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E. F. Biagini 
analyses 
Gladstone’s 
principles of 
foreign policy, 
challenging those 
who characterise 
him as an idealist.

When he set off on his 
pre-electoral tour in 
November 1879, the 
‘People’s William’ was 
ostensibly preparing to 
wrest the constituency 
of Midlothian from 
the sitting Tory MP, 
the Earl of Dalkeith. 
However, from the 
start many thought 
that the campaign 
had more ambitious 
aims, namely wresting 
the party leadership 
from the Marquis 
of Hartington and, 
indeed, the premiership 
from the Earl of 
Beaconsfield. Less 
evident at the time was 
the extent to which the 
Midlothian speeches 
would become a lasting 
monument to a certain 
liberal tradition in 
international relations.

L
ater generations would 
regard the Midlothian 
doctr ine on foreign 
policy as a precursor 
of Woodrow Wilson’s 

‘Fourteen Points’ or the Charter 
of the UN.1 Moreover, Glad-
stone’s emphasis on Europe’s 
cultural and moral unity and the 
supranational forms of legitimacy 

and authority emanating from 
that unity seemed to prefigure 
the modern process of European 
integration. 

More recently historians have 
grown rather sceptical about 
Gladstone’s motives and achieve-
ments. Richard Shannon has 
pointed out that, although his 
principles seem to stand like ‘a 
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great historical monument of 
bronze and marble’, the latter, like 
all monuments, was held together 
by less noble ‘wires and strings’, 
including personal ambition and 
a degree of self-deception.2 Yet, 
in the end he seems to confirm 
the old ‘idealist’ interpretation, 
and, almost echoing Victorian 
Tories, criticises the GOM for his 
disregard for ‘the logic of impe-
rial argument’. ‘That logic had no 
bearing on Gladstone’s actions or 
intentions … He acted through-
out for Europe, within a Euro-
pean frame of assumptions and 
intentions.’3 

Of course, in Victorian Britain 
the Tories were not alone in fear-
ing that Gladstone would sacrifice 
national interest to abstract prin-
ciple. Within the Liberal Party 
many expressed similar concerns. 
As Jonathan Parry has writ-
ten, Hartington and other lead-
ing Whig landowners distrusted 
Gladstone for many reasons, 
including his ‘populist mode of 
leadership’, tendency to fall into 
‘states of morbid excitement’, and 
Christian fervour.4 Parry’s analysis 
is very accurate. Hartington and 
Gladstone differed in tempera-
ment, style and priorities. How-
ever, did these differences imply 
different foreign policy aims? 
Was Gladstone an irresponsible 
and impractical visionary who 
neglected national interest for the 
sake of abstract moral principle 
and ‘ethical’ foreign policy? 

A number of histor ians, 
including the present writer, 
disagree with this interpretation. 
They accept Shannon’s warning 
about the ‘wires and strings’, but 
draw different conclusions about 
Gladstone’s attitude to principles, 
his (often hypocritical) readiness 
to apply them selectively, and his 
handling of Britain’s interests. 
They feel that Gladstone’s con-
duct of international relations 
anticipated the late twentieth-
century democratic dilemma 
– so evident in recent U.S. for-
eign policy – between universal 
principles and national inter-
est.5 Although these historians 
disagree with one another as to 
how precisely Gladstone dealt 
with this dilemma, they fol-
low Colin Matthew in arguing 
that his foreign policy reflected 
a realistic assessment of Britain’s 
global interests and an effective 
– occasionally ruthless – pursuit 
of imperial stability within the 
constraints of the international 
context.6 His emphasis on the 
European Concert was generally 
based on a more realistic appre-
ciation of Britain’s long-term 
interests and vulnerability than 
the unilateralism of those who 
preached a strategy of ‘national 
assertion’. The present article 
applies this interpretation to the 
specific case of the Midlothian 
Principles, which Gladstone first 
presented in ten public speeches 
in 1879.

The six ‘right principles’
The British Empire was then a 
superpower – in the sense of being 
a power with global interests and 
the military and financial means 
to pursue them anywhere in the 
world. Gladstone was concerned 
that this position of power should 
not be misused or abused, par-
ticularly by adopting unilateralist 
policies abroad, or by fomenting 
chauvinism and warlike passions 
at home.7 He had long regarded 
both practices as morally wrong 
and politically misguided, indeed 
ultimately disastrous to British 
interests. 

This was exemplified by the 
Tory government in 1876: ‘[the] 
point upon which we quarrelled 
[with the other Powers] was this: 
Whether coercion was under any 
circumstances to be applied to 
Turkey to bring about the bet-
ter government of that country’.8 
By rejecting the 1876 Berlin 
Memorandum, with which the 
Continental powers proposed a 
concerted action to deal with civil 
unrest and the violation of human 
rights in the Ottoman Empire, 
Britain prevented the develop-
ment of a common European 
policy9 without proposing viable 
alternatives. Later, Beaconsfield’s 
decision to send the fleet to the 
Dardanelles and Indian troops to 
Cyprus without previous consul-
tation with the other European 
governments maximised the risk 
of a general war.
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The second mistake that Glad-
stone denounced in Midlothian 
was Beaconsfield’s encourage-
ment of jingoism, which caused 
uneasiness and alarm abroad. 
Gladstone claimed that this had 
resulted in Britain’s international 
isolation and the unsettling of 
the stock markets, both of which 
were bound to sap British power. 
This is interesting for the light it 
throws on Gladstone’s view of the 
British Empire. The latter – he 
insisted – did not depend either 
on its military might (real or per-
ceived), or on its territorial extent, 
but only on the vitality of British 
industry, trade and finance. 

He saw the Empire as a Brit-
ish-dominated global economic 
system, which, through free trade, 
benefited both Britain and the 
rest of the western world, and 
simultaneously offered peace, law 
and order to colonies, protector-
ates and dependencies in Asia and 
Africa. However, in 1875-79 the 
stability of the imperial edifice as 
well as the future of this ‘benign’ 
form of globalisation had been 
undermined by Beaconsfield. 
His jingoism and unilateralism 
were more dangerous to British 
interest than Russia’s ambitions 
in the Balkans. Hence the need 
for patriotically-minded English-
men to denounce and oppose the 
government, despite the general 
principle that in foreign affairs 
‘[it] is most important to main-
tain our national unity in the face 
of the world.’10 To Gladstone it 
was a choice of evils: ‘I … have 
always admitted, and admit now, 
that our responsibility in oppos-
ing the Government has been 
immense, but their responsibility 
in refusing to do right has been 
still greater.’

Because the government con-
trolled a large majority that pre-
vented effective opposition in 
Parliament, Gladstone felt that 
it was his duty to bring the issue 
directly to the people, to the elec-
tors, to whom that majority was 
ultimately accountable. Here he 
introduced a distinction between 
legitimate and illegitimate uses of 
populist oratory. Appealing to the 

people was good, provided it was 
inspired by a desire to increase 
their civic awareness. A legitimate 
use of populist rhetoric depended 
on making the people fully aware 
of their moral and political, almost 
legal, responsibilities before the 
international community:

The great duty of a Government, 

especially in foreign affairs, is to 

sooth and tranquillise the minds 

of the people, not to set up false 

phantoms of glory which are to 

delude them into calamity, not to 

flatter their infirmities by lead-

ing them to believe that they are 

better than the rest of the world 

… but to proceed upon a prin-

ciple that recognises the sister-

hood and equality of nations, the 

absolute equality of public right 

among them.11

By contrast, populist rhetoric 
which was ‘calculated to excite, 
calculated to alarm, calculated 
to stir pride and passion, and 
calculated to divide the world’ 
was illegitimate. This was what 
the Tory government had been 
doing: ‘[t]heir business has been 
to appeal to pride and passion, to 
stir up those very feelings which 
every wise man ought to endeav-
our to allay.’12

It has frequently been pointed 
out that Gladstone was never pat-
ronising when addressing artisans 
and working men: he made ‘the 
most obscure man in the hall feel 
that he was contributing to the 
moral judgement of the world 
on great events.’13 But in Midlo-
thian he went beyond speaking 
to working men: remarkably, he 
devoted the final part of his sec-
ond speech to women: ‘I speak to 
you, ladies, as women’, he said, 
‘in virtue of the common nature 
which runs through us all’, as 
‘the present political crisis has to 
do not only with human inter-
ests at large, but especially with 
those interests which are most 
appropriate … to you. … “Peace, 
Retrenchment, and Reform”. 
All of these words, ladies, are 
connected with the promotion 
of human happiness.’14 It was to 

women that he addressed some of 
the most famous and frequently 
quoted passages of his 1879 
speeches, when his indictment 
of Tory imperialism among the 
Zulus and the Afghans culmi-
nated in an emotional proclama-
tion of rights – rights which were 
established by the Almighty and 
were shared by all human beings, 
irrespective of national, religious 
and race barriers:

Remember the rights of the sav-

age, as we call him. Remember 

that the happiness of his humble 

house, remember that the sanc-

tity of life in the hill villages of 

Afghanistan among the win-

ter snows, is as inviolable in the 

eye of Almighty God as can be 

your own. Remember that He 

who has united you together 

as human beings in the same 

flesh and blood, has bound you 

by the laws of mutual love; that 

that mutual love is not limited 

by the shores of this island, it is 

not limited by the boundaries 

of Christian civilisation; that it 

passes over the whole surface 

of the earth, and embraces the 

meanest along with the greatest 

in its unmeasured scope.15

Gladstone expected that this pol-
itics of crusading humanitarian-
ism would be as electorally viable 
as the equally emotional politics 
of jingoism. He thought that, 
unlike jingoism, humanitarianism 
spanned the gap between the gen-
ders’ ‘separate spheres’, evoking 
strong responses among women 
of different social classes. While 
he may have been wrong about 
women’s unresponsiveness to jin-
goism, he was certainly shrewd in 
identifying humanitarianism as 
one of the distinctive features of 
‘feminine’ liberalism.16

The Third Speech was deliv-
ered at West Calder to a gathering 
of electors and non-electors, in ‘a 
district which was partly agricul-
tural and partly mining’. Perhaps it 
was not the most influential audi-
ence in Scotland, but it was to this 
gathering that Gladstone chose 
to deliver the most important 
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and complete exposition of his 
views on foreign policy. It con-
tained the famous six ‘right prin-
ciples’. The cornerstone was ‘to 
foster the strength of the Empire 
by just legislation and economy 
at home, thereby producing two 
of the great elements of national 
power – namely, wealth, which is 
a physical element, and union and 
contentment, which are moral 
elements – and to reserve the 
strength of the Empire, to reserve 
the expenditure of that strength, 
for great and worthy occasions 
abroad.’17 However, imperial 
strength was better saved than 
spent, a consideration which led 
to Gladstone’s second principle, 
namely ‘to preserve to the nations 
of the world and especially … to 
the Christian nations of the world 
– the blessings of peace.’ The third 
principle was really a corollary 
of the second, because it indi-
cated the chief means whereby 
peace would be preserved among 
‘Christian nations’:

To strive to cultivate and main-

tain … what is called the Concert 

of Europe; to keep the powers of 

Europe in union together. And 

why? Because by keeping all in 

union together you neutralise 

and fetter and bind up the self-

ish aims of each. I am not here 

to flatter either England or any 

of them. They have selfish aims, 

as, unfortunately, we in late years 

have too sadly shown that we too 

have had selfish aims; but then 

common action is fatal to self-

ish aims. Common action means 

common objects; and the only 

objects for which you can unite 

together the Powers of Europe 

are objects connected with the 

common good of them all.18

The fourth principle was ‘to 
avoid needless and entangling 
engagements’, such as unnec-
essary annexations of territory 
which would overstretch the 
military and human resources 
of the Empire without adding 
to British strength. While this 
was consistent with the Concert 
of Europe – which required an 

undisturbed balance of power – it 
was also linked to the fifth prin-
ciple, which was ‘to acknowledge 
the equal rights of all nations’. To 
Disraeli’s Latin motto of Imperium 
et Libertas, Gladstone objected 
that Britain was not ‘the new 
Rome’ and had no special ‘impe-
rial mission’. What Beaconsfield 
meant, Gladstone argued in his 
Third Midlothian Speech, was 
simply this:

Liberty for ourselves, Empire 

over the rest of mankind … the 

policy of denying to others the 

rights that we claim ourselves 

… No doubt, gentlemen, Rome 

may have had its work to do, and 

Rome did its work. But modern 

times have brought a different 

state of things. Modern times 

have established a sisterhood 

of nations, equal, independent; 

each of them built up under that 

legitimate defence which pub-

lic law affords to every nation, 

living within its own borders, 

and seeking to perform its own 

affairs.19

This fully expressed Gladstone’s 
hostility to, and contempt for, jin-
goism: 

In point of right all [nations] are 

equal, and you have no right to 

set up a system under which one 

of them is to be placed under 

moral suspicion or espionage, or 

to be made the constant subject 

of invective … if you claim for 

yourself a superiority, a phari-

saical superiority over the whole 

of them, then … you are a mis-

judged friend of your country, 

and in undermining the basis of 

the esteem and respect of other 

people for your country you are 

in reality inflicting the severest 

injury upon it.

The sixth and final principle 
was that, ‘subject to all the limi-
tations that I have described, the 
foreign policy of England should 
always be inspired by the love of 
freedom’. He insisted that support 
for self-government and constitu-
tional movements abroad should 

be ‘founded not upon visionary 
ideas, but upon the long experi-
ence of many generations within 
the shores of this happy isle, that 
in freedom you lay the firmest 
foundations both of loyalty and 
order’.2

Context
In a sense it is correct to say that 
the six principles ‘form[ed] a 
landmark in the history of Liberal 
internationalism’.21 Yet, in Glad-
stone’s formulation, they were not 
supposed to have universal appli-
cation: on the whole they were 
limited, first, to ‘the Christian 
nations of the world’; and, second, 
to non-Christian nations with a 
stable government with which 
Britain could establish treaties and 
formal agreements, such as China, 
Japan, the Emir of Afghanistan or 
the Zulu king. By contrast, they 
did not apply either to coun-
tries which had ‘long forfeited’ 
their independence and were no 
longer ‘nations’ (e.g. Egypt), or to 
regions within which there was 
no established or recognised gov-
ernment and ‘anarchy’ reigned. 
Although the human rights of the 
people living in these areas ought 
to be respected, their countries as 
such had no ‘right’ to self-gov-
ernment, nor were they entitled 
to membership of the ‘sisterhood 
of nations’. 

Moreover, though Gladstone’s 
dislike for imperialism was genu-
ine, there was no hint of pacifism 
in his principles, but only a reso-
lute attempt to promote peace 
and regulate the use of force by 
subjecting it to international 
authority, i.e. to the Concert of 
Europe, which embodied ‘the 
best available institutional rep-
resentation of Christian moral-
ity in international affairs.’22 The 
fact that the Concert included 
only the Great Powers – those 
whose decisions actually ‘mat-
tered’ – added a strong dimension 
of Realpolitik to his vision.

His ‘realism’ was strengthened 
by his conviction that there was 
a strict interdependence between 
foreign and financial policy. In 
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1874 Gladstone had sought to 
impose a ‘fiscal constitution’ on 
the Foreign Office and the Colo-
nial and War departments in an 
attempt to prevent them from 
pursuing imperialist expansion in 
‘fits of absent-mindedness’ (such 
as the 1873 expedition to West 
Africa).23 

Earlier, in his days as Palmer-
ston’s Chancellor of the Excheq-
uer (1859–65) he had tried, with 
mixed success, to produce finan-
cial policies which would restrain 
expenditure on external affairs, 
a Cobdenite strategy which 
helped to improve his relation-
ship with the Radicals. Indeed 
Gladstone had drawn closer to 
Richard Cobden in the 1850s, 
when they had jointly opposed 
Palmerston’s gunboat diplomacy 
in Greece (the Don Pacifico 
case, in 1850) and in China (the 
so-called Arrow incident, leading 
to the second ‘Opium War’, in 
1856–60). It was then that Glad-
stone made appeal, for the first 
time, to the ‘sisterhood among 
nations’ and their rights irrespec-
tive of power and size. 

Although many Cobdenite 
Radicals liked what they heard, 
as Matthew has written, ‘Glad-
stone was, outside free trade, no 
Cobdenite’. While Cobden had 
always supported non-interven-
tion, Gladstone ‘saw intervention 
as a natural part of the mainte-
nance of the civilised order of 
the world … Every Cabinet he 
had sat in since 1843 had dis-
patched a military expedition.’24 
His philosophy implied almost 
universal intervention – provided 
it was sanctioned by the Con-
cert of Europe – and was based 
on a version of inter-nationalism 
that ascribed to nation-states a 
leading role in human progress. 
Finally, while Cobden was a 
genuine critic of the Empire as 
well as imperialism, Gladstone 
was an unreconstructed advo-
cate of imperial power: he could 
be represented as ‘anti-imperi-
alist’ only in the fervidly jingo-
istic climate of the end of the 
century. Even his 1876 speeches 
to stop the Bulgarian atrocities 

– which so outraged imperial-
ist and ‘patriotic’ opinion – con-
tained the ‘implicit reaffirmation 
of Britain’s right to dictate events 
in the eastern Mediterranean’, a 
claim which was ‘delivered with 
the charisma of an Old Testament 
prophet’, but was ‘calculated to 
appeal to Britons, whatever their 
background’.25 

His foreign policy was not 
derived from Cobden, but from 
the 1841–46 government of Sir 
Robert Peel, whose Foreign 
Secretary, Lord Aberdeen, had 
been Gladstone’s mentor. Aber-
deen personified the connection 
between ‘Peace’, ‘Retrenchment’ 
and the preservation of the 
‘Concert of Europe’. The lat-
ter was, originally, a conservative 
system derived from the 1815 
Vienna settlement. Based on the 
notion of collective responsibil-
ity, its aim was the avoidance of 
full-scale conflicts by means of 
consultation among the big Pow-
ers, whose representatives would 
meet periodically at congresses 
and conferences. These powers 
– Britain, France, Austria, Prus-
sia and Russia – were prepared 
to apply diplomatic and military 
pressure on trouble-makers, for 
the preservation of the balance of 
powers and a Christian-inspired 
‘international law’. 

At first interpreted in con-
servative terms under the ‘Holy 
Alliance’, ‘international law’ 
gradually acquired a more liberal 
significance after 1830, when the 
establishment of a liberal regime 
in France allowed for the devel-
opment of an entente cordiale 
between London and Paris. This 
worked on behalf of liberal revo-
lutionaries in Belgium, Spain and 
Portugal without significantly 
altering the mechanism or the 
legitimacy of the ‘Concert.’ After 
1851 Napoleon III, though often 
unpredictable and generally dis-
trusted, remained loyal to the sys-
tem, which was reasserted during 
the Crimean War and the ensuing 
Paris Congress of 1856.

For these reasons the Crimean 
War weakened the Russian 
Empire, but did not undermine 

the European balance of power. 
The latter was more seriously 
threatened in1859–60, with Ital-
ian unification, which asserted 
the principle of nationality and 
destroyed the Vienna Treaty 
settlement. However, united 
Italy was not a real power, and 
Cavour, like other liberal diplo-
mats, valued the ‘moral consor-
tium’ among governments more 
than abstract theories of nation-
ality: he saw it as the counter-
part to his free-trade project of 
an ordered and rational progress, 
sustained by foreign as well as 
national investments. 

Thus, when we consider the 
extraordinary British enthusiasm 
for the Risorgimento (enthusi-
asm which Gladstone shared) we 
must bear in mind the liberal-
conservative nature of the new 
Italian state, which stabilised the 
internal affairs of the peninsula 
after decades of upheavals and 
rebellions. Indeed Palmerston had 
envisaged a settlement of the Ital-
ian question along similar lines as 
early as 1848, when British diplo-
macy was deployed to support 
the Piedmontese liberals against 
both Austrian reactionary inten-
tions in Lombardy and French 
Republican ambitions on Savoy 
and Nice. 

Although Palmerston favoured 
the creation of a north-Ital-
ian state under the Piedmontese 
constitutional monarchy – a sort 
of Italian Belgium – he was not 
originally favourable to unifi-
cation. Indeed in 1859 he tried 
unsuccessfully to avoid the out-
break of the Franco-Austrian 
war in northern Italy, which, he 
feared, could lead to the dismem-
berment of the Austrian empire. 
Eventually Italy was unified, but 
on terms uniquely favourable to 
British interests in the Mediter-
ranean.26 Palmerston played the 
international moralist on the 
cheap, and his government reaped 
where others had sown. Of course 
this strategy did not always work: 
in 1864 Palmerston committed 
British support to another consti-
tutional monarchy, Denmark, but 
when the latter was attacked by 
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Prussia and Austria his bluff was 
called. Britain was in no position 
to engage in a continental war: 
the Danes were defeated, and lost 
Schleswig-Holstein to the Ger-
man Confederation.

Was this combination of liber-
alism and pragmatism superseded 
by a more idealistic approach 
once Gladstone replaced Palmer-
ston as Liberal Party leader? Not 
really. Undoubtedly there were 
differences of style, outlook and 
especially rhetoric between the 
two statesmen, but in terms of 
actual policy and overall strategy 
the continuities and the com-
mon ground between them are 
striking. In 1859–65 Palmerston 
relied heavily on Gladstone, who, 
in turn, was genuinely apprecia-
tive of Palmerston’s liberalism. If 
Palmerston enjoyed bullying 
Greece and China, Gladstone was 
‘as ruthless a wielder of power 
as any contemporary when he 
saw a necessity or a benefit’ – as 
he would show in 1882, with 
the invasion of Egypt.27 Gener-
ally, however, he advocated an 
approach which allowed for the 
peaceful solution of international 
problems and the enforcement 
of international treaties. This was 
exemplified by his response to the 
three major international crises 
of 1870–71, when he was Prime 
Minister. 

These crises involved Britain’s 
relations with, respectively, Ger-
many, Russia, and the USA. At the 
beginning of the Franco-Prussian 
war, Gladstone took energetic 
steps to preserve the independ-
ence of Belgium: had its neutral-
ity been violated by either France 
or Germany, Britain – he said 
– would have fought for Brussels. 
This policy followed an estab-
lished tradition in British politics 
– a tradition which Palmerston 
had strongly endorsed through-
out his career. In particular, from 
the 1830s the British government 
had guaranteed Belgian neutral-
ity, and in 1848 Palmerston made 
it clear to the new republican 
government in Paris that an inva-
sion of Belgium would be a casus 
belli for Britain. Belgian neutrality 

was not violated either in 1848 
or 1870. However, in 1871 Glad-
stone was not able to prevent the 
Germans from annexing Alsace 
and Lorraine against the will 
of their inhabitants – a failure 
reminiscent of Palmerston’s Sch-
leswig-Holstein fiasco in 1864. 
More successful was Gladstone’s 
Russian policy, when he con-
vinced the St Petersburg govern-
ment to come to the negotiating 
table, rather than unilaterally to 
break the Black Sea Clauses of 
the 1856 Paris Treaty. 

Finally, Gladstone managed to 
settle by international arbitration 
the Anglo-American dispute over 
the losses inflicted to US ship-
ping by British-built Confeder-
ate cruisers during the American 
Civil War. This was the famous 
Alabama case, after the name of 
one of the privateering warships. 
Eventually a specially convened 
international court of arbitration 
ruled that the British government 
owed reparations to Washington, 
and Gladstone accepted to pay. 

It is questionable whether 
Palmerston would have relished 
this ‘surrender’ to foreign judges, 
but it is likely that he would have 
grudgingly acknowledged that 
the peaceful settlement of this 
question was a great success for 
the British Empire. Conscious 
of Britain’s vulnerability, he had 
always been careful to combine 
assertive rhetoric with the reso-
lute avoidance of conflicts with 
major powers, including the USA 
in 1861–65.

 
In 1871–72 Glad-

stone’s decision to submit to arbi-
tration averted an escalation of 
tension which was likely to cause 
long-term problems in Anglo-
American relations, and, in the 
worst scenario, might have led 
to an armed conflict. And it was 
evident that, in case of a war, the 
minuscule Crown forces – thinly 
spread along the Canadian fron-
tier – would have been no match 
for the US Army and its Civil War 
veterans. Furthermore, the cost 
of a full-scale war, not to men-
tion the difficulty of protecting 
other British dependencies over-
seas against American naval raids, 

simply bore no comparison with 
the settlement paid by the Liberal 
government after arbitration. 

However, Gladstone was not 
primarily concerned about the 
material advantages of arbitration, 
but about the general principle it 
involved – namely, that interna-
tional conflicts between Christian 
powers should be settled without 
recourse to force. Commitment to 
this overarching philosophy was 
perhaps the single most important 
difference between his approach 
and Palmerston’s, and represents 
the area in which he was closer 
to Cobden and Bright. Yet, in 
practice if not in theory, Palm-
erston reluctantly accepted what 
Gladstone fervently preached, i.e. 
that the pursuit of British inter-
ests required ‘the concurrence 
of other and jealous powers’.28 
Against this background it is 
easier to see why in 1879 Glad-
stone argued that unilateralism 
was both immoral and impolitic. 
His sense of the unity of Europe 
bred what has appropriately been 
described as ‘cosmopolitan patri-
otism’ – or, in other words, the 
Realpolitik of Christian humani-
tarianism. Palmerston would have 
put it differently: ‘[t]here was no 
cheap war to be had in Europe or 
North America’.29 
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Lib-Labs
Roy Douglas

Andrew Hudson’s inter-
esting article on the 
Lib-Labs (Journal 41) 

raises a few points which call 
for comment.

The National Agent 
Francis (not Henry) Schnad-
horst and the Chief Whip 
Herbert (later Viscount) 
Gladstone were both inter-
ested in securing the elec-
tion of more working-class 
MPs, but at different periods. 
Schnadhorst retired from 
the post of Secretary of the 
National Liberal Federation 
in 1893 and from Chair-
manship a year later. His 
health collapsed about that 
time, and he died early in 
1900. Herbert Gladstone was 
Chief Whip from 1899 until 
he joined Campbell-Ban-
nerman’s government late in 
1905.

The Hanley by-election of 
13 July 1912 did not result in 
a Tory victory (though many 
people, including the Punch 
cartoonist, anticipated other-
wise), but in a victory by the 
Liberal land-taxing enthusiast 
R. L. Outhwaite. The result 
was: Outhwaite 6647; Rittner 
(Tory) 5993; Finney (Labour) 
1694.

The author is right in 
stating that the affiliation of 
the Miners’ Federation to 
the Labour Party ‘was not 
universally welcomed’. In the 
general election of January 
1910, the Lib-Lab miners’ 
MPs who defected to the 
Labour Party were only able 
to hold their seats where 
they had no Liberal against 
them. The only one of their 
number who encountered 
Liberal opposition was John 
Johnson in Gateshead. The 
feeling of the local miners 
was indicated on polling day 
when eight thousand of them 

demonstrated against him in 
the streets of the town. The 
Liberal won the seat; Johnson 
ran a poor third.

Archie Macdonald
Michael Meadowcroft

Excellent issue (Journal 
41) just arrived!

On Jaime Reynolds’ 
and Robert Ingham’s biog-
raphy of Archie Macdonald, 
I knew Francis Boyd very 
well. He was the Lobby Cor-
respondent for the Guardian 
for very many years and he 
told me that when Archie 
Macdonald appeared at the 
Commons in 1950 he, Fran-
cis, sought Archie out, basi-
cally to introduce himself as 
just about the only Liberal 
journalist around the place. 
He duly met Archie and con-
gratulated him warmly on 

LETTERS

p. 198. In 1879 Gladstone 
thought that Disraeli’s purchase 
of the Khedive’s shares in the 
Suez Canal had amounted to 
assuming ‘the virtual govern-
ment of Egypt’, in so far as Brit-
ain, jointly with France, was now 
in control of Egyptian revenue 
and responsible for the servicing 
of her national debt (Midlothian 
Speeches, First Speech, p. 49). His 
understanding was that Britain 
had accepted a virtual ‘Protec-
torate’ on the Nile – with all 
the political and moral obliga-
tions that a protectorate entailed. 
This helps to explain why he was 
so readily persuaded to invade 
Egypt in 1882.

28  E. D. Steele, Palmerston and Lib-
eralism 1855–1865 (Cambridge, 
1991), p. 246.

29  Ibid., p. 275.

his election. Archie’s response 
was the comment, ‘Ah, yes 
– now there’s three things 
wrong with the Manchester 
Guardian …’!

The novelist Ernest 
Raymond was the conduit 
for the 1962 victory in 
the Town Ward of Hamp-
stead Borough which put 
Archie Macdonald on 
to that council. There’s a 
hilarious account of it in 
Ernest’s autobiography, 
Please You, Draw Near, pub-
lished by Cassell in 1969, 
pages 115–19. It’s particu-
larly about persuading his 
friend and fellow author, 
Pamela Frankau, to stand 
with him and Archie in the 
three-member ward on the 
guarantee that she wouldn’t 
win! All three of them came 
to my Liberal councillors’ 
training sessions that year 
and I recall Archie putting 
on an air of some superiority 
as an ex-MP.
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