a
Machiavellian representation of historical ‘becoming’, with actors who
are fully aware of the play they are performing and determined to pursue
their own goals and projects clearly and rationally. The historian cannot
afford to fall into this trap, dealing as he is with a subject far from clear-
cut and intertwined with so many different interpretations. What should
be emphasized is that this was a stage of transition, with changes in the
cultural framework that help explain not only events in British politics in
the mid-1880s, but also a more general European trend. The need for the
political framework to adjust to the mobilization of the ruling classes (set
in motion by the social changes consequent on early industrialization)
had waned. A new question had arisen: was there a chance of putting the
1id on the 1832 reform, or was the only solution (as suggested by the
furious debate of the late 1870s on Chamberlain’s ‘new political
organization’) the ‘ Americanization of our institutions’?

On closer examination, the debate weakened one of the theoretical

pillars of old Liberalism. It was no longer a matter of preventing revolution
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by homogenizing politics and society. Instead the new hypothesis posited
the constant advance of radicalism which, in order to bring society in line
with its abstract nature, was willing to create an artificial context, the
product of political agenda planning which was ahead of its time.”
Whenever there was no ‘theological issue’ to divide intellectual opinion,
as would happen later in France over the Dreyfus affair and the reopening
of the clerical/anti-clerical rift, the only reasonable solution was to
strengthen the centre. This was the answer of European Liberal culture
which saw the centre as a form of defence against ‘disruption’. The
‘transformation of political sides’ was therefore not something peculiar
to countries like Ifaly where the identity of parties was somewhat fragile.
It was, rather, a result of the Liberal constitution faced with a change of
climate that eclipsed the great intellectual divide between supporters of
innovation and those resistent to change.
During the first half of the 1880s the gradual political homogenization
of ¢élites in Great Britain seemed to have completed its cycle. It was an
unequivocal sign that the ‘constituent’ stage, which had begun with the
1832 First Reform Act and terminated with the great electoral reforms of
the 1880s, was considered over. During its course, party conflict (though
ending in Liberal hegemony) showed political orientation visibly in the
making. This conflict did indeed help to channel political demand and to
develop a concerned public opinion, but, within Parliament it never
transcended clear-cut distinctions on basic principles. All of this, while
excluding any ‘sopra partes’ arrangement in current state affairs, supported
that peculiar image of continuity and pragmatic gradualism which was in
tune with historical development and traditions. The Conservative-Liberal
dichotomy therefore finally produced a centre-oriented parliamentary re-
union, based on a type of political wisdom that was no more than a
reworking of the old ‘balance’ - no longer a balance of power but a shrewd
integration of old and new, innovation and preservation. It should then be
no surprise that the foremost model for the British political class of the
nineteenth century was still the Palmerston governments. During the
golden age of Liberalism, according to the Tory Kebbel, ‘from 1846 to
1869 there had been no demand for the regular Conservative party, because
Radicalism was in abeyance, and Liberals and Conservatives, Whigs and
Tories, were all content to acquiesce in the genial rule of Lord
Palmerston’.” It was not so much Palmerston’s ability that guaranteed
the safe achievement of this kind of ‘transformism’. It was due to a
‘pacified’ economic-social context where traditional Liberal values - such
as stability, moderation, centrality of debates and priority of national
interests over specific ones - could emerge. The economic crisis and social
change of the 1880s had slightly threatened these values but, from their
different standpoints, Gladstone and Salisbury, the last great
representatives of what we previously defined as the ‘constituent’ stage
of political struggle, fought for their recovery. Thus, it could be said that
both saw Home Rule as another manifestation of the recurrent schism on
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great principles, as well as an occasion for reinstating ‘order’ in both their
respective parties” and in a political framework that was out of balance
and threatened by social pressures that could no longer be controlled within
the old boundaries of community paternalism.
The terms disintegration, degeneration and decline were once the typical

warnings of ‘voices of conscience’, such as Robert Lowe or Thomas

Carlyle, about unlikely, and at any rate deferrable, scenarios for pqpular

government. In the eyes of the disillusioned generation of Liberal

intellectuals at the turn of the century, they were gradually became

keywords the everyday vocabulary used to describe what appeared to be

a bitter reality. They summed up the defeat of a political culture that had
imagined democracy as the natural outcome of the spread of public virtue

and not as a clash of interests and class conflict. Initially, many spokesmen
for the upper classes had viewed the concept of democracy with a certain
degree of optimism. Already by the 1880s, the mood had changed into a
sad acceptance of an uncontrolled descent towards increasingly strong
constitutional imbalances. The social framework was such that the
organization of sinister interests slowly displaced the delicate mechanisms
of social obligation and community deference. _Gladstone’s morgl
progressivism had indeed epitomized a great .perlod of ‘democratic
legislation’, while Lord Salisbury’s lucid pessimism best represented the
need to curb the ‘enlightened’ culture of reform. However, both approaches
assumed that a constitutional balance existed, based on the old principles
of mixed government rather than on ‘modern’ standards of adminl_st_ratxon
and ‘exchange’. After all, both Gladstone, when he attacked the privileged
classes for strangling the just aspirations of the Nation, and Salisbury,
when he condemned the exorbitant claims of the masses as detrimental to
the whole community, aimed at strengthening their own political side, for
the sole purpose of providing a healthy counterweight to an instability
deemed unfair and unnatural.® Therefore any characterization of this
stage as a clash between a ‘reactionary project’ and g“Libergl_ project’,
with their respective champions, is unrealistic. The Br1t1§h_p011t1ca1 scene
was fractured by differences and affinities that party affiliation alone coulc}
not explain. The question of the most rational way to ‘rule democracy

did not only concern control over the electorate or the intensity of the
legislative commitment of the House of Commons. It al'_?‘o concqmed the
level of social legitimation and the processes of ingtlmtlonal adjustment
by the, lites. From this point of view, men like Salisbury and Gladstone
would always refer to the centrality of parliament and a two-party system
as a reworking of the ‘duellist’ model, the basic principle of which had
never been the elimination or co-option of opponents, but rather their
limitation and distinction.® This was a perfectly reasonable perspective
for a political class that was substantially homogeneous from both social
and political perspectives.®

As Gladstone wrote in 1892:
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...The natural condition of a healthy society is that governing functions
should be discharged in the main by a leisured class. It matters where the
narrow interests of that class seem to be concerned, it has its besetting
sins and dangers. But for the general business of government it has peculiar
capacities; and whatever control a good system may impose, by popular
suffrage, by gathering representation from all classes, by tradition, or
opinion, or the press, yet, when the leisured class is depressed, that fact
indicates that a rot has found its way into the structure of society.’®

Gladstone’s perception did not much differ from Salisbury’s when the
latter reminded an impatient Churchill that ‘the Tory party is composed
of very varying elements, and there is merely trouble and vexation of
spirit in trying to make them work together. I think the “classes and the
dependents (sic!) of class” are the strongest ingredients in our composition,
but we have so to conduct our legislation that we shall give some
satisfaction to both classes and masses’.**

In this perspective, Salisbury’s activity was not an alternative to
Gladstone’s but represented its natural counterweight. Both the Liberal
and Conservative leaders showed their open distrust of intellect as a means
to solve the basic issues of common living® and both trusted, although
from different standpoints, the deep, often unfathomable popular
judgement. The two leaders thought that ethical principles and beliefs
represented values that transcended any possible advantage of intellectual
debate or political opportunism.* It is not surprising that, in 1886, on
comparing Gladstone and Chamberlain, Salisbury wrote that the latter
‘will never make a strong leader. He has not yet persuaded himself that he
has any convictions: and therein lies Gladstone’s infinite superiority’.%’

It is therefore not rash to state that Salisbury and Gladstone, both
members of the old territorial ,lite and substantially in agreement on the
intrinsic value of the social hierarchy,®® were also on the same side in
defending the traditional system of political balance from the attacks of
the sectors (which also traversed party alignments) asking for greater power
to be allotted to executive and political decision-making. Chamberlain
and Churchill did not conceal their ambition to take the lead sooner or
later of a new party which expressed the country’s demand for efficiency.
Underpinning their ambitions was the need to translate into politically
explicit terms a radical culture that, since the 1880s, had expressed in
different ways its dissatisfaction with the concept of ‘constitutional
balance’.

To understand the turning-point we should, however, start from the
change in the intellectual scenario. It was not the reactionary supporters
of a pre-modern past, but a proportion of the intelligentsia, bred by
university reform, and opinion makers who began to question the
significance of the government of progress. When this concluded in the
demand for a new ‘national party’ - a common-sense party - it was seen
that identification with the new political-social system (though in a ‘mo-
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derate’ version) was becoming commonly accepted; thus, the common-
sense belief meant that such a system was the final moment of historical
evolution and not the dawn of a new world of unknown direction and
rules. Furthermore, resort was often made - sometimes boldly so - to
history, to account for the foundation of the nineteenth-century
constitution.®

Salisbury, of course, exploited this climate by laying the foundations
for his future achievements. However, he mistrusted the tendency to solve
the problem of what was initially an unstable and limited Conservative
hegemony through the institutionalization of a well-structured ‘conversion
towards the centre’. His activity as a man of the party was constantly
directed towards achieving the best electoral result possible, but he also
aimed at clearly outlining the tasks and limits of the various party
components. Thus, with very few concessions to the widespread rhetorical
principle of the virtual transformation of Conservatism into elemental
Liberalism, Salisbury succeeded in reviving a political identity that had
been intimidated by the allies’ ‘progressive’ prestige and that risked
disappearing altogether within the concentration of moderate forces
operating since 1886. His goal, not unlike Gladstone’s, was still to
safeguard the two-party system of British politics. In 1867 he wrote:

...it is the duty of every Englishman and of every English party to accept
a political defeat cordially, and to lend their best endeavours to secure the
success, or to neutralize the evil of the principles to which they have been
forced to succumb.®

Indeed, the main problem for a man whose roots were deeply embedded
in the nineteenth-century liberal-moderate environment was the
safeguarding of an overall balance of the system, which, for a Conservative
facing the ‘flames’ of modernization, could only be reached by cooling
down all the components, beginning with the most overheated of them all
- the state.

Salisbury was aware that an unlimited expansion of state intervention
would produce that kind of ‘administrative’ culture that would be
supportive of a strong government without the hindrances of constant
control (as was happening in other countries). This might appear an ideal
situation for a moderate Liberal who had always put the needs of the
whole constitutional system before those of the executive. In fact, as the
prime minister wrote, such a situation would require a rigid system
endowed, like the American one, with ‘““fundamental laws”, which could
only be altered by special machinery. With us the feebleness of our
government is our security - the only one we have against revolutionary
alterations of our laws’.*!

During the two closing decades of the nineteenth century, however, an
ever increasing proportion of British political opinion, and of most Liberal
parliamentary regimes, felt that the ‘weakness’ of the executive, linked
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with the excessive power of parliamentarism,* was no longer an admirable
quality but the very image of the crisis of liberalism. On these grounds, in
Great Britain too, the idea grew that the constituent struggle was over.
That is to say, the traditional ruling classes were now aware of the
stabilization attained by the new political system, with its wider
foundations; they thus accepted the changed constitutional patterns. This
idea implied a new transformist perspective, based on a reappraisal of the
old political balances that were considered unfit to respond to the demands
of the emerging social sectors. The conditions for the unique, organic
transformism, typical of Palmerston’s era, no longer held sway; the demand
for national efficiency was best expressed by the heirs of the radical cul-
ture which had developed from the 1860s onwards, in the wake of the
Comtist suggestion of an ‘authoritarian’ democracy as the solution to the
‘immoral’ static balance. The challenges mounted by Churchill and
Chamberlain to the leadership of their respective parties between 1883
and 1885, although different in character, both aimed to attract the support
of middle-class voters for the hypothesis of political acceleration. This
was to be achieved through more incisive action by the executive, first of
all by a more determined use of the administrative tool, the ‘unifying’
nature of which was somehow opposed to the disruptive static nature of
traditional political divisions. The fact that Chamberlain came closer to
the positions of radical Conservatism strengthened those political sectors
averse to ‘limited’ executive branches and in favour of the state as a
regulating force of social life.”® During a conversation with Balfour, the
former mayor of Birmingham stated that:

...a Democratic Government should be the strongest Government, from a
Military and Imperial point of view, in the world, for it has the people
behind it. Our misfortune is that we live under a system of Government
originally contrived to check the action of kings and Ministers and which
meddles therefore far too much with the Executive of the Country. The
problem is to give the Democracy the whole power, but to induce it to do
no more in the way of using it than to decide on the general principles
which it wishes to see carried out and the men by whom they are to be
carried out. My radicalism at all events desires to see established strong
Government and an Imperial Government.**

Randolph Churchill, the acknowledged heir of Disraelian Democratic
Toryism, had already indicated his opinion, often vaguely and evocatively,
on the role of the executive. In 1884, however, during a significant
interview, Churchill clearly revealed his idea of the relationship between
society and the state.” Asked whether he would ‘proceed all along the
line of domestic policy in the same direction as Prince Bismarck, with
State Socialism and Customs Revenue?’, Churchill answered:

Precisely, and does not Prince Bismarck know what he is about? He is the
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biggest man in the world...[*What about Ireland? Is there a lesson to be
learned from Bismarck there also?’] If a large expenditure of money by
the State or public works is Bismarckian, yes. There would be an imme-
diate and an enormous manner of pacification...Let me say this in
conclusion. You have said the schemes I have been telling you about
sound as if they were learned in the school of Bismarck. Well, when Prince
Bismarck first propounded his domestic policy, everybody said it was
absurd, and the English newspapers in particular conspired to ridicule it.
Yet Prince Bismarck seems to be getting on pretty well, don’t you think?
- and there is universal suffrage, remember, in Germany’.%

Such attitudes, their contexts notwithstanding, epitomized the
intellectual gap between the two different political cultures. As they drew
closer to executive power, Churchill and Chamberlain’s radicalism seemed
to reveal a substantial indifference towards the problem of discovering
and organizing political consensus - an attitude that had typified most of
their unorthodox careers. The idea of strengthening the administration of
the executive resembled an attempt to move firmly established systems
of balance through a process of modernization ‘from above’, carried out
at the expense of political democratization. The project aimed to neutralize
the political sphere but, as in other countries, it required a realignment of
traditional loyalties.

From this point of view, the ‘National Party’ desired by Chamberlain
and based on Tory radicalism, although arising from a substantially
Conservative perspective, would, in Salisbury’s opinion, jeopardize the
constitutional balance through an inevitable but dangerous movement of
political energies designed to support and build up the government’s le-
gislative programme. The Conservative leader was opposed to the new
proactive spirit of the time and claimed that he was better in opposition
than in government; however, this did not prevent him reaffirming his
belief in the capacity for social control. With this goal in mind Salisbury
- and also Gladstone - accepted the competitive ethos, using an instrument
that was extraneous to him, i.e. mass organization. The battleground was
that of the clash between classes, which resulted in a recrudescence of
party identities along new lines. With this in mind, he also succeeded in
turning to his advantage enthusiasm for the widespread need for a ‘party
of rest’ by channelling such enthusiasm through an apparatus that was
eminently capable of transforming the political climate into votes.

Contrary to popular belief, the ‘party-machine’ was not an exclusive
product of that Americanization of politics abhorred by all. In fact, the
“political machine’ was one thing, and the ‘party-machine’ another. The
fact that instruments were needed for gaining consensus and controlling
deference was a technique well known in all political systems, if only for
its resemblance to the experience of the Church. Conservatives, in thought
and in practice, were certainly aware that political legitimation derived
from forms of sociabilité. It was the Whig, Goldwin Smith, who charged
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the Birmingham model with introducing into the Liberal arena the
repugnant Tory techniques for gaining consensus based on the ‘beer and
bible’ strategy.

Salisbury and his staff therefore needed no daring intellectual forays
with modernity to concede that a ruling group could not be safe without
‘machinery’. It was a matter of agreeing on the type of machinery and on
the value to be attributed to it. The ‘Middleton machine’ appeared as
distinct from the ‘party’, at least according to the theoretical pattern
expounded by Comtist intellectuals who gathered around Chamberlain in
the 1870s. There was no agenda to control the candidates’ programme,
nor to execute the programme by free-membership groups in which the
rank and file played a major role. The problem was, on the one hand,
setting up an organization for attracting votes and, on the other, outlining
a pattern for the sound identification of the ‘Conservative universe’. This
way, the policies outlined by a ruling class might be experienced by social
groups as their own, accepting leaders only because they embodied a
hierarchy and a social order they felt part of. Within this framework arose
the competitive dualism between the Primrose League and the National
Union. The former guaranteed unconditional social respect and transparent,
uncritical political loyalty, but also tended to appear as an all-encompassing
structure. The National Union guaranteed the working of the organization,
but represented a potential counterpart to the party leadership.

Our perception of this phenomenon, however, is distorted by the passage
of time. Since subsequent Radical-Liberal movements conformed to the
pattern of viewing sociabilit, as fundamental for ensuring political
obligation, we are led to think that Conservatives, instead of adapting
their cultural instruments (already part of their heritage) to the times, had
been ‘converted’ to the pattern of the modern party. Such a conviction is
supported by the fact that, owing to the lack of a bureaucratic leadership,
it was virtually only in Great Britain that this historical relationship between
social and political leaderships survive. Therefore, instead of comparing
Great Britain with the ideal Sonderweg type, it is better to liken it to the
model of continental development, according to which political sociabilit,
compensates for the loss of the sociabilit, of natural communities. That is
why, in my opinion, Conservatives emerge as having cleverly exploited a
model extraneous to them.

The impulse towards the creation of the Conservative machinery must
be traced back, in principle, to the sphere of ‘deference’, which is not
inherent in the ‘great British spirit’; it emerges from a social system with
a constitution of its own which must be strengthened and nurtured,
especially since the electoral system is largely based upon it. The British
electoral system is not ‘liberal’ in the broad sense of the word, but a pro-
gressive adjustment of old mechanisms so that significant sectors of society
can be involved in more or less marginal political decision-making
processes. Consensus and eligibility to the vote go together, in the sense
that the vote is a form of acknowledgement of the consensus attributed to
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the system by a given social class.”” That is why control over the electoral
system and the possible development of a political project go hand-in-
hand.

This interpretation, however, is not aimed at a banal overturning of
perspectives. The goal is not to demonstrate that Salisbury was a man of
the old regime and that his presumed modernity was actually an illusion.
It is true that the Conservative leader departed from the background
described earlier, but this in no way empowered him to stop the changes
that new techniques brought about within the social milieu which he came
from.

That is why the National Union was an important factor. It was set up
in 1885, in order to solve the problem of controlling the new voters without
claiming to exercise any influence over the leadership. It demonstrated,
however, the fallacy of the idea that a party composed of backbenchers,
organizers and ‘officials’ would remain silent and insignificant when faced
with the problems created by the classic party of militants (and enthusiasts)
that was, at its best, the Liberal party. Indeed, the lively debate within the
National Union showed that these men were not mere canvassers or ‘dumb’
parliamentarians.

Conservative agents and National Union delegates engaged in a political
debate and, after 1885, appeared quite passionate about the great issues
of the age, aware that times were indeed changing. They were
knowledgeable and committed, and the proceedings of their debates reveal
a high level of team spirit. Thus, contrary to expectations, the ‘“Middleton
machine’ did involved itself in politics. It endeavoured to intervene in the
construction of the leadership and in political decision-making. The
suggestion that the internal debates of the National Union did not much
influence Salisbury and his staff does not diminish the fact that they were
becoming increasingly important. This at a time when engaging in politics
demanded greater degree of professionalization and participation, both
suggesting a changing environment for the ‘education’ of the ruling classes.
Moreover, since this mid-level political staff often expressed the demands
and needs of the electoral rank and file, it was also necessary to understand
to what extent the criterion of representation changed and how it moved
from parliament to party. All scholars of contemporary politics know that
legitimating power comes from having a representative function.

In conclusion, the passage of British politics between 1885 and 1892
deserves much more attention than it has received up to now. Home Rule,
the splitin the Liberal party, and the beginning of Conservative hegemony
have often obscured a more complex conflict that emerged during this
period involving the transformation of the British constitution, itself part
of the more complex European trend of the time. Faced with the problem
of governing democracy, the British ruling classes chose to adapt the old
strategy of division and institutional confrontation between bodies
representing opposite interests, rather than entrust a centrist group with
the difficult and costly task of reshaping the constitutional system by means
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of the socially disruptive device of ‘administrative pacification’. The defeat
of Chamberlain’s and Churchill’s ‘transformist’ radicalism actually
highlighted, by way of contrast, the lack of a ‘culture of emergency’ so
typical of the continental ruling classes, who lacked strong community
traditions and structured links with the lower classes and who were
therefore completely extraneous to any confrontation other than an
administrative and paternalistic one. That Salisbury succeeded in carrying
out, within the same institutional framework of which Gladstone approved,
a political project of ‘resistance’, using and even improving on the means
at his disposal, with goals quite different from those of his historical
enemies, is less a proof of his political ability than of the fact that the
events of the period were marked by ambiguity and uncertainty. These
features typified a political world trying to rule over a social context
different from the one that had engendered it and a social universe inhabited
by actors, places and functions different from the ones that until then had
served as points of reference.

Notes

1. Fundamental on this subject are: Seymour (1915) and Hanham (1959). Some
interpretations of the British electoral situation can be found in O’Leary (1978);
Biagini (1988, 809-38); Cammarano (1996, 262-303).

2. The main rulings of the 1832 Representation of the People Act, concerning
the allotment of seats in Great Britain and Wales were: a) the loss of parliamentary
representation for 56 urban constituencies and the loss of one of the two
representatives for 30 more constituencies; b) the creation of 22 new urban
constituencies entitled to two representatives and 20 entitled to one. As a result,
Yorkshire was granted six representatives, 26 counties went from two to four
seats and seven more went from two to three. As far as electoral qualifications
were concerned, the right to vote was granted a) in the counties: to owners with a
rent of at least ce10 or a landed rent of at least 40 shillings; to life tenants who paid
no less than 210 rent; to tenants paying at least 50 rent; b) in the cities: to
proprictors or tenants of a house, warehouse, shop or office located within the
city, worth at least cc10 per year, who had paid the relevant taxes for at least one
year. These were the basic qualifications; there were several other categories, all
connected to specific forms of property. Some rulings were specific to Scotland
and Ireland. Registration of voters became compulsory.

The 1867 Representation of the People Act further modified the allotment of
seats: four city constituencies lost representation because of corruption; among
towns with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants, three lost both members, 35 lost one
out of two and 4 the only one they had; two new two-seat and nine one-seat
constituencies were created; Birmingham, Leeds, Liverpool and Manchester went
from two to three seats, while Salford and Merthyr Tydfil went from one to two
seats; 10 counties each obtained two additional representatives; one seat was
created also for the University of London. As far as electoral qualifications were
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concerned: the right to vote as citizens was extended also to those who lived in
boarding-houses or in rented rooms at a minimum value (unfurnished) of c¢10 per
year, with at least one year of residence. In counties, an annual rent of 5 was
enough for owners or life tenants and ce12 rent (cc14 in Scotland) for tenants,
provided they had paid the poor rate. The Minority Clause was implemented,
according to which, in three- and four-seat constituencies, voters were entitled to
two and three votes respectively.

As regards data, regulations and analysis of the electoral reforms of 1832 and
1867, see Evans (1983a; 1983b); Cook and Keith (1975, 117-19); Hanham (1968,
33-35); F.B. Smith (1966); Cowling (1967).

3. On the practice of electoral registration, see Cox and Grady (1868);
Ostrogorski (1902, I, 371-82); Blewett (1985, 27-56); Thomas (1950, 81-98). To
put matters simply, in order to be enrolled on the register, a male adult of sound
mind had to prove he was entitled to vote on the basis of one of the existing
qualifications, whose exact number was never clear. A list was compiled of up to
17 different qualifications, the most common of which fell into the following
categories: property, ‘freeman’, university, possession, property of a house, rent
and civil service. He also had to prove that he paid poor rates, that he was not
entitled to any poverty benefit and that he had lived at the same address for at
least 12 months, and precisely from July of a certain year to June of the following
year. Having satisfied all these prerequisites, the applicant’s name was entered in
a preliminary register. If, by September, it was not contested or had overcome
possible objections, it would appear on the electoral register that came into effect
in the following month of January. The actual cycle lasted 18 months. This standard
course for inclusion in the register was in fact littered with an incredible number
of exceptions and complications. An ironic description of some of the difficulties
inherent in the interpretation of electoral qualifications can be found in Ostrogorski
(1902, 374-5).

4. The right to vote was lost in the case of: loss of qualifications entitling one
to vote; non-payment of the poor rate; enjoying poverty benefits; moving to another
constituency. Tenants, unlike owners, lost the right to vote even when moving
within the same constituency. See Blewett (1985).

5. An example of the battle over electoral registers in Manchester between
1880 and 1885 shows most clearly how tenuous was the status of the voter in
Victorian Britain. After the Liberal victory in the 1880 elections, Manchester
Conservatives decided to ‘clean-up’ rolls, expelling 2772 Liberal voters in the
1880 registration. The Liberals reacted the following year by expelling 2133 voters
considered Conservatives versus 2033 more Liberals. In the battle, 2876 ‘neutrals’
also lost their right to vote. In the two largest working-class neighbourhoods,
5489 residents were deprived of their right to vote. This battle was fought every
year during registration; by 1884, Manchester had 8945 fewer voters than in 1880.
See Hanham (1959, 235).

6. It was not surprising that a tentative reform proposed by the Liberal Harcourt
in 1872, based on simpler registration and the creation of a more efficient category
of officials, was rejected by the House of Lords, while, the following year, the
government proposal that left things virtually as they stood was accepted. On the
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role and tasks of election agents, see Parker (1885).

7. See Biagini (1988, 810).

8. Until the 1872 Ballot Act, a candidate obtained his public nomination through
a show of hands on the part of the crowd (in theory comprising people entitled to
vote). If no other candidates were available, this meant direct acceptance of the
candidate. When the number of nominations exceeded the number of seats available
in that particular constituency, then there was an election, where voters had to
pronounce clearly and loudly the name of the candidate they chose, trying to
overcome the din and unruly behaviour of the crowd that had deliberately gathered
there. For a description of elections and their ‘back-stage’ episodes, see the
collection of related extracts taken from nineteenth-century British literature edited
by Nicholas (1956).

9. Two different interpretations of deference and social identification are found
in Cornford (1967, 268-311) and Moore (1976).

10. On the debate about the morality of electoral politics in the Victorian age,
on data concerning malpractices and the parliamentary reforms enacted to defeat
them, see Gwyn (1962); O’Leary (1962); Moore (1969, 5-36); Clarke (1972, 31-
55); Nossiter (1975).

11. An overall picture of the results of the electoral reforms is provided by
Dunbabin (1988, 93-126). The Representation of the People Act of 1884 granted
a uniform right to vote to all areas of Great Britain without distinction between
city and county constituencies. It was based on the qualification of ownership or
tenancy of premises with a ce10 minimum rent and a 12-month minimum period
of residence. The Redistribution of Seats Act of 1885 outlined a system of one-
seat constituencies. Many of the new constituencies were artificially created by
counting the resident population: all boroughs with fewer than 15,000 inhabitants
were merged with county constituencies; boroughs with 50,000 inhabitants were
entitled to one representative; boroughs with between 50,000 and 165,000
inhabitants, to two; those with over 165,000 inhabitants had three parliamentary
representatives, plus one for every additional 50,000 inhabitants. The number of
constituencies rose from 416 to 643. An introduction to the 1884 law is provided
in Harrison (1885); Jones (1972). On redistribution, see Chadwick (1976, 665-
83); Fair (1980, especially 35-55); Craig (1974).

12. The law radically altered the previous electoral procedures. The new rules
stated that a request for candidacy was to be presented in writing by two voters in
the constituency and countersigned by at least eight additional voters. Where
ballots were resorted to, a ballot paper was used, printed with the names and titles
of candidates. One of the first effects of the system was the decrease in turbulence
and unrest typical of electoral periods. On the Ballot Act, see Kinzer (1982); and
on the violence erupting before and during elections, see Richter (1971, 19-25).

13. On the effects of the enactment of this law, see Gwyn (1962), and O’Leary
(1962).

14. On the British parties as subjects of social integration see Pombeni (1990,
249-87). Specifically, this line is followed by Garrard (1977, 145-63).

15. Lord Salisbury (1865, 572).

16. Quoted in Marsh (1978, 185-6).
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17. Quoted in Feuchtwanger (1968, 159).

18. Middleton to Salisbury, 3 April 1890, Chilston Papers, Middleton Copy
Book, Maidstone, Kent Archives Office. On the issue, Pelling (1967), had already
stressed the high level of non-voting in rural constituencies in the general elections
of 1892, 1895 and 1900.

19. The Archives of the British Conservative and Unionist Party (ACP), Minutes
and reports of the Conservative Party Conference, ‘1892 Conference’. The reform
of the registration system was a recurrent topic in the yearly meetings of the
National Union. As early as 1886, a delegate had denounced the uncertainties of
the electoral laws because of the many conflicting judgements of the revising
barristers. See Ibid., ‘1886 Conference.” Simpler registration procedures would
have allowed ‘a large body of political workers to do political work and teaching
instead of being harassed in the drudgery of details which they rightly ought not
to be subjected to. I hope therefore that we...who desire that the community shall
have the opportunity of expressing its voice, will pass the resolution.” See Ibid.
‘1892 Conference.’

20. Ibid. .

21. Middleton felt that the register guarded the system from the danger of
impersonations on a large scale: ‘Take the City of London as an illustration. There
the removers in the course of a year are something like 80,000 to 100,000 from
one place to another. Take it at lower figures, say 60,000. They are usually of the
lower classes of society who move and wander about from one place to another as
their occupation calls them. If they were allowed to claim successive occupation
and the period reduced to three months, or any similar period which would entitle
to the claim, I should defy any personation agent to tell if the people who voted at
the time of election were those who had come into the district. It is absolutely
impossible under a successive occupation of this sort, with men who go wandering
about the country, if the necessary qualification is reduced to three months. 1
venture to say that under these conditions a well organized band of 500 men
could record several thousand of votes in the course of a general election. That is
a danger we must avoid’. Ibid.

22. Stewart (1978, xv).

23. A significant example here was the reluctant attitude taken to the issue of
organization in some areas of the country, as late as the 1880s. Asked to explain
why, in Dorsetshire, there was no organizational structure whatsoever for the
1880 elections, the local representative said ‘that he had discussed the matter with
his colleague Mr Floyer and they had deliberately come to the conclusion that it
was better to have none, for fear of raising the activity of the Liberal party.’
Quoted in Cornford (1964, 407).

24. Figures clearly show how different the National Union was before and
after the reform. In 1878, out of 950 Conservative Associations in the country,
only 266 were members and, out of these, only 46 had delegates at the annual
meeting; in 1887, as many as 1100 associations were affiliated and represented in
the Union assembly. See Lowell (1906, 539, 557). Only after 1885 did the National
Union Congress begin passing political resolutions. On this and other aspects of
the organization, see McKenzie (1955, 146-85).
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25. Rules adopted during a special Conference of the National Union, held on
5 May 1886 at the Westminster Palace Hotel, and partially revised during the
Oxford Conference of 22 November 1887. See ACP, The Rules of the National
Union 1867-1938.

26. Quite meaningful were the various resolutions in favour of ‘preferential
tariffs’, that had been ignored until a powerful leader like Joseph Chamberlain
decided to use the issue for political purposes. See Lowell (1906, I, 563).

27. ACP, Minutes and Reports of the Conservative Party Conferences, ‘1886
Conference’.

28. One delegate stressed the need to improve the organization, recalling ‘that
organization does not mean going over the same ground only again and again, but
it means progressive organization’. Ibid., ‘1886 Conference’. Organizational
problems, however, were given institutional priority anyway, as the Chairman
himself recalled: ‘by the rules of the Union any question relating to organization
must take precedence of other matters’. Ibid., ‘1891 Conference’.

29. Quite a few saw the most active representatives within the National Union
as ‘third-rate politicians who took ample revenge for their failure in the House of
Commons by practically monopolising the platform on the occasions of the annual
gathering’. Bridges (1906, 174).

30. Mr Raitt brought to the fore the issue of the need to have “a private discussion
upon matters of very great weight” and Mr Gardner decided ‘to support my friend
Mr Raitt...It appears to me that one of the principal duties of this Conference is to
discuss questions of organization, intimate questions which require free discussion.’
In Mr French’s opinion ‘our discussion will be very much hampered if every
thing that is said is to be reported at large.” (ACP, Minutes and Reports of the
Conservative Party Conference, ‘1890 Conference’).

31. Ibid.

32. Ibid.

33. Ibid., ‘1886 Special Conference’.

34. In 1886 Sir Albert Rollit declared that ‘those who take an interest in party
matters will admit that we could have been occupied by nothing of more essential
importance than that question of organization. It is not, perhaps, too much to say
that the disaster of 1880 which lost to this country the Earl of Beaconsfield and
his policy was due in a very great measure to that own confidence which arises
from ignorance and want of organization.” Ibid., ‘1886 Conference’.

35. Middleton’s answer expressed mediation: ‘if you ask a man to subscribe a
guinea you ought to give him something in return for it. The Council elect these
honorary members very carefully indeed and they turn up at these conferences in
very small numbers indeed, and therefore we have not interfered with their right
of voting.” Ibid., “1886 Special Conference’.

36. Mr Colfax of Bradford intervened on the failure of the relationship between
the centre and periphery: ‘We feel in the country that we have not the best assistance
that can possibly be offered to us from this great centre of London.’ Ibid.

37. Ibid., ‘1886 Special Conference’.

38. Ibid., ‘1886 Conference’.

39. Bartlett stated: ‘There had been in the past some friction between the
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National Union and the Central Office. Our earnest desire has been to avoid any
suspicion of this and to prevent it from recurring in the future. The representative
Council of the Conservative Associations (that is the National Union) and the
organising electoral agency (that is the Central Office) ought to work in harmony
for the common good.” Ibid..

40). Grimston’s amendment motion stated: ‘To leave out the Rule 21 and the
Natijonal Union Rules the concluding words “and arrangements for lectures .and
addresses shall be made by the executive Committees of the Provincial Divisions
respectively.” Ibid., ‘1887 Conference’. .

41. A delegate from North Berkshire spoke in defence of centre-oriented
organizational machinery: ‘We have had capital lectures and well known members
of Parliament sent to us and on two occasions even Cabinet ministers. I want to
know if these wants would be equally well met if the country had to depend, not
upon a powerful central association in Londen, but upon the provincial unions.’
Ibid.. Grimston’s motion was rejected by a large, but not absolute, majority, after
a long and passionate debate. .

42, ‘The members who are elected solely by the Conference’, claimed the
delegate Beresford Hope, ‘look to the general purposes and are apt ip my humble
opinion to overlook details whereas those who are elected by d1v1510qs have tht:,
details well grounded before they are elected and know precisely what is needed.
Ibid., <1890 Conference’.

43, Ibid. o

44. ‘Before you bring forward the argument that additional provmmgl
representation will bring in additional working men candidates you must begin
by showing you send working men to the Conference from the provinces, and
also to the Council. It may well be asked “why do you not send working men to
the Council from the Provinces?” The only working man on the Council is one
whom we carried by the vote of the Conference last year, I mean Mr. Cropley.’
Ibid.

45. Tbid.

46. Tbid., <1891 Conference’.

47. Ibid., ‘1885 Conference’.

48. Ibid., ‘1886 Conference’.

49. An anonymous worker-delegate declared that ‘all parties are recognising
that the working man is now the factor, in the imperial politics’. Ibid. In 189.1 a
resolution was proposed according to which “the principles advocated by the Umt-ed
Empire Trade League favouring the extension of commerce upon a preferent‘lal

basis throughout all parts of the British Empire will be of the highest collective
and individual advantage’. Ibid., ‘1891 Conference’. The issue was also taken up
the following year by Howard Vincent, an influential Council member,_but was
opposed by those who believed that ‘the principles advocated by the Um?ed En}-
pire Trade League favouring the extension of commerce upon a preferentl.al basis
throughout all parts of the British Empire will be of the highest collective and
individual advantage.’ Ibid., ‘1891 Conference’ and ‘this Conference, as I
understand it, has not merely to pass resolutions upon a preconceived basis, but to
meet for discussion and to hear calmly both sides of every question put before
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i?...The resolution is inopportune...I venture to say that as there is at the present
time a period of depression under Free Trade, there were formerly periods of
equal depression when Protection was in force (A voice: “We have no Free Trade™).
We have.Free Trade but not, according to some of my friends, fair trade...I maintain
that the time has not come when we can give our unhesitating opinion in favour of
Protection, but on the contrary, that it would be fatal to us, and fatal to the great
mte_res.ts of this Empire.” Ibid., ‘1892 Conference’. On the internal divisions of
Unionists on tariff policies, see R.A. Rempel (1972), Unionists Divided: Arthur
Balfour, Joseph Chamberlain and the Unionist Free Traders, Newton Abbot.

50: According to Sir Albert Rollit ‘although we recognize the necessity of
orgamz.ation, although we must learn to some extent from our opponents, it is not
our object .to create a Conservative Caucus in any sense. Qur object is not to
formulate, impress and coerce the opinions either of yourselves or of the party
generally.” Ibid., ‘1886 Special Conference’.

51. A delegate, faced with the request by a working man to grant popular
forceg a greater role in the party, wondered: ‘have we power to deal with this
question?” and the chairman answered that ‘we have no power to deal with the
matter but the resolution simply means that we recommend it for future action’.
‘Ibid., 1886 Conference’.

52. Ibid., 1892 Conference’.

53. During the 1886 Bradford Conference, Mr Cropley thought it necessary
‘to place more confidence in the working men and to allow them to have their
proper position and power in the party’. He was supported by an East Berkshire
delegate who complained about the lack of ‘that direct representation of the
workingmen that there ought to be seeing the overwhelming political power which
he possesses’. Ibid., ‘1886 Conference’.

54. Ibid., ‘1890 Conference’.

55. The issue was dealt with in an exhortative motion saying ‘That social
legislation ought to be in its future as it has been in the past, a main feature of
Conservative policy’. Ibid.

56. Ibid., ‘1891 Conference’.

) 57. Rankin: ‘Is the State to do what is to the public advantage if private effort
is unaple to do it...A principle which has entered into a good many of our matters
at various times in very late years.” Ibid.

58. Ibid.

59. Quoted in France (1987, 244).

60. The Archives of the British Conservative Party, Minutes and Reports of
the Conservative Party Conferences, ‘1892 Conference’.

61. The presence of leaders at the Conference was obviously a duty, as Balfour’s
restlessness clearly showed in writing to Salisbury in 1885: ‘I, for my sins, have
got to go to the said Jubilee banquet: but it gets me off the National Union’- sol
ought not to grumble too much.” (A.J. Balfour to Lord Salisbury, 2 October 1885
quoted in Harcourt Williams (1988, 124). ’

62. ACP, Minutes and Reports of the Conservative Party Conferences, ‘1892
Conference’. ,

63. Ibid., ‘1886 Conference’.
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64. Mrs Millicent Garrett Fawcett also asked the assembly to appraise the
issue ‘not from a Party point of view, but from a commonsense point of view...We
have in England and Wales alone nearly 38,000 women landowners, about 20,000
women farmers. Is it right and just that the ploughmen and the...employed by
these ladies should have the right to vote and the ladies themselves be excluded
from it?’ Mrs Fawcett wondered then why many Liberals, previously favourable
to an extension of suffrage, had changed their minds. ‘It is, I believe, because
they have become convinced, as many of us have become convinced, that the
enfranchisement of women would be a powerful reinforcement of the party of
order...We do not propose by any means any sort of universal womenhood suffrage,
we merely propose that those women who are ratepayers, homeowners and
landowners... should also be entitled to vote.” Ibid., ‘1891 Conference’.

65. Ibid., ‘1886 Special Conference’.

66. Ibid., ‘1886 Conference’.

67. Representative Stuart Wortley stated: ‘Unfortunately the resolution goes
further and recommends a name which I cannot subscribe to.” Mr Jonathan Adams:
‘If you put before the working men of Lancashire such a title as “Progressive”
you will be laughed at. If there is to be a change I for one strongly advocate the
old word “Tory”. It may be argued that that word has meanings which are not in
accordance with the present age but I say we will give it a new meaning. I think
the proposal which is before the conference is not likely to be accepted and neither
do I think the word “Constitutionalist” will become popular. It is too long a word
and might prove a difficulty for after-dinner speeches (laugh).” Another delegate
felt that ‘any attempt to change our name, with the...bringing about of a permanent
union with the Liberal Unionists, is as unwise a thing as we can possibly do and
that we had better let things remain as they are.” The chairman closed the session
recalling that ‘the matter has been under the consideration of the Council and I
think it is understood that it is a question very much for the leaders of the party’.
Ibid.

68. Spencer (1895, 740-57). Fundamental to this issue is Burrow (1966).

69. Salisbury stated during his speech: ‘If we think of that vast distance over
which Darwin conducts us, from the jellyfish lying on the primeval beach to man
as we know him now; if we reflect that the prodigious change requisite to transform
one into the other is made up of a chain of generations, each advancing by a
minute variation from the form of its predecessor, and if we further reflect that
these successive changes are so minute that in the course of our historical period
- say three thousand years - this progressive variation has not advanced by a
single step perceptible to our eyes, in respect to man or the animals and plants
with which man is familiar, we shall admit that for a chain of change so vast, of
which the smallest link is longer than our recorded history, the biologists are
making no extravagant claim when they demand at least many hundred million
years for the accomplishment of the stupendous process.” Quoted in Spencer (1895,
753).

70. See Bowler (1989). The discussion in Italy and France on the meaning of
evolutionary theories is analysed by Mangoni (1985, 70-2).

71. A general approach to the issue can be found in the classic works by Otto
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Hintze and, more recently, by Reinhardt Koselleck. A stimulating overall
reinterpretation of such topics is in Schiera (1987).

72. The issue was still being debated during the First World War when many
German intellectuals supported the idea of an alternative political system to ‘British
democracy’ sce Tommasi (1988, 63-96), as opposed to Max Weber who firmly
maintained the inevitability of the despised ‘demagogic’ pattern of a “democracy
of leaders with political machinery’.

73. On the 1848 German failure, see Blackbourn and Eley (1985), esp. the
‘Introduction’.

74. Vincent (1966, xii). This work provides a classic interpretation of the
development of the Liberal party.

75. On the issue, see Collini, Winch and Burrow (1983), and Fontana (1985).

76. See Burrow (1993).

77. A comparative analysis of the existence of such issues in European
Liberalism is offered by Cuomo (1981); Ullrich (1985, esp.317-31); Cammarano
(1990, esp. 13-30).

78. Kebbel (1892, 8).

79. This thesis is analysed in Cooke and Vincent (1981). It was, however,
pointed out that the rift created by Home Rule did not affect those who were
already integrated in the party system as much as it did intellectuals. See Harvie
(1990).

80. ‘If reactionary measures are to be carried, the Liberal party takes the rudder,
from the correct assumption that it will not overstep the necessary limits; if Liberal
measures are to be carried, the Conservative party takes office in its turn from the
same consideration.” (Quoted in Ibid., 153). On the issue, O’Sullivan (1976, ch.
4).

81. The shaping of the intellectual basis of such a pattern is described by Pinto-
Duschinsky (1967). See esp. pp. 104-18 on the theory of balance.

82. See Guttsman (1963).

83. Quoted in Young (1944, 27).

84. Quoted in Churchill (1906, 1952edn, 565).

85. ‘Gladstone believed that while the intellect was important it was not a
sufficient guide to right decisions on fundamental questions in politics.” See
Matthew (1990, xlii), ‘Introduction’ to the volumes X and XL

86. Talking to a spirited member of his family, Salisbury stated: “You are like
Joe [Chamberlain] who again is like Randolph. You don’t care the least for
character. We cannot dissolve Parliament with our work half-finished without
loss of character.” The quotation and an assessment of the importance Salisbury
attached to character - that is, consistency in not betraying public confidence on
commitments already made - are in Marsh (1979, 239). This essay also offers a
partial comparison of Gladstone and Salisbury’s moral attitudes. Also quite
meaningful within this context was the anti-positivist controversy that Gladstone

waged against Herbert Spencer and Fredric Harrison. In an article of 1876 in The
Contemporary Review he stated: ‘Schemes, then, may suffice for the moral wants
of a few intellectual and cultivated men, which cannot be propagated, and cannot
be transmitted; which cannot bear the wear and tear of constant re-delivery; which
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cannot meet the countless and ever-shifting exigencies of our nature taken at large;
which cannot do the rough work of the world.” Quoted in Harvie (1990, 160).

87. Lord Salisbury to A.J. Balfour, 29 March 1886, quoted in Harcourt Williams
(1988, 138).

88. Sec Cannadine (1990, 222-224).

89. See Burrow (1981).

90. “The Conservative Surrender’ (1867, 534-5).

91. Lord Salisbury to A.J. Balfour, 29 March 1886, quoted in Harcourt Willian_xs
(1988, 359). Salisbury’s partiality to a ‘fortified” executive was also confirmed in
1891 when, answering Balfour’s requests for strong intervention by the government
on the political scene, he stated that ‘“Resolute government” is only possible in
Ireland’.

92. The theory of the omnipotence of parliamentarism was quite widespread
during this period and was also supported by the prestigious A.V. Dicey, who, in
Law and Constitution (1885) confirmed the absolute power enjoyed by Parliament.
This was summarized by the Duke of Devonshire, who, during a parliamentary
debate in 1893, stated: ‘In the United Kingdom, Parliament is supreme not only
in its legislative but in its Executive functions. Parliament makes and unmakes
our Ministries; it revises their actions. Ministries may make peace and war, but
they do so at pain of instant dismissal by Parliament from Office, and in a.ffalfs of
internal administration the power of Parliament is equally direct. It can dlsm_lss a
Ministry if it is too extravagant, or too economical; it can dismiss a Mi_mstry
because its government is too stringent or too lax. It does actually and practically,
in every way, directly govern England, Scotland and Ireland.’ Quoted in Greenleaf
(1983, 1, 198).

93. Greenleaf (1983, 11, 223-31). Shortly before leaving the Liberal party,
Chamberlain had worried Gladstone with a programme predicting greater state
intervention, to be financed through increased taxation of the privileged classes.
To the Liberal leader, the disruptive aim of such projects was quite obvious: ‘Its
pet idea is what they call construction, that is to say, taking into the hands of the
state the business of the individual man.” The radical programme left no doubt as
to the extent of Chamberlain’s belief in state intervention, ‘in the direction of
which the legislation of the last quarter of a century has been tending - 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.” (Ibid.,
227-8). On the political relationship between Gladstone and Radicalism, see Barker

1975).
( 94.) A.J. Balfour to Lord Salisbury, 24 March 1886, quoted in Harcourt Williams
(1988, 137).

95. On this aspect of Churchill’s idea of the impact of democracy on the
transformation of the role of the state, see Greenleaf (1983, 11, 217-23).

96. “The Toryism of Tomorrow. An Interview with Lord Randolph Churchill’,
in Pall Mall Gazette, 27 November 1884, quoted in Foster (1981, 407-8). During
the interview Churchill stressed his opinion - contrary to Gladstone’s - in favour
of limited public expenditure - that tax revenues should be increased, through a
revision of customs fees, in order to tackle the issue of social legislation: ‘we are
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not hampered by any devotion to imaginary dictates of political economy, as the
Whigs are, and we should not shrink from a large investment of public money
and a large amount of State intervention for the benefit of the masses of the people.’
(Ibid., 406-7).

97. Here, the term ‘consensus’ to the system means not so much enthusiastic
support for individual government policies, but in a more technical sense, an
appraisal of the legitimacy of the nature and basic rules of the system itself and
the consequent acceptance of a form of political obligation.
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