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The 1899 war between
the British Empire and
the two Boer republics
in South Africa was a
turning point not only
for British imperial
history but also for the
parties in Parliament.
The Second Boer

War brought forward
questions about
imperialism, national
identity and morality
which resulted in a
break in the alliance
between the Liberal
Party and the Irish
nationalists. James
Fargher analyses the
impact of the war on the
relations between the
two parties and on the
political history of Irish

home rule.
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FRICAN WAR

1E LIBERAL ALLIANCE

Boers at the
Battle of Spion
Kop, 2324
January 1900

HE L1BERAL PARTY and

Charles Stewart Parnell’s

Irish Parliamentary Party
had allied themselves in 1886 over
the issue of home rule in Ireland.
Although both parties had fallen
into opposition after the Union-
ist victory in the election of 1895, a
shared belief in home rule kept the
Liberals and the now-fragmented
Irish nationalists allied together
until 1899.!

But the outbreak of the South
African War caused an intense
wave of nationalist sympathy for
the Boers amongst the Irish, who
openly championed the Afrikaner
farmers in their struggle. Whilst
the Liberals had tolerated previ-
ous grievances between themselves
and the Irish, in 1899 the national-
ists separated themselves to such
adegree that eventual reconcilia-
tion with the Liberal Party in the
early twentieth century was to be
difficult, and lukewarm, for both
sides. The pressure of the Boer War
and the issue of patriotism would
cause both sides to renounce their
alliance, ensuring that home rule
would not be truly revived until
1910, when a desperate Liberal
minority government was forced
to make terms with the reunited
Irish Parliamentary Party in order
to control the House of Commons.
But the sincere spirit of coopera-
tion present in the nineteenth cen-
tury had evaporated, after the allies
turned against each other when
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confronted with the South African
War.

Originally, Gladstone had
developed a personal passion for
Irish home rule, and the Liberal
Party had come to accept it as one
of the reforms in the party’s mis-
sion, beginning with the first Home
Rule Bill in 1886. This platform
was sincerely maintained even after
the failures to pass Irish home rule
in 1886 and 1893. Campbell-Ban-
nerman, for example, felt that ‘until
the social order was restored in Ire-
land by some means or other [the
Liberals] could not attend to the
reforms urgently required for both
Scotland and England’.* Although
in opposition after the 1895 gen-
eral election, the Liberals refused
to repudiate their alliance with the
Irish until 1899.

The Boer War marks the end of
this awkward period between the
allies and its influence merits fur-
ther analysis. Some have argued
that a passionate Liberal belief in
home rule flowed from Gladstone
to the eventual passage of the third
Home Rule Bill in 1914, despite
occasional minor breaks between
the Liberals and the Irish national-
ists. This conventional understand-
ing points to Gladstone’s two failed
home rule bills and notes the reluc-
tance of Liberal leaders to attempt
to once again fight an impossible
Parliamentary battle — even though
they maintained their support for
home rule in principle. Patricia Jal-
land, for example, in her book The
Liberals and Ireland: the Ulster Ques-
tion in British Politics fo 1914, argues
that ‘without some such obliga-
tion to fulfil a historic pledge, some
sense of commitment to a firm
principle, the Liberal Party would
surely have abandoned home rule
entirely in the years after 1894’
This claim demonstrates a reason-
able analysis of Liberal and Irish
relations, but it confuses the genu-
ine, or Gladstonian, alliance which
both parties paid homage to before
the South African War with the
ungainly and tense relationship
between the two parties from 1906
to 1914. Rapprochement, to some
extent, did occur after the war, but
with considerable difficulty and
was marked by the dissension of the
Liberal Imperialists, who jettisoned
home rule as their Liberal Unionist
predecessors had done in 1886.

Another view emphasises the
underlying antagonism between

the two parties, and sees the demise
of the Liberal alliance as inevita-
ble. Historians in this field tend
to argue that there was no lasting
Liberal commitment to home rule
from 1886 all the way to 1914, and
that the Liberal alliance could never
overcome the powerful national-
ist currents of the multinational
United Kingdom. Stephen Howe,
for instance, argues that the vari-
ous elements of the Irish Parlia-
mentary Party could not balance
Irish nationalism and loyalty to
the United Kingdom, ultimately
making a true Liberal alliance
impossible.* H. C. G. Matthew also
commented on the disagreements
between the Liberals and the Irish
in the late 1890s, saying, ‘the split
over English education, the dif-
ferent standards demanded by the
Irish of the Liberals and the Union-
ists, and the disputes within the
Irish themselves brought a de facto
end to the alliance’s It is true that
the two parties were not inherently
natural allies, but it is important to
recognise the reluctance on both
sides to formally end the alliance
before the outbreak of war in 1899.
Furthermore, given this long
history of cooperation, it is remark-
able that an Irish Home Rule Bill
was not introduced until as late as
1912. Indeed, H. W. McCready has
commented that although it was
entirely possible for the Liberals to
re-introduce home rule into Par-
liament in 1906, ‘it is striking that
this electoral victory and the great
impulse it gave to one of the most
dynamic governments in the whole
history of British liberalism was
not followed, as had the last two
liberal victories under Gladstone,
by the introduction of a third home
rule bill’.¢ Although theoretically
continuing to support home rule,
the Liberal Party effectively aban-
doned this platform until after the
1910 general election. Not only, in
McCready’s view, was home rule
unofficially dropped from the Lib-
eral platform and only resurrected
under the direst of circumstances,’
it ‘cannot be explained solely by
the fact that the liberals were long
in opposition and then, in office,
became dependent upon Irish sup-
port only with the election of 1910,
important as those factors were’*
McCready even goes as far as
to say that vitriolic Irish opposi-
tion to the Boer War ‘alienated in
very large measure the sympathy

McCready
even goes as
far as to say
that vitriolic
Irish opposi-
tion to the
Boer War
‘alienated
invery large
measure the
sympathy for
Ireland and
forhome rule
which had
been created
inalarge sec-
tion of the
liberal party
and aroused
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indignation
inall sections
of public
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for Ireland and for home rule which
had been created in a large section
of the liberal party and aroused
feelings of distrust and indignation
in all sections of public opinion’?
However, and crucially, McCready
states that the alliance disintegrated
after the failure of the second Home
Rule Bill and was non-existent
during the late 1890s.” This paper
will attempt to show that, in fact,
although the Liberal-Irish alliance
may have arguably broken down by
the late 1890s de facto, it was not for-
mally repudiated until the outbreak
of the Boer War, and that both the
Liberals and the Irish referenced
the theoretical alliance from 1895

to 1899 —indicating a reluctance

to completely abandon the idea of

a Liberal-Irish alliance until the
outbreak of war in South Africa.
The devastating split in 1899 meant
that attempts to revive the alliance
in the 1900s were hampered by the
poisonous legacy of the war, and
while partially successful, were
dogged by defections from key
Liberal leaders and marked by an
absence of the previous commit-
ment to Irish home rule.

It is useful to begin by examin-
ing one of the fundamental difficul-
ties to the Liberal alliance, namely
the religious division between the
parties, and to appreciate the efforts
subsequently required to uphold
this partnership. By the late nine-
teenth century, the backbone of the
Liberal Party was made up of Prot-
estant Nonconformists, or Dissent-
ers. Methodism in particular, one
of the most influential of the Non-
conformist sects, had a history of
anti-Catholicism which stretched
back to John Wesley himself.”

This strain between the largely
Nonconformist Liberal Party and
the nationalist Irish Catholics was
made apparent when Gladstone
first made home rule a Liberal Party
goal in 1886. Stephen Koss notes
that:

...in 1886, the Grand Old Man
embarked on an Irish policy that
shattered his party and alien-
ated a considerable number of
Nonconformists ... even those
who stood by him regretted it

as a sell-out to Roman Catho-
lics and hooligans (the two being
more or less synonymous), who
usurped priority from more
legitimate Nonconformist

claims.™

28 Journal of Liberal History 79 Summer 2013



Nonconformists had enormous
political influence over the Liberals,
and they helped to form the Liberal
agenda.

Despite this religious difference,
the Liberals and the Irish main-
tained the Gladstonian alliance
even after the defeat of the second
Home Rule Bill in 1893. True, the
Liberals began to concentrate on
other reform projects, much to the
frustration of the Irish, but this
period following Gladstone’s resig-
nation was also marked by an inter-
est in home-rule-all-round, which
would ‘simultaneously sol[ve] the
nationalist problem and the prob-
lem of business congestion in the
Commons ... Home-Rule-all-
round enjoyed some popularity
as a means of uniting the various
nationalists within the Liberal
Party’.”» Home-rule-all-round
would ultimately founder with
the collapse of nationalist parties
in Scotland and Wales, but with
the formation of a home-rule-all-
round committee the Liberals still
effectively demonstrated their com-
mitment to the Irish, and members
such as Richard Haldane could still
boast ‘he was a Home Ruler in 1886
and he was a Home Ruler in 1896°."

This period after 1893 became,
however, more fractious between
the parties as they began slowly
drifting apart, especially over edu-
cational matters which ‘strained™
the Liberal-Irish alliance, in the
words of H. C. G. Matthew. Start-
ing in 1896, for example, the Liber-
als and the Irish disagreed over the
Unionists’ Education Bill, which
promised to give increased power
to sectarian education. The Bill

John Dil-
lon, leader
of the Irish
National Fed-

eration...

was an affront to the secular Lib-
erals, but it was eagerly supported
by the Catholic Irish nationalists,
leading some to believe that ‘the
Irish are Catholic first and Home

suggested
instead that
the Liberals

Rulers a long way afterwards’ It
was true that the Liberals criticised
the Irish for voting along with the

Ut?lonlsts, bl}t the parha'ment'ary should, in
alliance continued, despite this

setback. Although they oqused com promise’
government support of religious,

especially Catholic, education, reassure the
the Liberals were able to tolerate

occasional deviations from the alli- House that
ance, in this case quelling hostilities

between their own Nonconform- ‘Home Rule
ist voters and the Irish Catholics

as well as ‘still mak[ing] a pretence headed their
of reliance on the Irish vote to

assist them in divesting the bill of programme'.
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its sectarian character’.’’ In a rare
case of Irish National Federation
and Irish National League unity,
the Irish too ‘pledged themselves

to stand by the Nonconformists

in trying to gain some protection
against [certain] clauses’.” The alli-
ance was rooted in home rule and,
to a lesser extent, 2 common oppo-
sition to the Anglican Church, and
it is significant that even three years
after the failure of the second Home
Rule Bill the parties were able to
maintain a veneer of cooperation
over contentious theological mat-
ters. This desire to maintain the
alliance would only change with
the start of the Boer War, when
even the de jure arrangement was
repudiated.

This religious conflict would
only plague the alliance when it
uncomfortably juxtaposed the
opposing national identities and
when it reminded Liberals that
their Irish allies were ultimately
nationalists. A rift opened over the
issue of a publicly funded Roman
Catholic university in Ireland,
which the Liberals firmly opposed
due to their secularist principles,
but which the nationalists saw as
amatter of Irish autonomy. John
Redmond, leader of the Parnellite
Irish National League, exclaimed
in the House of Commons in Feb-
ruary 1898 that:

... to preserve this Liberal alli-
ance Ireland has been called
upon to pay and she has made
great sacrifices ... it is my belief
that the unity of the statesman
of the century was sacrificed in
order to maintain the Liberal
alliance ... and all in return that
Ireland has received is practi-
cally nothing."

But William Harcourt, then leader
of the Liberals, responded by
reminding the Irish of all the Lib-
eral sacrifices made for home rule
and the current alliance.* John Dil-
lon, leader of the Irish National
Federation, which comprised the
majority of the former Irish Parlia-
mentary Party, suggested instead
that the Liberals should, in com-
promise, reassure the House that
‘Home Rule headed their pro-
gramme’.** What is noteworthy is
the fact that all three leaders paid
homage to the idea that the alliance
was still active, even if having set-
backs in the Commons.

In fact, in December 1898, the
Irish even tried to use religious
pressure to bring the parties closer
together. When the government
introduced yet another religious
schooling bill, it was supported by
the Irish, much to the frustration
of the Liberals. The Irish national-
ists used this opportunity to try to
coerce the Liberal Party into raising
home rule as its first priority, above
all other Liberal reform efforts, the
New York Times reporting the Irish
as ‘delighted because they calculate
that the worse the position of the
Liberal Party becomes, the greater
will be its temptation to make
terms’.>* This episode highlights
the overwhelming Irish desire for
national autonomy, and the para-
mount importance of the alliance
as they attempted to persuade the
Liberals to jettison other distracting
reform projects in favour of home
rule alone. Religious division, in
this instance, served as a potential
tool for strengthening the Liberal
alliance. This would seem to reaf-
firm the idea that neither party had
forgotten or abandoned the parlia-
mentary alliance during the years
of opposition.

The allies were also often in
active agreement with each other
over non-home rule issues dur-
ing this period. For instance, John
Dillon supported the Liberals over
adispute involving Parliament’s
South African Committee (the
body responsible for overseeing
events in South Africa, including
relations between the British colo-
nies and the Boer republics) where
it appeared that the Irish national-
ists were under-represented. Dillon
and the Irish National Federation
so enthusiastically cooperated with
the Liberals that it even caused Wil-
liam O’Brien, head of the small
United Irish League faction, to
shout ‘let the honourable Member
for East Mayo tear himself away
from the Liberal party and assert
the rights of the Irish Members!™

Meanwhile, the Unionists
attempted to subvert home rule
by introducing the Local Govern-
ment (Ireland) Act of 1898, which
granted local autonomy to popu-
larly elected county and district
councils, as in the rest of the United
Kingdom, alongside their policy of
‘killing home rule with kindness.’
In a bid for at least a shred of self-
government, the Irish nationalists
voted to pass the Bill, much to the
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dismay of the Liberals who saw it
as unfairly enfranchising wealthy
Irish landlords, as it would provide
them with agricultural grants from
the Treasury. Charles McLaren, a
Scottish Liberal, opined:

as a Liberal and a supporter of the
Irish Nationalist Party in all their
political reforms, T have aright to
ask why, on this occasion, they
are deserting the Irish tenant
in favour of the Irish landlord
... we have seen Irish Members
watching, in apparent satisfac-
tion, a Tory Government voting
money in support of the land-
lords of Ireland.>*

Again, this speech emphasises the
idealised unity of the parties. Their
disagreement only stemmed from
the fact that, for the Irish nation-
alists, the Local Government Act
represented another step towards
home rule whilst for the Liberals, it
was a surrender to the landed, priv-
ileged class.

This is not to minimise the fact
that the Liberal—Irish alliance had
been slowly disintegrating due to
parliamentary quarrels and Irish
frustration over the lack of pro-
gress towards home rule. In Febru-
ary 1899, only a few months before
the war, John Redmond called this
situation ‘a shameful repudiation of
the pledges to the Irish people.” He
went on to say that:

Home Rule is the most urgent
of all questions of domestic reform,
and therefore must be dealt with
first. That surely was an essential
condition of the alliance when we
were told that the highest interest of
Ireland was to support the Liberal
Party. And it ... at any rate has gone
to the winds. That ... was the pro-
gramme and platform of the Lib-
eral Party when the Irish alliance
was entered upon, and it was on the
faith of the condition that Home
Rule should have foremost place in
the programme of the Liberal Party
that the Irish people — to their great
sorrow, as I believe they now real-
ise — consented to abandon the great
man who had extracted that alli-
ance from the Liberal Party.*

In response, Haldane mused,

‘if the honourable Member desires
to make cooperation with the
members of the Liberal Party dif-
ficult upon this subject, I cannot
help thinking that he selected the

best possible means of doing it’,*

betraying a note of fatigued exas-
peration.® The Irish nationalists
had started to become more out-
spoken in their demands for Irish
home rule, further alienating the
Liberals who were both home rul-
ers and aware that home rule had
failed twice before, the second time
before the insurmountable Lords.
In spite of this, Redmond’s refer-
ence to the alliance demonstrates
that it lived on, even if only on an
abstract level, before the outbreak
of the Boer War. It is significant
that the Liberal Party refused to
explicitly renounce the alliance
until hostilities in South Africa
began in 1899. Therefore, the dis-
solution of the alliance during the
war is a powerful indicator of a
sharp shift in consciousnesses for
both the Liberal and Irish parties.
In August, the issue of Roman
Catholic university education in
Ireland once again surfaced. Trou-
ble was brewing in South Africa,
and Irish nationalist contempt for
British imperial policy was polar-
ising opinions. Robert Perks,
a prominent Methodist Liberal
Member, delivered a blistering
speech against the Irish nationalists.
He acknowledged that:

... the unholy alliance seems to
have come to an end, or it will
come to an end when my Irish
friends thoroughly appreciate
the fact that they will get noth-
ing from Her Majesty’s Gov-
ernment ... How absurd it is

for Irish Members to argue that
English Nonconformists have no
right to express an opinion on
Irish religious questions, when
they are the very men who come
forward to help the Government
saddle upon English Noncon-
formists an obnoxious system of

elementary education!*

It is difficult to say whether Perks
was exaggerating the situation
between the parties or if the alli-
ance genuinely was on the verge
of collapse even on a conjectural
level. But the speech shows that
some form of alliance had survived
from 1893 to this critical moment,
arduously maintained in the face of
increasing strain.

Meanwhile, tensions were
building up in South Africa, espe-
cially over the issue of the Uitland-
ers —settlers, largely British, who
flocked to the Transvaal after the
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discovery of massive gold depos-
itsin the Rand in 1886. Sensing an
opportunity to absorb the Boers
into the Empire, the Unionist gov-
ernment had begun to demand
unprecedented voting rights and
exclusive civil liberties for the Uit-
landers. Calls for war mounted,
following continued refusal from
the Boers to grant citizenship ben-
efits to foreign gold prospectors.
While the Liberals criticised the
government’s handling of the dip-
lomatic situation with the Boer
republics, ultimately they did feel a
sense of imperial loyalty which the
Irish nationalists did not. As storm
clouds gathered, Robert Perks

and another prominent Methodist
MP, Henry Fowler, actively cam-
paigned amongst Nonconformists
to support the British position in
South Africa. Perks announced at a
public meeting that ‘the Cape Col-
ony and the Colony of Natal are as
much British territory as the coun-
ties of Cornwall and Kent’3° The
Liberal Party was trapped, needing
simultaneously to appear patriotic
as well as being morally opposed
to war with the small republics.

As Jeffrey Butler writes about the
approach of the South African War,

Imperialism and Home Rule
both involved the issue of secu-
rity. Gladstone’s actions on
many issues raised at various
times the question whether the
Liberals could be trusted with
the security of the nation ... The
Venezuela crisis, the [ Jameson]
Raid, the Kruger Telegram,
another Ashanti War, Dongola,
the Jubilee, Omdurman, and
Fashoda — put pressure on Lib-
eralleaders ... to prove their

patriotism.’'

In contrast, the Irish nationalists
continued to empathise with the
Boers, seeing them as white fel-
low victims of British — specifically
English —imperialism.

Hence, whilst William
O’Brien’s United Irish League
drafted resolutions of sympathy
with the Boers ‘in [their] coura-
geous opposition to the dishonest
attacks of Rand capitalists and their
allies in the British Ministry’,’ the
Liberals became critically alienated
from their erstwhile parliamen-
tary allies by such virulent attacks
against the Empire. Despite their
own principled opposition to the

THE SOUTH AFRICAN WAR AND ITS IMPACT ON THE LIBERAL ALLIANCE

war, the Liberals could no longer
find any further common ground
with the Irish nationalists. The
nationalists celebrated any obstacle
to British imperialism for patriotic
reasons because, as Christine Kine-
aly notes in her book, A Disunited
Kingdom, the Irish sympathised
with the Boers as a free people
fighting against British colonialism.
She writes that ‘many [national-
ists] viewed [the war] as an attempt
by British imperialism to crush
the self-determination of the Boer
people. This sentiment was par-
ticularly evident in Ireland, where
Home Rule dominated the politi-
cal agenda’® The Liberal electorate
may not have been in favour of the
war, but they were acutely aware
of the nationalists’ anti-imperial
rhetoric.

This stance came at a price,
however:

But if the Liberals were often
viewed with indifference or
contempt by their Irish political
allies ... in Unionist eyes they
appeared to be taking again the
part of England’s enemies ...
always with a blindness that was
folly or an intent that could only
be called treacherous, sapping
and straining at the pillars of a
great Empire.**

It is also crucial to remember that
the Liberal Party as a whole only
began to denounce the methods of
warfare (much less the war itself)
as the conflict entered its counter-
insurgent phase in mid 1900, and
Kitchener began using the infa-
mous ‘methods of barbarism’ to
stamp out the Boer guerrillas.®
Even Campbell-Bannerman’s con-
demnation of the concentration
camps and atrocities ‘nearly finally
split the Liberal front bench’,* with
Liberal Imperialist leaders such as
Asquith and Grey dissenting.’” At
the outbreak of the war, Liberal
opposition to the conflict was much
more muted than it would later
become. The fact that the Boers
had declared war on the United
Kingdom placed the Liberal Party
in an awkward position, G. H. L.
Le May affirming that ‘technically
the Boers were the aggressors; the
fact that Kruger [President of the
Transvaal| got his ultimatum in
first alienated from the Transvaal
much sympathy that it might oth-

erwise have received in Britain’,*

Irish nationalist
leaders:

John Redmond
(1856-1918)
John Dillon
(1851-1927)
William O’Brien
(1852-1928)

underlining the dilemma in which
the Liberals found themselves.

The joint Boer ultimatum
had expired on 11 October 1899,
demanding a withdrawal of all
British troops from South Africa.
When Britain refused, the South
African Republic and the Orange
Free State declared war. The war
would be the tipping point for the
Irish—Liberal alliance, severing the
last connections between the vari-
ous Irish factions and the Liberal
Party, and proving to be too great
of a rupture for the tottering Glad-
stonian alliance.

When Parliament was recalled
to address the new war in South
Africa on 17 October, John Red-
mond disgustedly remarked, ‘there
is now a state of war, and we are
told the Liberals and Tories unite,
and I am sorry to say in regard to
English Liberalism that is largely
true ... let the Liberals and Tories
do as they will; thank God there
are in this House a few men who
... will register their votes against
this measure’?* He was followed
by another Irish nationalist MP
who stated that, ‘our sympathies
are entirely with the Boers ... as
an Irish Member, I protest against
this unjust war, and I trust that God
will defend the right’.+

In another case, Edward Saun-
derson, a staunch Irish Unionist,
acidly remarked on 17 October:

I am happy to know that on this
occasion, as on all similar occa-
sions when this country is at
war, party politics are forgot-
ten, and Englishmen, whether
they are Liberals or Radicals or
Conservatives, stand shoulder to
shoulder. The principal speak-
ers in this debate have been Irish
Members ... I think some sur-
prise must be felt at the vigorous
manner in which Roman Catho-
lic Irishmen support the Boers.*!

Saunderson perfectly captured

the mood of the House when he
observed the dramatic division of
the British and the Irish national-
ist Members. Speaking later dur-
ing the war, one Irish nationalist
declared that ‘as long as that is the
spirit which animates the Front
Opposition Bench the Liberals are
destined for a long time to sit on
those benches’ and they had become
‘simply a mockery and a reproach’.#
To be sure, a few fringe and radical
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Liberals still stuck with the Irish in
their bitter resistance to the war,
but the overwhelming majority of
the party (at least at the outset of
war) refused to take the Irish posi-
tion and angrily repudiated charges
that the party as a whole was ‘pro-
Boer’ or unpatriotic.#

Indeed, the leaders of the Lib-
eral Party in both the House of
Commons and the House of Lords
expressed a sense of solidarity with
the government after war had been
declared. Lord Kimberley, leader of
the Liberals in the Lords, addressed
the peers, saying ‘whatever may be
our opinions as to the past history
of this melancholy business, we are
ready as the usual supporters of the
government to give our support
to whatever measures may be nec-
essary to vindicate the honour of
the Empire and to protect its inter-
ests’.* Although Campbell-Ban-
nerman, leader of the opposition
in the Commons, stated that the
Unionists’ mishandling of the situ-
ation ‘did more than anything else
to end all chances of success from
the negotiations’,* he ultimately
agreed that ‘actual hostilities have
commenced and an active aggres-
sion has been committed which is
the plain duty of our Ministers, of
Parliament, and of the people to
resist’.* Campbell-Bannerman,
and the vast majority of his party,
felt that above all else British South
Africa must be protected from the
Boer invasions. In the words of The
Methodist Recorder, the influential
Nonconformist newspaper, ‘there is
amelancholy satisfaction in learn-
ing ... the Transvaal declared war
against England, and that Eng-
land never invaded the territory
of the two Republics nor fired the
first shot’.#” With the exception of
a small group of pro-Boer Liber-
alsincluding Lloyd George (called
the ‘feeblest’ section of the party
by Kenneth Morgan*®) and before
Kitchener’s brutal counter-insur-
gent campaign, the Liberal Party
noted its moral opposition to the
war before voting through the
money and supplies necessary for
the Unionist government to wage
war in South Africa.#

In fact, when John Dillon
moved to publish a statement con-
demning the war — ‘[it] has been
caused by the assertion of claims
which interfere with the inter-
nal government of the republic
in direct violation of the terms of

the treaty of 1884, and by massing
large bodies of British troops on the
frontier of the republic™ — it was
voted down with an overwhelming
majority of 322 to 54. As the New
York Times reported, ‘the minority
consisted mainly of Irish Members
and a few Radicals ... the majority
included the occupants of the front
Opposition bench and the bulk of
the Liberals’s* Even Campbell-Ban-
nerman and his Liberals refused to
vote in favour of this amendment.
Indeed, as the New York Times
observed ‘the Irish Members are
not in high favour just now, even
in the Liberal press, on account of
their unpatriotic speeches’’* The
Liberals had utterly divorced them-
selves from the Irish; in the face of a
common national enemy they had
opted to reach out to the Unionists
rather than to remain loyal to the
now defunct Liberal alliance.

This was further reinforced as
the debate over the war dragged
on. When asked to clarify why the
Irish sided with the Boers, Patrick
O’Brien, Member for Kilkenny,
replied ‘what is more natural than
that the people of Ireland “right-
fully struggling to be free”, should
be with the Boers, who are also
rightly struggling to maintain their
freedom and to keep you out of the
Transvaal?™ John Dillon criticised
the government, saying that Great
Britain had consistently neglected
the Irish and that it ought to have
‘shown the same zeal as she now
displays on a gigantic scale for the
removal of the largely ... bogus
grievances of the Uitlanders’* In
fact, William Redmond, brother of
John Redmond, was so spirited in
his defence of the Boers that he had
to be escorted from the House by
the Serjeant at Arms.* He would go
on to comment towards the end of
the conflict, ‘there ought to be some
representative of the Liberal party
in the House manly enough to
adopt the policy of Mr. Gladstone
long ago’s° Herbert Gladstone, the
son of William Gladstone himself,
even announced in December 1899,
that ‘the alliance between the Lib-
erals and the Nationalists has been
dissolved’s” This is noteworthy not
only because he was the son of the
Grand Old Man, but he also was
to remain a principled home ruler
throughout the rest of his career.
His suggestion that the Liberal alli-
ance had officially ended late in
1899 was therefore a significant one.

Even Camp-
bell-Ban-
nerman and
his Liber-

als refused
tovotein
favour of this
amendment.
Indeed, as
the New
York Times
observed
‘the Irish
Members are
notin high
favour just
now, even

in the Lib-
eral press,
on account
of their
unpatriotic
speeches’.

Other Liberal leaders agreed, and
during the war the party renounced
the last pretences of an alliance with
the Irish. Matthew notes that dur-
ing the election of 1900, virtually no
speeches were made regarding Ire-
land, and the party ‘held to Herbert
Gladstone’s view that it was best to
allow the question to fall as far into
the background as possible’s* One
year later, in the summer of 1901,
Perks wrote a letter to Rosebery
outlining the new electoral plan of
campaign, part of which was ‘to
repudiate the alliance, [and] declare
that Gladstonian Home Rule is
dead’s? Matthew himself com-
mented that, ‘this aspect of the cam-
paign had little to do with Ireland;
it was a dissociation from the Irish
in their capacity as pro-Boers’,”> and
that ‘these Liberal Imperialists thus
committed themselves to the posi-
tion of an absolute Liberal majority
... on the ground that unless the de
facto breakdown of the alliance was
explicitly and publicly accepted by
the Liberals, they would not win
over the “centre of the nation™.*
For both electoral as well as princi-
pled reasons, the Liberals decided
to officially end the last vestiges of
the Irish alliance, which had been
struggling ever since the defeat of
the second Home Rule Bill. It is
however noteworthy that it was the
outbreak of the South African War
which finally caused both sides to
accept a formal termination of their
partnership.

McCready further observes
that both Herbert Gladstone and
Campbell-Bannerman considered
it unwise to pursue Irish home rule
with the voters due to the national-
ists’ unpopularity with the British
public following the outbreak of
war.® Many Liberals were shocked,
for instance, when some of their
former allies began openly urging
Irish immigrants in South Africa to
take up arms against government
troops.® Campbell-Bannerman, a
sincere home ruler, believed that the
‘recent follies™ of the Irish national-
ists during the war made it impos-
sible for the Liberal Party to support
home rule, at least in the immediate
future. Gladstone, realising the hos-
tile attitude towards home rule in
Great Britain after 1899, managed
to quietly drop it from the party’s
electoral platform in both the 1900
and 1906 elections.®

As for the Irish, in February
1900 John Redmond put a bill
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before the House demanding an
end to the war in South Africa;

he freely admitted that ‘when the
Empire is involved in complica-
tions a feeling of hope and satis-
faction stir[s] the majority of Irish
home and abroad’.®® When icily
asked whether he feared losing all
prospects for home rule from the
Liberal Party, Redmond retorted
that ‘Ireland has nothing to lose
and everything to gain by raising
her voice on the side of justice and
liberty’.”” Just before the proposal
was voted down, by 368 to 66, one
Liberal rose and ‘said that there
was one day that the Boers would
never celebrate, and that was the
day on which the British Parlia-
ment should surrender’.%® The Lib-
erals were patriotic Britons first
and Irish sympathisers a long way
afterwards. The war itself also was
amajor cause of the reunification of
the Irish factions into the Irish Par-
liamentary Party in early 1900 and
indicates perhaps a search for inner
strength following their collective
divorce from the Liberals.

In late 1905 the Liberal Party
once again came to powetr, easily
winning a majority in the House of
Commons in early 1906 and ending
their need to search for parliamen-
tary allies. But unlike in the 1880s
and 1890s, when the party had sup-
ported home rule, the new Liberal
government had a drastically dif-
ferent Irish policy and relation-
ship with the nationalists. Hamer
notes that, ‘the great causes of the
past ... [such as] Home Rule ... had
either turned sour or now aroused
passions that seemed to Liberals
very frightening and un-virtuous
... issues like the Irish Question
became transmuted into hideous and

frightening new forces’.*® That swift
change was due, in part, to the Irish
reaction to the Boer War.

Lord Rosebery, the former Lib-
eralleader, made an important
speech in December 1901, speaking
at length about the South African
War before turning to party poli-
tics and ‘called on Liberals to cast
aside “fly-blown phylacteries of
the past,” including home rule’”
Although Rosebery no longer con-
trolled the party, his influence was
enormous and this declaration seri-
ously threatened to cause a party
split” Indeed, under him the Lib-
eral Imperialists emerged as a pow-
erful sub-group within the party,
forming the Liberal League which

Due to lin-
gering ani-
mosity over
the Boer War
and facing
apossible
mutiny from
the Liberal
Imperialists
and their
supporters,”
Campbell-
Bannerman
embraceda
more moder-
ate, ‘step-by-
step’ process
after his vic-
tory in1906.
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included Henry Fowler, Asquith
and Grey (the same group of men
who had opposed Campbell-Ban-
nerman’s ‘methods of barbarism’
speech).” The League was explicitly
opposed to Irish Home Rule and it
fed off Liberal resentment towards
the Irish.”

Although the war may not have
made rapprochement impossible,
it was certainly strained. A lim-
ited degree of cooperation existed
between the parties after the Irish
reunified in 1900 and the Liberals
lost the khaki election of that year.
However, McCready has speculated
that warming Irish-Liberal rela-
tions, especially in the run-up to
the 1906 election, were influenced
largely by concerns that the Union-
ists would once again triumph.
Failing to anticipate their landslide
victory and desperate to pull them-
selves out of opposition, the Liberals
reached out to fellow Irish MPs and
Irish voters* Rather than an indi-
cation of sincere partnership, this
smacks more of political lobbying
than of Gladstonian cooperation.

Interestingly, the Irish had more
acutely sensed an upcoming Lib-
eral victory, especially after the end
of the South African War and the
advent of new issues such as tariff
reform. The stakes for the national-

ists were high and they:

... had to exert every effort to
secure that the liberal leader
[Campbell-Bannerman] ...
should not succumb to pressure
from that section of the party
... which was still believed to be
antipathetic to home rule, but
should rather concede guaran-
tees to the Irish party compa-
rable to those which had made
possible such close cooperation
between the nationalists and the

liberal party of Gladstone’s day.”

The war’s legacy had clearly taken
its toll on Liberal—Irish relations,
resulting in a considerable swing
in the party against Irish home
rule, both amongst the backbench-
ers as well as the leaders of the Lib-
eral League. The new antipathy
towards home rule was now exem-
plified by the likes of Augustine
Birrell, President of the National
Liberal Federation, who remarked,

It is utterly out of the ques-
tion in the coming Parliament

to stand by the Treasury Bench

and introduce either of Glad-
stone’s Home Rule measures.
No such measure, by whomever
introduced, could possibly pass,
and, therefore, to holditup asa
thing which as to affect people’s
votes is ridiculous; it is a bogey,

abugbear.”®

And yet, surely home rule stood
just as much chance of passing the
Lords in 1906 as it had in 1893?
Moreover, the party was happy to
allow Duncan Pirie, Liberal Mem-
ber for Aberdeen North, to intro-
duce two Government of Scotland
bills, one in 1906 and one in 1908,
which promised home rule for
Scotland.”” Neither of these meas-
ures had the slightest chance of
passing (although in 1908, the bill
received support from nearly 30 per
cent of the Commons™), but they
prove that it was Irish home rule
specifically which the Liberals were
keen to avoid.

Due to lingering animosity
over the Boer War and facing a
possible mutiny from the Liberal
Imperialists and their supporters,”
Campbell-Bannerman embraced
amore moderate, ‘step-by-step’
process after his victory in 1906.%°
McCready has argued that this
step-by-step approach was ‘a sur-
render of the Gladstonian wing of
the party to the position which the
liberal imperialists had been pro-
moting for some years’, and indeed,
this new policy came originally
from Grey.” After a year in office,

a conservative offer was made to
the Irish, proposing a Home Rule
council in Ireland, some members
appointed, a few elected, which
would be in charge of petty Irish
administration and be presided over
by the veto-wielding Lord Lieuten-
ant. Redmond ‘[denounced] it as
totally unacceptable™ and another
nationalist MP refused to vote for
the proposal because, ‘I discovered
in it the Liberal Imperialist alterna-
tive to Home Rule’.®* Such a strik-
ing departure from Gladstone’s
vision of Irish home rule is remark-
able, and surely is connected with
the vicious divisions which split the
Liberals from the Irish at the out-
break of war in South Africa. This
new change in attitude came from
those in the party ‘in favour of
scrapping home rule ... [or] further
to defer it’* — those who had been
influenced by the Irish attitude dur-
ing the Boer War. In this manner,
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The Boer War

the split between the parties in 1899
was perpetuated until 1912 by the

war’s poisonous legacy. marked the
There was difficulty in rallying

the Gladstonian home rule spirit end of the

in 1910 as well. The general mood .

of the party was not one of empa- Gladstonian

thy for the Irish, and the partner- . .

ship which the Liberals formed with rEIatlonShlp

the nationalists in 1910 was one of and created

necessity, not choice. Grey (now

Foreign Secretary), for example, bitterness

reflecting upon the crisis in which

the minority Liberal government a mongst

found itself after the two 1910 gen-

eral elections, suggested that even many Liber-

in these desperate times the Liber-

als should dismiss the idea of coali- als towards

tion with the Irish, believing that

both the Liberals and the Conserva- thelrish

tives had failed to win the nation’s . .

confidence and that ‘we cannot nationalists.

inspire this by patching up work-
ing arrangements either with the
Labour or Irish parties’.® It is sig-
nificant that even the Foreign Sec-
retary, when faced with a hung
parliament, disdained to return to
the Irish nationalists, the only hope
which the Liberals had to cling on to
power. The party would ultimately
be forced to form a new partner-
ship with the Irish, but not without
strong reservations, not least from
the Foreign Secretary and from
Asquith, now Prime Minister.

The Irish themselves were
extremely suspicious about the 1910
Liberal government’s intentions.
Thomas O’Connor, one prominent
Irish nationalist leader, wrote to
John Dillon to ‘go straight ahead
and do what we think right, fight
through thick and thin with the
Liberals ... get them to propose
Home Rule immediately or break
with them’.* Dillon agreed, and
the united Irish prompted a Cabi-
net crisis when they refused to pass
the budget through Parliament
until a solemn promise was reluc-
tantly issued by Asquith to pass
home rule.””

Ronan Fanning concluded that
‘the government had little stomach
for home rule’,* and that the Irish
had resorted to much arm-twisting
until the Liberals finally passed the
third Home Rule Act in 1914. To be
sure, there were Liberals that genu-
inely supported the cause of home
rule, and it is perhaps ironic that it
was the Liberal Imperialists who
ultimately conceded to the Irish.

When Gladstone embarked
upon his home rule policy in 1886,

he had married his party to the
Irish nationalists. Despite the fail-
ure of two home rule bills and the
electoral defeat of 1895, the spirit
of alliance continued between the
parties, as has been shown through
their relationship in Parliament.
This loose home rule union would
be maintained until the eve of the
war in South Africa, when the
Liberals were horrified to find

that their allies not only opposed
defending the two white British
colonies, but even lobbied on behalf
of the enemy.

The Boer War marked the end
of the Gladstonian relationship
and created bitterness amongst
many Liberals towards the Irish
nationalists. Although they man-
aged, somewhat, to repair the alli-
ance to a suitable degree to stumble
together towards home rule in the
1900s, this process was not without
serious opposition from Liberals
influenced by the events of 1899—
1902. This paper has attempted to
underline the contribution which
the war made to this political shift,
amongst other factors.

The Boer War therefore snapped
the connections which bound the
Liberals and the Irish together
in the cooperative, Gladstonian
spirit. There was a sharp distinc-
tion between the degrees of Liberal
support for home rule before and
after the Boer War, and it was the
war itself which caused the Lib-
eral Party to explicitly renounce
their shaky alliance with the Irish.
Attempts to compromise through-
out the latter half of the 1890s were
replaced with a bitter divide over
the war, and it is no coincidence
that Herbert Gladstone announced
that the alliance had ended in
December 1899, nor that the Liberal
League and its opposition to home
rule was born during this period.
In alarger sense, the Boer War
demonstrates the powerful impact
of imperial politics on the domes-
tic front. It marked the end of the
Victorian-era relationship between
the Irish Parliamentary Party and
the Liberal Party, both of whom
would eventually be replaced with
more radical groups, and heralded
the coming of a more extreme Irish
effort to achieve not only auton-
omy, but complete independence.

James Fargher recently graduated from
Drew University in the United States.
He will shortly be starting postgraduate

study at King’s College London, where
he aims further to explore the links
between imperial history and modern
international politics.
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