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Introduction
Eugenio Biagini introduces this special issue of the Journal of Liberal History.

The Liberal Party and

ENNET BURLEY (LATER known
B as Burleigh, the famous Daily

Telegraph war correspond-
ent) was 20 years old in the summer of
1860, when Britain was mesmerised
by newspaper reports of the extraor-
dinary achievements of Giuseppe
Garibaldi and his volunteers. For Brit-
ish liberals, radicals and former Char-
tists, the liberation of Sicily from the
Bourbon king’s oppressive regime and
the Red Shirts’ subsequent march on
Naples were more than a revolution
—it was an allegory of the triumph of
liberty over despotism, and of demo-
cratic values over aristocratic oppres-
sion.” The enthusiasm was such that a
British Legion was rapidly raised, and
soon about 800 volunteers embarked
for Italy, where they took part in
the last stages of the campaign that
resulted in that country’s unification.
Bennet Burley was one of them. As
Elena Bacchin has written, the Brit-
ish Legion in which he served ‘[was]
the result of a kind of nationalism
that went beyond national bounda-
ries, involving other countries as well
as transnational centres that favoured
the circulation, exchange, rearticu-
lation of ideas, values, and narra-
tive practices ... involving aspects of
democratization’.?

Somehow motivated by such vision,
in 1861 Burley decided to become
involved in yet another war fought
around a people’s aspiration to control
their own destiny: he became an officer
in the army of the Confederate States
of America. The Confederates were
fighting for independence and —as
Tim Larsen notes in his article — there
were some in Britain who saw Jeffer-
son Davis as a Garibaldi figure. Indeed,
Burley could be seen as a foot soldier in

the line of liberalism which was cham-
pioned by his fellow Scot W. S. Lind-
say, studied by Graham Lippiatt in his
article. Nevertheless, Butley’s espousal
of the rebel cause is surprising, because,
as a former Red Shirt, he should have
known that his Italian chief and great
hero, Garibaldi, was from the start a
strong supporter of Abraham Lincoln
and the Federal Government.’ From
the surviving evidence, including the
correspondence that his father, R. Bur-
ley of Govan, exchanged with John
Bright, it is not clear why precisely
Bennet decided to risk his own life and
liberty under ‘The Bonnie Blue Flag’

— whether it was out of principle or

the spirit of adventure which he was to
display during the rest of his long life
and career. In hindsight —indeed, from
as early as 1863 —a growing number

of Britons, and most Liberals, agreed
that, as Tony Little writes in his arti-
cle, Gladstone had committed a major
error of judgement in his appraisal of
the legitimacy of the South. However,
the fact remains that the Confeder-

ate States were fighting with brav-

ery and determination, and, both at
the time and since, many agreed with
Gladstone when he said that Jefferson
Davis had made ‘a nation’ (indeed there
is a substantial modern literature that
explores this very concept in its vari-
ous applications).*

Of course, London had its own
experience with repressing or trying
to repress independence movements,
including those of the American colo-
nists in 1775—83, the United Irishmen
in 1798, and the Indian rebels in 1857—
8. Yet, British public opinion had often
sided with rebels against other alleg-
edly more oppressive empires. Thus,

they had supported th(:‘ I'CVOltS ofthe

Spanish Americans against Madrid in
the 1810s, the Greeks against the Otto-
mans in the 1820s, the Hungarians
against both Austrians and Russians
in 1848—9, and the Italians against the
Austrians in 1859.

In each of these cases, British liberal
instincts had happily converged with
the Realpolitik of the Foreign Office.

In 1861, however, the two were in ten-
sion: for the British Empire, the only
superpower of the time, had global
interests which might be better served
by an Anglophile Confederacy and a
divided North America, than by the
Anglophobe and increasingly power-
ful USA. What tipped the balance in
favour of Lincoln was that the seces-
sionists stood out not only for inde-
pendence, but also for the freedom to
preserve their ‘peculiar institution’
—slavery — which was repellent to
most Britons. This created a dilemma:
should ‘the claims of a nation’ be pri-
oritised over ‘the claims of humanity’?
And was British public opinion ready
for the implications of compound-

ing the human degradation associated
with slavery, with the institutional-
ised prejudice of racial segregation?

As Alastair Reid shows in his article,
advocates of women’s emancipation
were quick to draw the logical and
political consequences that such a situ-
ation would have for their cause, which
concerned a half of humankind dis-
criminated against on the basis of bio-
logical and cultural prejudice. Others
did so too, such as the workers’ groups
that responded to what Shannon West-
wood describes as John Bright’s ‘voice
of reason’ —a voice, it must be said, also
articulating his passionate endorse-
ment of democracy, to which he was

‘allied ... in language and blood.”
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he American Civil War

As Timothy Larsen writes, J. S. Mill
believed that ‘by destroying ... the
prestige of the great democratic repub-
lic would give to all the privileged
classes of Europe a false confidence.”
He ‘was convinced that if the North
failed in its struggle then the cause
of democracy throughout the world
would be set back” — a view which
most modern historians endorse. Lin-
coln’s victory was part of the long-
term, global reversing of the defeat of
democracy in 1849, while liberal gov-
ernment — which had long been a Brit-
ish and North American experiment
—became the new standard of political
legitimacy.

However, especially before 1863,
as Graham Lippiatt shows, the moral
and political challenge which the con-
flict raised was further complicated
by three questions which were lost in
translation, so to speak. One was free
trade, which for Britain was a great
moral, as well as commercial, cause,
but one which the Union opposed on
pragmatic grounds and the Confed-
eracy supported out of necessity. The
second was Jefferson Davis’ mantra
about the ‘right of the people to alter
or abolish governments whenever
they become destructive of the ends
for which they were established’:* con-
veniently, the Confederate president
neglected to specify that by ‘the peo-
ple” he meant only white Southern-
ers, and their boasted right included
their claim to own Afro-American
men and women as chattel slaves. The
third was Acton’s concern for minor-
ity rights —again taken out of con-
text. Gladstone fell victim of his own
attempt to unpack the complexity of
these issues while balancing his own
(anti-slavery) views with his duty to

endorse (cabinet) policy, even when the
latter edged for the Confederate side.
Yet, when he said that ‘if the heart of
... [a] country is set upon separation ...
then it is almost impossible’ to repress it
militarily,” he was anticipating his own
(and the Liberal Party’s) view on Ire-
land, and, generations later, on the rest
of the Empire.

That beacon of liberalism in the
darkest hour of fascism, Benedetto
Croce, insisted that all historians must
be ‘liberal’, in the sense of examin-
ing contrasting views in the process
of making up their mind. That is the
approach taken by the Journal in this
issue, which includes dissenting voices.
Focusing on the primacy of material
interests, Duncan Campbell presents
an interpretation of British responses
to America and the American conflict
which readers will find contrasts sig-
nificantly with the interpretation pre-
sented by Timothy Larsen, Alastair
Reid and Shannon Westwood (and,
indeed, by the present author in a pre-
vious publication).” In particular,
his conclusion that British political
thought was not influenced by Ameri-
can ideas differs to that of most scholars
working in the field, and contradicts
more traditional views of the influ-
ences on those Victorian campaign-
ers for democracy in this country,
their adversaries who denounced the
alleged, ongoing ‘Americanisation’ of
British politics in the 1860s, or indeed
the millions of British emigrants to the
USA, including former Chartists, for
whom America was the land of demo-
cratic hope and glory.”

The US Civil War was impor-
tant for British liberals because it pre-
sented them with a series of critical
choices between alternative priorities

and principles. Far from being mar-
ginal and obscured by other causes,

it became obsessive and long-lasting,
it influenced the response to the Irish
demand for home rule from 1886 and
was incorporated in the ideology of
Anglo-Saxonism and ‘Greater Brit-
ain’ — first popularised by Sir Charles
Dilke in 1868.”> While Dilke’s friend
and great admirer of the US, Joseph
Chamberlain, followed John Bright in
opposing home rule in the same spirit,
he claimed, in which Lincoln had
opposed secession," for most British
Liberals the memory of the American
Civil War was more complex. It high-
lighted the fundamental incompatibil-
ity between democracy (although this
was a vague concept at the time) and
discrimination, and the latter’s insidi-
ous and pervasive nature. It forced
them to embark on a gradual revision
of established attitudes and policies,
and eventually brought about a recast-
ing of the debate on liberty around the
issue of human dignity.

This special issue of the Journal
performs an important service to the
scholarly community in reopening the
question of the relationship between
the US Civil War and the debate on
liberal democracy in Britain, a subject
which demands a fresh and systematic
reappraisal. My sincere thanks to my
co-editor, Graham Lippiatt, for help-
ing to put together this issue; I hope
readers enjoy it.

Eugenio Biagini is Professor of Modern and
Contemporary History at Cambridge and a
fellow of Sidney Sussex College. He is the
general editor of the Bloomsbury Cultural
History of Democracy (6 volumes, 2021).

Concluded on page 67
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Liberal government
Duncan Andrew Campbell analyses the attitude of Palmerston’s administration to the
war in America.

Letting someone ¢

The Palmerston Ministry’s foreign

EW EVENTS IN the history of nineteenth- why this is so, are sufficiently obvious. The
F century Britain have been more dis- Civil War was a pivotal event in American his-

torted by myth and disinformation than tory, but an at best marginal one to the British.
the British response —at both the political and As such, the narrative has largely been created,
popular levels — to the American Civil War almost from the first, by Americans, many of
(the Civil War hereafter). Some of the reasons whom were less historians than nationalists.
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)|se have your way

policy and the American Civil War

Thus, British history was, and to an extent still
is, subordinated to a patriotic American nar-
rative which ignores facts inconvenient to it.
Other reasons, however, are perhaps less appar-
ent. A tendency to ignore British—US relations
before the secessionist crisis of 1860—T is another
problem. So, too, is the habit of looking at Brit-
ish—American relations in isolation without
reference to other nations, ignoring their influ-
ences upon them. Yet another is the tendency
to look back on the past through the lens of the
later detente, and then increasingly close coop-
eration, between Britain and the United States
following the Venezuela Crisis of 1895: the so-
called great rapprochement following the First
World War, their alliances against Nazi Ger-
many and imperial Japan in the Second World
War and then against the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics in the Cold War. Seen from
this perspective, British—American cooperation
played a crucial role in advancing, or at least
preserving, political liberties, and so this twen-
tieth-century legacy is cast backwards onto the
nineteenth. Taken as a whole, the above con-
tributes to a sense of inevitable destiny, both
with respect to British—American relations and
the furtherance of political freedom.’

In terms of patriotic narratives, much Civil
War scholarship remains in thrall to the myth
of American exceptionalism which, among
other things, claims that the modern liberal
state begins with the War of Independence,
effectively making the United States the path-
finder nation. As one historian notes, ‘we have
made ourselves at home in the world, charac-
teristically, by regarding it as America in the
making.” These exceptionalist beliefs often
encourage the notion — one best termed as
delusions of morality — that the United States

behaved (and behaves) more idealistically than
other nations, operating on a higher moral
plane. Thus, the Civil War rather than being
recognised as one of the numerous struggles for
national consolidation, independence and seces-
sion that occurred across the globe from 1848
to 1870, is instead portrayed as a necessary vin-
dication of democracy, the survival of liberal
institutions everywhere hanging in the balance
of the conflict’s outcome.3 Hence, a domestic
event, while undeniably of consequence to the
second-tier power in which it took place, has
been elevated to an affair of overarching global
signiﬁcance: in some extreme perspectives,
the most consequential event of the nineteenth
century.*

Thus, we are told, by Civil War historians,
rather than by specialists in British history,
that despite being some 3,000 miles away with
the world’s largest and most advanced econ-
omy, the preservation, not to say furtherance,
of Britain’s own liberal institutions depended
upon a Union victory. Consequently, British
society’s sympathies were divided along lines of
class and politics: that the working class, radi-
cals, and liberals, as represented by John Bright
and Richard Cobden, the ‘members for Amer-
ica’ supported the Union because they admired
American democracy, while the aristocracy and
conservatives championed the Confederacy
because they feared the same. The Union’s vic-
tory, and Abraham Lincoln’s elevation to inter- Palmerston
(standing) in the
House of Commons,
1860 (by Thomas
Oldham Barlow and
John Phillip;
© National Portrait
Gallery, London)

national icon of democracy consequent upon
his assassination, vindicated the North’s sup-
porters and directly or indirectly brought about
the 1867 Reform Act. British democratisation,
in turn, helped contribute to improved relations
with the United States, paving the way for the
later rapprochement?
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The Palmerston Ministry’s foreign policy and the American Civil War

By refusing to recognise that the Southern
cause was based entirely upon the preservation
of slavery and thus denying the moral cause of
the Union — through ‘wilful blindness,” in the
words of the contemporaneous American his-
torian, James Ford Rhodes — the Palmerston
ministry’s behaviour towards the United States
was amoral at best and pro-Southern at worst
—as the Confederate shipbuilding in Britain
demonstrated.® A more extreme statement of
events is that the prime minister was ‘as con-
scious as Bright and the Radicals that the Union
armies were the most powerful force of mili-
tant democracy since the French Revolutionary
armies of 1793. Besides this, it was one of Palm-
erston’s chief maxims of foreign policy to take
advantage of the weakness of his opponents;
and the United States was greatly weakened
by being involved in a civil war.” Even more
recent and more balanced, though still Amer-
ica-centric, scholarship argues that the Union
was nonetheless in peril, because the Palm-
erston ministry considered offering mediation
in the war and that the possibility existed that
it would intervene militarily.® That it did not is
invariably credited to robust Union diplomacy,
particularly on the part of the US secretary of
state, William Henry Seward, and public dem-
onstrations in favour of the Union decrying
intervention that would aid and abet Southern
secession.

Although recent and more rigorous scholar-
ship in British history has thoroughly debunked
this account, its influence lingers to an unjusti-
fied extent, especially amongst Americanists
in general and Civil War historians in particu-
lar.? Addressing the problems these myths pre-
sent upfront — particularly those growing out
of American exceptionalism and a failure to
understand British—American relations before
the conflict —is necessary, therefore, to properly
understand the Palmerston ministry’s actions
with respect to the United States in its civil war.

The United States was not the only, or even
the first, nation to proclaim that freedom was
inherent to its identity. Even before the Ameri-
can War of Independence, the idea of Britain
being the home of liberty due to its liberal insti-
tutions was a foundation stone of the develop-
ing national identity.” This belief continued
despite the loss of the American colonies and
throughout the nineteenth century, in part
because of Britain’s leadership in abolishing
slavery and the slave trade, but also because of
the events surrounding the Napoleonic Wars,
both of which would do much to determine
British views of the United States, its institu-
tions and its people.

Addressing the
problems these
myths present
upfront — par-
ticularly those
growing out

of American
exceptionalism
and afailure to
understand Brit-
ish—American
relations before
the conflict - is
necessary, there-
fore, to properly
understand the
Palmerston minis-
try’s actions with
respect to the
United States in

its civil war.

Although the War of 1812 is treated sepa-
rately from the Napoleonic Wars in US his-
toriography, it was very much the conflict’s
North American theatre, as Americans at the
time recognised, seeing theirs and France’s
interests intertwined. For example, Andrew
Jackson declared, ‘Should Bonaparte make a
landing on the English shore, Tyranny will be
Humbled, a throne crushed and a republic will
spring from the wreck.” The American ver-
sion of the conflict is well known, a second war
of independence against British encroachment
—most notably their impressment policies, but
also the blockade of the European continent via
the Orders-in-Council.** The British one is less
well known, but was nonetheless significant at
the time. Not only were impressment in decline
and the Orders-in-Council being repealed by
the time the US declared war, but Britain was
apparently losing the contest to Napoleon,
fighting a desperate rearguard action in Spain.
What prevented the American annexation of
British North America (Canada hereafter) was
Napoleon’s disastrous invasion of Russia—a
course he embarked upon on the very day James
Madison’s administration, under pressure from
the so-called “War Hawks’, declared war upon
Britain. Consequently, the self-styled Emperor
of Europe’s downfall freed up both the Royal
Navy and British Army to take the offensive
against the United States, resulting in the sack-
ing of Washington and the near bankruptcy
of the republic. With the New England States,
which had always opposed the war, threatening
secession, the United States agreed to the peace
treaty signed at Ghent.” Fortunately for Madi-
son’s administration, news of the treaty’s ratifi-
cation came too late to prevent Jackson’s victory
at New Orleans which, being one of the last
major engagements, was quickly seized upon by
American commentators as evidence that the
conflict was a US triumph that prevented the
undoing of the War of Independence.

Predictably, this American version of events
found little purchase in Britain. Instead, the
Widespread view was that the United States’
declaration of war was an opportunistic assault
while Britain was fighting not only for her own
liberty, but everyone else’s too. Novelist James
Fenimore Cooper, on a visit to Britain twenty-
five years later, noted, ‘There is a very general
notion prevalent in England, that we seized
amoment to declare war against them, when
they were pressed upon hardest, by the rest of
Europe ... I do not remember to have conversed
on the subject with any Englishman who did
not betray this feeling."* As much as Cooper
might protest there was ‘not a particle of truth’
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in the British account, it was no less accurate
—or self-serving — than his own nation’s ver-
sion of events. Further, there was undeniably an
argument that the war against Napoleon was a
struggle for liberty and that the American fail-
ure to grasp this was, in British eyes and to use
Rhodes’ expression above, ‘wilful blindness’."s

While one must be cautious comparing the
past to the present — especially when events are
effectively two centuries apart — the Napole-
onic Wars were, to an extent, to nineteenth-
century Britons what the Second World War
was to following generations: an important
ingredient of the national identity, but also a
convenient yardstick, political and moral, by
which they measured themselves against other
nations. One can hear this in the self-satisfied
words of Sir James Fergusson who, comparing
competing British and American claims to be
the home of liberty, remarked that Great Brit-
ain had ‘kept alive the liberties of Europe, that
otherwise had been crushed out by the iron heel
of military despotism.” In the most important
struggle for liberty in the nineteenth century,
the United States had been on the wrong side.
Further, while the Napoleonic Wars were the
experience of an older generation by the time of
the Civil War, Palmerston had served as the sec-
retary at war from 1809 to 1828. While this was
a relatively junior post, the future prime minis-
ter nonetheless served in the Liverpool ministry
which oversaw the war against both Napoleon’s
France and Madison’s United States.

The consequences of the Napoleonic Wars’
North American theatre —and each side’s inter-
pretation of it —casta long shadow over Brit-
ish—US relations. The spectre of this conflict
was repeatedly resurrected as the United States
and Great Britain locked horns over the demar-
cation of the US—Canadian frontier, a situa-
tion worsened by the refusal, of a significant
portion of American politicians and the public,
to accept the political legitimacy of Canada,
instead believing its destiny lay with the United
States.”” Lincoln’s secretary of state, Seward,
being among this number. Indeed, this impe-
rial rivalry and the international slave trade
would be the chief bones of contention between
Britain and the United States, having a pro-
found impact upon the two countries’ per-
ceptions of the other. This discord also made
British views of the United States quite differ-
ent in key respects from those of their European
neighbours, who were not, unlike Britain, per-
petually involved in acrimonious diplomatic
disputes with the Americans.

It is beyond the parameters of this paper
to provide a detailed account of this imperial

The Palmerston Ministry’s foreign policy and the American Civil War

The consequences
of the Napole-
onic Wars’ North
American theatre
—and each side’s
interpretation
ofit—castalong
shadow over Brit-

ish—US relations.

rivalry, which took place not merely in North
America, but in Latin America, too. Despite
the two nations’ tendency towards negotia-
tion when crises erupted, such as the ratifica-
tion of the 1842 Webster—Ashburton Treaty in
response to the so-called Aroostook War, ten-
sions were constantly being brought to a boil.
Of the crises, one of the more serious ones con-
cerned the Oregon Territory during 1844—46,
where Robert Peel’s ministry had to inform
James Polk’s administration that if his Demo-
cratic Party’s cry of ‘Fifty-four Forty or Fight’
(a demand that Britain cede all the Oregon
territory up to s4° 40’ N) was indeed official
uUsS policy, the British would choose the lat-
ter. Their bluff called, the Americans decided
to negotiate, resulting in the 1846 Oregon
Treaty.”

In Latin America, meanwhile, irrespective
of the Monroe Doctrine, Britain had interests
in the region that it intended to uphold. As with
North America, space precludes a full discus-
sion of British—US clashes in Latin America,
but one issue that caused tension prior to the
Civil War was filibustering: private military
expeditions organised by American citizens
directed at Cuba, Mexico, Nicaragua, and
other places, which angered the British. Despite
the ratification of the 1850 Clayton—Bulwer
Treaty designed to settle the two nations’ dif-
ferences in the region, the filibuster William
Walker established himself as the dictator of
Nicaragua in July 1856, re-introduced slavery
and annexed Greytown, a British protectorate.
That the US government formally recognised
Walker’s Nicaraguan regime worsened the situ-
ation. Fortunately, the Latin American states
resolved matters when troops from Costa Rica,
Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala expelled
the American interloper. Walker would mount
another expedition in 1860, this time to Hon-
duras. Unfortunately for him, he was appre-
hended by the Royal Navy and turned over to
the Hondurans, who executed him. The Amer-
ican public was outraged by this British act,
but matters were swiftly overshadowed by the
secessionist crisis."”

The habitual diplomatic incidents that took
place in the Americas appear minor in retro-
spect but do so only because they were settled
without recourse to war, thanks either to Brit-
ish and American politicians’ willingness to
compromise or because of sheer luck. Yet the
longest and most emotive quarrel between Brit-
ain and the United States prior to the Civil War
stemmed from the international slave trade and
their dispute about the right of search to deter-
mine if a ship was transporting slaves. In this
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respect, slavery divided Britain and the United
States as much as the institution would divide
the latter itself. Or, in other words, monarchy
and republicanism did not divide Britain and
the United States; imperialism and slavery did.
Again, the War of 1812 played a role. To the
British — officialdom and the populace alike
— that impressment caused that conflict was a
fabrication created to cover an act of aggres-
sion and the American claim of unrestricted
freedom of the seas was designed to protect the
international slave trade. To the Americans —
again, to officialdom and the populace alike —
that impressment caused the war was a fact with
respect to national self-defence, and the British
demand of right of search was an assault on the
sovereignty of the United States.>

Although Britain was able to sign treaties
with virtually every major power guarantee-
ing mutual right of search —including with
longstanding imperial rivals such as France and
Russia — no such progress was made with the
United States.” Further, despite participation in
the slave trade carrying the death penalty under
American law after 1820, the United States
never seriously enforced its own legislation.
The US Africa squadron was always too small
to be effective and its commanders were notori-
ous for their lack of cooperation with the Royal
Navy. Finally, given the habitual failure of US
courts to convict, far less pass an actual death
sentence against the few American citizens the
US Navy apprehended transporting slaves, the
legal threat was a paper tiger, too.

Consequently, slave traders of all nations
recognised that the US ﬂag served as a means
of escape should they encounter a Royal Navy
vessel. Yet many slave traders were in fact US
citizens, the American merchant marine being
the largest importer of slaves by the 1840s.
Between 1820 and 1866, 2.2 million slaves
crossed the Atlantic Ocean, and while it is
unclear precisely how many Americans par-
ticipated in the 5,552 slaving voyages made
after 1808, extant data and eyewitness accounts
establish that US citizens played an over-
sized role in the business.>* The overwhelm-
ing majority of these slaves, it must be noted,
were destined for Brazil and Cuba rather than
the United States; nonetheless the situation
was such that, by the 1850s, the American flag
remained the Atlantic slave trade’s final defence.

It was a long-running dispute. In 1818, an
Anglo-American Convention broke up in acri-
mony over the issue — the British accused the
United States of acting in bad faith by raising
impressment; the Americans denied that any of
their ships were involved in the international

slave trade. Another failed attempt in 1824 fea- Or, in other words,
tured in the contentious presidential election of

that year where the US secretary of state, John monarChy and
Quincy Adams, contended against Andrew republicanism did
Jackson of New Orleans fame, with the lat-

ter accusing the former attempting to surren- not divide Britain
der to the British.” Eighteen years later, while .

the 1842 Webster—Ashburton Treaty resolved and the United
certain issues pertaining to the US—Canadian States; imperial-
frontier, it proved less successful with respect

to the right of search. Although a joint official ism and Slavery

statement declared that the two nations would .
cooperate in eradicating the slave trade and did.
destroying the slave markets in Africa, Ameri-
can collaboration was not forthcoming. The
minimum goal of fifteen ships for their Africa
squadron was never met, nor was there any
serious attempt to prosecute US citizens par-
ticipating in the slave trade. Faced with this,

the British offered a compromise: no right of
search, only visit — that Royal Navy ships could
verify whether a ship was, in fact, American.
This compromise was rebuffed after Ameri-
can commentators and politicians accused Lord
Palmerston, then foreign secretary, of insult-
ing the US flag when he stated that slave traders
should not be allowed to escape simply because
they hoisted ‘a piece of bunting.** The rejec-
tion of this compromise led to an increase in

the British stopping and searching of suspicious
ships flying the US flag, resulting in a boarding
crisis in 1858.

When, in May 1858, an American schooner
was halted and searched by a British man o’ war
in the West Indies, the US public was outraged.
The secretary of state and the Senate insisted
that the British cease and desist all such activi-
ties, with the latter body passing a bill enabling
the president to take military action if neces-
sary. Although this prompted a counter-wave
of anger in Britain, with demands that the
anti-slavery campaigns be maintained even if it
meant war with the Americans, Lord Derby’s
ministry apologised to the United States.* Der-
by’s actions cspeciaﬂy angered Palmerston and
Lord John Russell, sitting in opposition, who
recognised that this retreat undermined their
longstanding and largely successful crusade
against the slave trade.* Their campaign, how-
ever, faced domestic opposition from, among
others, Cobden and Bright, who opposed Brit-
ish attempts to stamp out the international slave
trade in general and the inevitable collisions it
caused with the United States in particular.””
Bright went so far as to dismiss the campaign
against the slave trade as ‘Palmerston’s benevo-
lent crotchet.” Indeed, in appreciation of the
Manchester School’s efforts, one American
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slave trader named his ship the Richard Cobden.*®
If nothing else, Cobden’s and Bright’s sobri-
quet, ‘the Members for America’, was certainly
well deserved.

British—American animosities were fur-
ther revived by the Crimean conflict (1854—56).
Although the United States was officially neu-
tral, the British believed that the American
public and their government sympathised with
the Russians — US commentators freely pre-
dicted that France and Britain’s forces would
meet the same fate as Napoleon’s Grande Armée.
Even before the Alabama, American shipyards
built a privateer for the tsar’s government; only
the Royal Navy’s shadowing the vessel all the
way to Russia, prevented it from achieving the
Southern ship’s notoriety. Similarly, a diplo-
matic crisis arose when American politicians
discovered that the British were recruiting US
citizens to fight in their conflict against the tsar.
The acrimony arising out of the Crimean War
has been almost entirely forgotten, despite the
fact, as one historian noted, that, by the end
of the conflict, the United States was the sole
remaining power that openly acknowledged
its friendship for Russia. Given the hostility of
British liberals and radicals towards the Russian
regime, that they would remember America’s
backing the wrong side in the struggle for lib-
erty, just as they had in the Napoleonic Wars,
was to be expected.”

Looking on British—-American relations dur-
ing the Civil War as a point on a continuum,
rather than as an event in isolation, demon-
strates that far from having many reasons to
view the United States as any kind of beacon of
freedom, or for mistaking it for a particularly
moral nation, the British instead saw an antago-
nistic and uncooperative imperial rival, willing
to side with tyrants, whether Napoleon Bona-
parte or the Russian tsar, as well as a defender
of slavery and the international slave trade.
Nor were the Americans finished disappointing
liberal Britain, rejecting outright the mantra-
cum-gospel of free trade and instead embarking
upon the retrograde course of imposing tariffs.
Tariffs, it must be said, that were openly pro-
claimed to be aimed primarily at British com-
merce.’* While those historians who point out
that relations between the two nations were
improving are fundamentally correct, they
had started from a very low point.’* Moreover,
the arrival of Irish immigrants following the
Great Famine, 1845—49, and the need of cer-
tain politicians, such as Seward, to pander to
them, gave American Anglophobia anew lease
of life. While Congressional debates were no
longer akin to those witnessed by Sir Basil Hall

in 1829, who observed ‘this eternal vitupera-
tion of England and everything belonging to
us’, anti-British sentiment remained widespread
and popular

Much of this was, predictably, reflected upon
the other side of the Atlantic. Not all Britons
were anti-American any more than all Ameri-
cans were Anglophobes. Nonetheless, there
was little in the way of either trust or concord
between the two nations and their respec-
tive peoples. This could be true even of those
groups theoretically in agreement, such as Brit-
ish and American abolitionists. For example,
Harriet Beecher Stowe, of Uncle Tom’s Cabin
(1852) fame, complained in letters home that
anti—slavery sentiment in Britain was often sim-
ply anti-American.*® Nor did immigration nec-
essarily contribute to a better understanding,
as is sometimes claimed. Anywhere between
one-third and one-half of all British migrants
(the Irish were the exception) returned home,
and those that did so were often unimpressed by
their experiences. Frances Trollope’s notorious
The Domestic Manners of the Americans (1832) was
ascreed by a failed immigrant.

This is also why, mythology notwithstand-
ing, British radicals’ and liberals’ views of the
United States were at best ambiguous; Cob-
den’s and Bright’s pro-American zealotry was
the exception rather than the rule. Such con-
servative animosity that existed meantime, was
far more owed to the conflicts detailed above
than out of any alleged threat to British soci-
ety that America’s republican institutions sup-
posedly represented .’ Far from being divided
by the Civil War, meanwhile, most in Britain
wished a plague on both houses. Even among
the small minority who favoured one party or
the other, Britons were less inclined to support
a side in the Civil War than oppose one. Oppo-
nents of the Union tended to be such because
they believed the South had the right of politi-
cal self-determination, regularly comparing
the Confederate cause to the Italian or Hungar-
ian struggles. Opponents of the Confederacy,
meanwhile, tended to be such because of slav-
ery, regularly comparing Southern secession to
Irish rebellion 3

While much has been made of the various
meetings held on the Civil War by each sides’
partisans, in an age where mass political meet-
ings of 50,000 and above were common — such
as that held by Palmerston in Glasgow in April
1863 — only six meetings on the Civil War man-
aged to exceed 5,000 persons, with none reach-
ing 10,000. The number of actual partisans in
any case was small, as shown by the fact that
the combined membership of the pro-North
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and pro-South organisations amounted to some
2,500 individuals — out of a nation of over 29
million.”” This was unimpressive even in com-
parison to other foreign events. Besides the
fact that the Civil War was replaced as a topic
of interest by the Polish rebellion and Prus-
sian—Danish War from 1863 onwards, both the
earlier Hungarian and Italian struggles had
commanded far more British attention and
support?® When Lajos ‘Louis’ Kossuth visited
Britain in 1851, he attracted crowds of 75,000 in
Birmingham and possibly as many as 100,000
in London* In Giuseppe Garibaldi’s case, Brit-
ish homes were filled with items containing his
image, from plates and cups to prints, paint-
ings and busts. Pubs and taverns were named
after him, as was a biscuit. There were no such
popular memorabilia with respect to Lincoln
— even after his assassination, the British public
response to which, in any case, was more muted
than later mythology would have it.*
Consequently, the ministry was never under
any political pressure regarding the conflict —
either outside or inside of parliament. When
consulted by Palmerston and Russell regard-
ing America, the leader of the Conservatives,
Lord Derby, along with Benjamin Disraeli, let
it be known that the Tories favoured a course of

309

‘bona fide neutrality.* Meantime, few members
of either the House of Commons or the House
of Lords regarded the conflict as any of Britain’s
business. Only one in six referred to it in their
public addresses and, of these, a clear major-

ity supported neutrality —irrespective of their
political affiliation.**

Nonetheless, for all the antipathy towards
the United States —and exacerbated rather than
mitigated by the Union’s initial diplomacy —
slavery and the spectre of the slave trade placed
the South beyond the pale for most in Britain;
something that became more pronounced fol-
lowing the 1862 Emancipation Proclamation.
Little wonder, then, that in January 1863 Con-
federate agent Matthew Maury reported to
his superiors from Britain that, ‘many of our
friends have mistaken British admiration of
Southern “pluck” and newspaper spite at Yan-
kee insolence as Southern sympathy. No such
thing. There is no love for the South here. In its
American policy the British government sup-
ports the people’.# Maury might equally have
said that the British people supported their gov-
ernment with respect to the conflict.

The immediate acrimony that arose between
the Union and Britain from the war’s outbreak
until the Trent Affair, demonstrates the distrust
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inherent in the relationship. Secretary of State
Seward, concerned about British intervention,
blustered about annexing Canada, becoming
even more truculent when Britain declared

its neutrality. His behaviour was amplified by
other Union politicians and a sizable portion of
Northern opinion. Lincoln’s public declarations
that he would not interfere with slavery, mean-
time, plus the introduction of the protection-
ist Morrill tariff, reminded the British why the
two nations had never been particularly close.
By mid-1861, the Union was widely regarded

as aggressive, irrational and rabidly Anglopho-
bic. As the fiercely anti-Southern Spectator put

itin June, “The Americans are, for the moment,
transported beyond the influence of common
sense ... With all of England sympathising,
more or less heartily, with the North, they per-
sist on regarding her as an enemy, and seem pos-
itively anxious to change an ally, who happens
to be quiescent, into an open and dangerous
foe.* The prime minister was in agreement,
writing to the foreign secretary, Lord Rus-

sell, on 9 September 1861, that ‘T almost doubt
Lincoln and Seward being foolish enough to
draw the sword against us, but they have shewn
themselves so wild, that any impertinence may
be expected from them,’ and insisted that Can-
ada be properly defended and the North Ameri-
can fleet be reinforced.® In this, Palmerston was
upholding a long-standing British approach to
the United States, characterised by one scholar
as ‘winning without fighting’: avoid war by
maintaining a demonstration of strength.*

The most significant challenge to the Palm-
erston ministry’s determination to avoid entan-
glement in the Civil War came in the winter
of 1861/2 when in November, a Union war-
ship, the USS San Jacinto stopped the mail car-
rier, RMS Trent in international waters, and
seized two Confederate commissioners, James
Mason and John Slidell, plus their secretaries,
who were travelling as passengers. Predict-
ably, this touched off a storm of outrage in Brit-
ain and one that grew considerably when news
arrived from America that the San ]acinto’s cap-
tain, Charles Wilkes, was being lionised for,
among other things, defying the British. What
amounted to an ultimatum was sent to Wash-
ington, altered slightly by Prince Albert who
inserted a clause declaring that Britain had no
doubt Wilkes had acted without authority, thus
providing the Union with a means of retreat.
Similarly, the Palmerston ministry refused
to meet with any Confederate agents who
approached the government with an offer of a
military alliance against the Union in exchange
for diplomatic recognition. The Lincoln

The Palmerston Ministry’s foreign policy and the American Civil War

cabinet, upon receipt of the ultimatum, after
some debate, bowed to both Jjustice and prag-
matism, and released the Southern envoys.+
That this prevented a probable third British—
American war has long been acknowledged.
What has been less noted is that the incident
also opened the way to resolving the longstand-
ing divide over the right of search.

That the Trent Affair — or Trent outrage as
the British called it — took place three years
after the 1858 boarding crisis is important. One
historian, justifying the rapturous applause
the American captain received in the Union,
declares, ‘they praised Wilkes for avenging ...
all the British maritime encroachments with
one blow.” By 1861, however, these ‘maritime
encroachments’ amounted entirely to the Royal
Navy’s searching American ships for slaves.
Further, the return of the envoys was preceded
by an intemperate response from the US sec-
retary of state. In effect, Seward declared that
although the seizure was illegal, the Union
was returning the envoys because they were
unimportant. Had they been important, the
North would have refused to return them.
Although often overlooked in recent scholar-
ship, Seward’s response effectively repudiated
a half-century of American views of freedom
of the seas.* Basically, it not only justified the
British position regarding the right of search
—it went far beyond. If mere ‘importance’ of
the human cargo onboard a ship justified sei-
zure and removal, the Royal Navy had just
been given a remarkably free hand with respect
to American shipping*® The British media’s
response to Seward’s message demonstrates this
was recognised. When The Economist noted that
‘we will consider the act of Mr. Lincoln a free
gift’, it was not simply referring to the admin-
istration’s return of Mason and Slidell to Brit-
ish custody.s"The Illustrated London News also
declared the United States was now in agree-
ment with Britain with respect to right of
search.s

This impacted the negotiations surrounding
the 1862 Lyons—Seward Treaty resulting ina
mutual right of search between Britain and the
United States. True, the Lincoln administra-
tion was already making moves toward eman-
cipation by 1862, but the treaty, negotiated by
Seward and Lord Lyons, the British minister
to Washington, was ratified a full four months
before the Emancipation Proclamation. While
the treaty was at least partially a concession to
the British government, it was also clearly an
attempt to undo some of Seward’s inadvert-
ently excessive generosity in his response to the
Palmerston ministry during the Trent incident.

The most signifi-
cant challenge to
the Palmerston
ministry’s deter-
mination to

avoid entangle-
ment in the Civil
War came in the
winter of 1861/2
whenin Novem-
ber, a Union war-
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RMS Trent in inter-
national waters,
and seized two
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were travelling as
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The Emancipation Proclamation has overshad-
owed the significance of the Lyons—Seward
Treaty in the scholarship of British—-American
relations during the Civil War, but it was none-
theless a diplomatic milestone considering the
past fifty years of British—American animosity
over the right of search s

That the right of search remained important
to Palmerston is demonstrated in his remarks to
Russell, when informed in September 1861 by
an American visitor that, contrary to appear-
ances, the Civil War was in fact about slavery:
the prime minister wrote, “Well, if the North
are easily led to make all their present pas-
sions and sacrifices on account of their hatred
of slavery, why should they not prove their
abhorrence of slavery by joining us in our
operations against the slave trade by giving us
the facilities for putting it down when carried
under the United States flag [?]** That said, the
Lyons—Seward Treaty did not mean accord was
entirely complete. In 1863, the American slave
trader, Captain Thomas Morgan, languishing
in Newburyport Gaol, Massachusetts, wrote to
Lincoln, demanding a presidential pardon. Lin-
coln, who on the reverse of the letter wrote that
‘the gentleman who brings me this letter says it
isa “slave trade” conviction of a minor grade’,
proved sympathetic.* On March 11, 1863,
despite the existence of the US anti-slave-trade
laws, despite being caught with goo slaves on
board a ship he commanded, Morgan received
his presidential pardon. True, Lincoln did not
earlier pardon Nathaniel Gordon in 1862, the
only American ever executed for participation
in the slave trade, but his willingness to free
the notorious Morgan demonstrates that differ-
ences remained between the prime minister and
the president.

Yet the 1862 Lyons—Seward Treaty, a success
for the Palmerston ministry growing out of the
Trent Affair, remained within the parameters
of British—-American relations for the past fifty
years: crisis, followed by relatively peaceful res-
olution, followed by treaty. This approach also
underpinned the issue of potential British medi-
ation in the Civil War. That the Palmerston
ministry wanted to avoid any military entan-
glement in the conflict is now the scholarly
consensus.’® The ministry also proved adept at
undermining those few MPs, such as the radi-
cal John Arthur Roebuck — one of the three
authors of the Peoples’ Charter — who put forth
motions to enter the war on behalf of the Con-
federacy’” Even had the ministry been willing
to abandon the approach of the past forty-five
years with respect to the United States, Brit-
ain, having recently fought both the Crimean
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War (1854—6) and the Indian Mutiny (1857) and
engaged in the Maori Wars (18451872, escalat-
ingin 1860), was experiencing imperial over-
stretch, and wanted no more foreign adventures
—as the disinclination to become militarily
involved in the Polish Rebellion in 1863 and
the Prussian—Danish War in 1864 demonstrate.
Further, as the most recent examination of
the Palmerston ministry’s mediation discus-
sion points out, it took place at the same time
as the cabinet crisis in France over French poli-
cies toward Italy and, more importantly, the
overthrow of the Greek king. The revolution in
Greece reopened the Eastern Question causing
concerns for the Palmerston ministry’s foreign
policy. Ultimately, the British government had
to determine whether the situation in North
America or the Eastern Question required more
urgent attention. Given the priority European
issues took over North American, the Palm-
erston ministry unsurprisingly determined
that potential threats closer to home were more
important.s® To put it more bluntly: except for
the Trent Affair, the Civil War was never a dip-
lomatic priority for Palmerston’s ministry.
Offering mediation, in any case, was not
the same as military intervention, but even
here, the cabinet was divided. The two chief
supporters of mediation, Russell and William
Gladstone, the chancellor of the exchequer,
not only faced opposition from the secretary
of war, George Cornewall Lewis and most of
the cabinet, but they could not bring Palm-
erston around in support of it either. Despite
claims that the prime minister supported medi-
ation, the only statement in favour of it in his
correspondence came in September 1862. Yet
even here, the most to which the prime minis-
ter would consent was that if Washington and
Baltimore fell into the hands of the Confeder-
ates, mediation could then be considered 3 This
was a considerable qualifier. If the federal capi-
tal fell into enemy hands, it would have prob-
ably meant the end of the Union in any case.
In October, after news of the North’s victory
at the Battle of Antietam arrived, Palmerston
argued that, instead of mediation, ‘Ishould be
inclined to think that we might begin by a gen-
eral recommendation to the two parties to enter
into communication with each other in order to
see whether some arrangement of their difficul-
ties might not be made by which this afflicting
and destructive war might be ended.” In other
words, before Britain even attempted to offer
mediation, it should first be established whether
the two parties would even talk to each other.
The situation was complicated by Glad-
stone’s the South ‘has made a nation’ speech
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at Newecastle on 7 October 1862. As the cabi-
net was discussing mediation, Gladstone had
caused something of a leak. Unfortunately for
him, the public outcry was unfavourable, even
from those hostile to the Union. For exam-
ple, both The Times and the Saturday Review,
two decidedly anti-Northern periodicals, con-
demned Gladstone’s speech.” The majority of
British public opinion, like the cabinet’s, was
against interference in the conflict. Follow-
ing this public outcry, Palmerston scrutinised
Russell’s proposals even more closely and on
20 October, he pointed out to the foreign sec-
retary: ‘One difficulty as [to] mediation would
be the function of slavery and the giving up
of fugitive slaves. Could we without offence
to many people here recommend to the North
to sanction slavery and to undertake to return
runaways and yet would not the South insist
upon some such foundations [?]** While Palm-
erston did ﬁnally agree to give Russell his cabi-
net meeting on mediation on 23 October, two
days later, upon receipt of Lewis’ arguments
against it, Palmerston cancelled the meeting,
writing to Russell that, ‘T have read through
your memorandum on American affairs &
Lewis’s observations. Your description of the
state of things between the two parties is most
comprehensive and just. I am however inclined
to agree with Lewis that at present we would
take no steps nor make any communication of
a distinct proposition with any advantage.
Given the late notice, an informal meeting was
held by some of the cabinet, including Russell
and Lewis, leading to an exchange between the
two that became acrimonious to such an extent
that Palmerston had to intervene to soothe tem-
pers. Nonetheless, as the prime minister noted
to Russell, on 26 October, ‘[Southern| inde-
pendence can be converted into an established
fact by the cause of events alone.™

The last cabinet discussion regarding media-
tion took place in November 1862, when the
foreign secretary presented a proposal from
the French emperor, Napoleon III, of joint
mediation to the cabinet. The emperor’s plan
included a six-month armistice and a suspen-
sion of the Northern blockade. Besides Glad-
stone and Baron Westbury, the lord chancellor,
the rest of the cabinet rejected the proposal out-
right. Gladstone was incensed by Palmerston’s
failure to support himself and the foreign sec-
retary, but the prime minister had warned Rus-
sell of his misgivings before the meeting: ‘But
is it likely that the Federals would consent to
an armistice to be accompanied by a suspen-
sion of blockades, and which would give the
Confederates a means of getting all the supplies
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they may want?” That was merely one problem.
There was another: ‘Then comes the difficulty
about slavery and the giving up of runaway
slaves, about which we would hardly frame a
proposal which the Southerns would accept,
the Northerns to agree to, and the people of
England would approve of.” There was a final
problem: ‘“The French government are more
free from the Shackles of Principle and of Right
& Wrong as on all others than we are.” There
was no trust between Britain and France. The
two nations were engaged in a naval rivalry,
building ocean-going ironclads, and the vol-
unteer movement had been established in 1859
to protect against a possible French invasion
of Britain. Further, in 1861, Napoleon IIIT had
established a puppet regime in Mexico in defi-
ance of the United States, making his interests
in the war very different to Britain’s. In short,
Palmerston had no confidence in the emperor
or his proposal. The prime minister’s failure to
support Russell and Gladstone simply reflected
his clearly expressed dissatisfaction. This was
the last time the Palmerston ministry discussed
mediation. In January, Poland and then Lithu-
ania rebelled against Russia, followed by the
Schleswig-Holstein crisis, resulting in the 1864
Prussian—Danish War. In terms of foreign
affairs, America became less important and
less relevant, especially as effects of the cotton
shortages eased in 1862. One more crisis would
rear its head, however, and that was the ques-
tion of Confederate shipbuilding in Britain.

James Bulloch, the Confederate agent resid-
ing in Liverpool directing these efforts, recog-
nised the advantages created by the fact that
the full burden of proof fell upon the Crown
when it came to violations of the 1819 Foreign
Enlistment Act. Working in the leading ship-
building nation in the world and cloaking his
activities under mounds of misleading docu-
mentation, Bulloch commissioned vessels that
left British ports as ostensibly innocent ships of
neutral nations, only to be armed on the high
seas and converted into raiders. Despite the
myth that the British government colluded in
allowing these privateers to be unleashed upon
Northern shipping, historians have exonerated
Palmerston’s ministry of collaboration. Indeed,
in the case of the most notorious of them, the
Alabama, the most recent scholarship blames the
Union’s officials for the ship’s escape because
they failed to provide the necessary evidence
they possessed to the ministry in a timely
fashion.®”

Washington, understandably outraged by
Bulloch’s activities, demanded that London halt
them. Despite the acrimony over the Alabama’s

Ironically, how-

escape, the Palmerston ministry was broadly
in agreement, recognising that these activi-

ties represented a dangerous precedent to the ever, Southern
world’s largest merchant marine. Having long

sought American agreement that privateering

shipbuilding, like

was piracy, Bulloch’s actions undermined Brit- the Trent inci-

ish diplomatic objectives. A clampdown on his

activities followed — despite some outstanding dent’ compelled
failures such as the release of the CSS Alexandra greater communi-
by the courts in June 1863 because the Crown

failed to prove Southern ownership of the ves- cationand coop-
sel. That same year, Bulloch audaciously tried .

to have two ironclad rams built for the Confed-  €ration between
eracy. Attempting to fool British officials, he the Lincoln
covered his involvement, making it difficult to

determine the vessels’ purchaser. Unfortunately — administration
for him, the ministry was not deceived and in

September, the ships were detained. Faced with and the Palm-
Bulloch’s ingenious paper maze that potentially erston ministry.

prevented legal confiscation of the rams, Palm-
erston came up with the obvious solution —
compulsory purchase of the ships for the Royal
Navy.® Despite these setbacks, Bulloch’s raiders
caused havoc among American shipping. Thus,
the merchant marine that had transported so
many slaves across the Atlantic was savaged by
aslave power. This would prove to be a major
grievance of the United States during and

after the war which accused Britain of deliber-
ately releasing these privateers upon Northern
shipping.

Ironically, however, Southern shipbuild-
ing, like the Trent incident, compelled greater
communication and cooperation between the
Lincoln administration and the Palmerston
ministry. Just as the Trent Affair, for all its
sound and fury, ultimately released much of
the tension that had been built up the previous
year and demonstrated to all that neither Lin-
coln’s administration nor Palmerston’s minis-
try wanted a war, it also presaged the successful
agreement with respect to right of search. So,
too, did Bulloch’s activities, for all the recrimi-
nations, improve communications and thus
relations between Britain and the Union.

As the Civil War progressed, both Wash-
ington, involved in an increasingly protracted
struggle against the Confederacy, and London,
facing serious diplomatic problems in Europe,
found themselves communicating on progres-
sively more reasonable terms. Now that the
United States agreed with Britain with respect
to blockades, privateering, the right of search,
and indeed, slavery itself, Palmerston’s minis-
try pushed for increased cooperation at sea. In
October 1863, Sir Alexander Milne, the com-
mander of the North American and West Indies
Squadron visited Washington, met Lincoln and
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Seward and had dinner with Gideon Welles,
the US secretary of the navy, for precisely this
purpose. Both sides regarded the negotiations
a success. In January 1865, following a raid on
St Albans, Vermont, by Confederate agents in
Canada in October of the previous year, colo-
nial officials passed legislation and instituted a
clampdown on such activities. Seward, mean-
time, countermanded a Union general’s orders
to pursue rebels into Canada. When Congress
decided to terminate the Canadian—American
reciprocity treaty (1854) in retaliation for the
raid, both the Lincoln administration and the
Palmerston ministry tried to save it, each rec-
ognising the significance of their commercial
dealings despite the Morrill tariff.*

This growing cooperation was not unno-
ticed in the Confederate capital Richmond. In
fact, the South regarded Britain’s neutrality as
so one-sided in favour of the Union that the
Confederacy withdrew their representatives
from Britain in October 1863. In December of
that year, President Jefferson Davis, address-
ing the fourth session of the first Confederate
congress stated: ‘Great Britain has accordingly
entertained with that Government [the Union]
the closest and most intimate relations while
refusing, on its demands ordinary amicable
intercourse with us, and has ... interposed a
passive though effective bar to the knowledge
of our rights by other powers.” Davis’ oppo-
site number, Lincoln, meantime, was satis-
fied with Palmerston’s ministry to the extent
that he wanted it to remain in power on the
grounds that if it fell, it would be ‘replaced by
other more unfavorable to us’”* Palmerston and
Russell, meanwhile, preferred Lincoln in his
1864 re-election bid over his Democratic rival
George McClellan. While in both cases this
may well have been a case of sticking with the
devil you know, even Seward acquired rather
more respect for Britain by war’s end than at the
beginning. Indeed, in November 1865 he told
an incredulous Sir Frederick Bruce, who had
replaced Lord Lyons as minister to Washington
in March of that year, that ‘the interest of the
two great branches of the Anglo—Saxon race on
both sides of the Atlantic was to go together.’72

Phillip E. Myers is fundamentally correct
that the Civil War, far from being a serious
disruption to British—-American relations, was
instead a catalyst for improved diplomatic rela-
tions, making the later rapprochement possi-
ble. Certainly, the ameliorated relations proved
important in the post-war years leading up to
the Treaty of Washington (1871).” Although
much has been made of the fact Britain agreed
to arbitration for damages accrued to American

shipping by the Alabama and its sister ships, the
United States similarly compensated Canada
for the Fenian outrages following the war. Also
of overlooked importance was that the United
States effectively granted what amounted to
virtual diplomatic recognition of the newly
formed Dominion of Canada, thus formally
allowing British North America a legitimacy
that many in the United States had always
denied.™ Also significant was that the United
States now agreed with Britain on key aspects
of belligerent rights at sea, including the right
of blockades, the illegality of privateering and
the right of search — all of which had been dis-
puted in the Napoleonic Wars and in the dec-
ades afterwards. Although no one could predict
it, this would be of extreme importance forty-
three years later in the First World War, when
Britain blockaded the Triple Alliance.”

Civil War historians have been quick to
praise the Lincoln administration’s foreign pol-
icy, even if sometimes for the wrong reasons.
That said, Lincoln and Seward achieved their
goal of preventing foreign intervention in the
war, which was certainly important, even if the
claim that this applies to the Palmerston minis-
try is untrue. Less appreciated, however, is that
by any measurement, the Palmerston minis-
try’s response to the Civil War was both com-
petent and intelligent, especially given the state
of British—American relations before the con-
flict. None of the crises, from the Trent Affair to
the Confederate shipbuilding, were allowed to
escalate to the point of war. Nor were the Brit-
ish equivalents of the American “War Hawks’
of 1812 given succour. The long-running dis-
pute over the right of search was settled. While
meditation was considered, it was not pur-
sued —just as the Lincoln cabinet debated, but
decided against, defying Britain over the Trent.
Similarly, Gladstone’s speech at Newcastle may
be paired with Seward’s early diplomacy and
his response to the Palmerston ministry during
the Trent Affair. If the Confederate shipbuild-
ing was a failure, it was a sin of omission not
commission and the improved communications
between the British and American govern-
ments because of it, militated against Southern
activities in British North America and ulti-
mately ensured that the United States would
largely accept the British view of a belligerent’s
maritime rights in war and Canada’s political
sovereignty. The Italian diplomat and author,
Daniele Varg, said that the art of diplomacy is
letting someone else have your way. In many
respects, this effectively sums up the Palm-
erston ministry’s achievements in the American
Civil War.
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Shannon Westwood traces the influence of John Bright on British attitudes to the
American Civil War.
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John Bright and his relationship with
the Union during the American Civil War

HE AMERICAN C1viL War was one of the

most turbulent periods in world his-

tory. A nation founded on ‘life, liberty
and the pursuit of happiness’ suddenly found
itself divided according to different interpreta-
tions of what those principles actually meant.
Individuals such as John Bright and Richard
Cobden were unshaken in their belief that the
Union, which epitomised their views, would
undoubtedly be the victors. Historians tend to
focus on Cobden and his influence in transat-
lantic relations during this period, but Bright
should be given equal importance. Bright often
lives in the shadow of Cobden when it comes to
the American conflict, with few pieces of litera-
ture solely focusing on Bright’s involvement.
As Louise Stevenson wrote, ‘to Americans of
the present day, John Bright is an unknown fig-
ure of unknown historical significance.” Yet,
Bright’s prominent pro-Union voice was some-
thing that could not be ignored in the build-up
to the conflict, and throughout its duration,
since he regularly expressed his opinions on the
events unfolding across the Atlantic. This was
largely because the Union championed Bright’s
own core beliefs: abolition, extending the fran-
chise, liberty and equality for all. Bright was
a firm believer in democracy, inspired by the
American system and the constitution that
the country was founded upon. His countless
speeches and relentless letter writing were piv-
otal in maintaining cordial relations between
Britain and America throughout the conflict,
whilst also providing Unionists with an insight
into public opinion at the time. It is for these
reasons that Bright’s name should be ‘most hon-
ourably & indisputably connected with the his-
tory of the great civil war.”

This article focuses on Bright’s involvement
in the American Civil War by considering his
pro-Union voice and attitudes, and the politi-
cal activities that he was involved in that helped
spread the Union’s cause. Such activities include

are those that were conducted at public gather-
ings rather than behind closed doors, as these
had the strongest impact and furthest reach.
The letters sent between Bright and his Ameri-
can counterparts are an undervalued source of
evidence and encompass proceedings from the
pre-war period right through to the close of the
conflict in 1865. These are found in the British
Library and are a key resource when discuss-
ing Bright’s influence in the conflict. This is
because they clearly demonstrate Bright’s inte-
gral role in maintaining lines of communica-
tion between Britain and America. Both of
these political activities will be explored and
dissected to highlight Bright’s support of the
Union, and the efforts that he went to ensure
that this support was heard.

Firstly, it is important to state that Bright
was not just a domestic reformer; he was an
advocate for reform in the United States too.
His political voice and opinions on the Civil
War reached a global audience, despite him not
actively supporting the conflict itself. Bright is
renowned for being an international pacifist,
stemming from his Quaker roots, so it should
come as no surprise that he did not supporta
war between the Union and the Confederacy.
More precisely, it was his Quakerism that did
not bring Britain into the war on the side of the
Confederacy, coupled with his influence over
leading parliamentarians such as Gladstone
and Palmerston. This was demonstrated at a
speech in Rochdale in 1861, at the outbreak of
the conflict, in which he described how ‘no man
is more in favour of peace than I am; no man
has denounced war more than I have, prob-
ably, in this country’3 Bright’s singular aim
when it came to the American Civil War was
to preserve American democracy. He had long
admired the freedom of American democracy
and longed for a similar system to be adopted in
Britain, which was slowly widening the scope
of democracy through several extensions of the

anumber of key speeches given by Bright on
the subject of the Union, which will be consid-
ered alongside the regular correspondence with
his American counterparts. The speeches used

John Bright (1811-89),
1864 (by Elliott & Fry;
© National Portrait
Gallery, London)

franchise. He was regularly accused of ‘want-
ing to Americanize their country’ by his Brit-
ish counterparts and hoped that Britain would
follow in America’s footsteps to bring about a
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more democratic society.* Bright’s reasoning
was that ‘an instructed democracy is the surest
foundation of government, and that education
and freedom are the only sources of true great-
ness and true happiness among any people.”

Bright’s love for American democracy influ-
enced his own campaigns for domestic reform,
largely free trade and the extension of the fran-
chise, as we know. President Lincoln and Bright
shared these values in that respect; it was about
the majority, not the elite few, with the ulti-
mate goal being the preservation of democracy.
In light of such beliefs, it is unsurprising that
historians like James McPherson termed Bright
as being ‘the foremost British champion of the
Union’* Furthermore, as well as being a pow-
erful voice for the Union, Bright did not shy
away from voicing his own opinion on slavery,
despite never identifying as an abolitionist, and
despite (ll_lakerisrn being closely linked with
the movement as a result of their early involve-
ment in the destruction of slavery in Britain in
the 1830s. He did not identify with the move-
ment because abolitionists were often described
as people who ‘before the Civil War had agi-
tated for the immediate, unconditional and
total abolition of slavery in the United States’,
whereas Bright’s interests lay with domestic
reform.’

In his vocality surrounding slavery, Bright
simply accepted and agreed that as an institu-
tion it was backward and outdated, and not in
line with America’s principles. In his speeches
he regularly drew a comparison between slaves
and the British working class, arguing that
these people came from ‘bonds’ themselves,
and how the lower classes could offer sympa-
thy to those slaves who were still not free peo-
ple.® This tactical move by Bright would have
resonated with a good number of people at a
time when many among the lower classes were
regarded as social outcasts. The speeches pro-
voked sympathy for the Union, culminating
with the famous speech at the Manchester Free
Trade Hall in 1862, demonstrating the power
and influence of Bright’s commentary of the
conflict. There were two main ways in which
Bright demonstrated his views: through his
passion and oratory on the subject, showcased
in his speeches; and in transatlantic correspond-
ence to his pro-Union counterparts in the
United States.

Speeches

Bright’s support of the Union was undoubtedly
best expressed through his many speeches dur-
ing the course of the conflict. Bright’s oratory is

Bright’s love for
American democ-
racy influenced
his own cam-
paigns for domes-
ticreform, largely
free trade and the
extension of the

franchise.

widely celebrated, with him often described as
a ‘talent in presenting with so much eloquence
and force.” Bright made speeches to a variety
of audiences, from MPs in parliament, to the
masses squeezed into the union and free trade
halls across the country. Without a doubt, the
speeches made in parliament are of the utmost
importance; however, it was not the loca-
tion that made his speeches significant, but,
rather, the audiences. Whilst all his speeches
are important, the speeches made to the masses
—mainly the working classes — were the ones
that had the most impact. The reasons for this
are threefold. Firstly, the Union’s rationale for
the conflict reached a much wider audience
than it normally would have —an audience that
included many members of the public who were
excluded from the political discussions of MPs.
Secondly, the working classes were directly
impacted by the Lancashire Cotton Famine of
1862, when their livelihoods were dramatically
turned around due to the block on the import
of Confederate cotton. Thirdly, and finally, by
speaking to the masses, Bright was creating a
grassroots movement that admired Lincoln and
the Union and consequently fostered a patience
for the situation that became crucial as the con-
flict continued.

Bright’s idolised views of American democ-
racy were a regular theme in his speeches.
One particular example came in Rochdale in
November 1863 and demonstrates Bright’s abil-
ity to convince his audience of the benefits of
American democracy. Attending alongside
Richard Cobden, Bright used his voice to illus-
trate how his views on America were becom-
ing popular among the many. In this, he made
particular reference to the restoration of the
Union and the abolition of slavery, and pro-
posed that the rectification of these moral issues
would lead Britain to ‘learn that an instructed
democracy is the surest foundation of govern-
ment, and that education and freedom are the
only sources of true greatness and true hap-
piness among any people.”™ Furthermore, he
added that the conflict had gained much more
recognition than the previous two years, when
the people and politicians that defended the
Confederacy were ‘either profoundly dishon-
est or profoundly ignorant.”* At another speech
at a dinner held in Rochdale in 1861, the Roch-
dale Observer had commented on Bright’s speech
and described him as being ‘one man in Eng-
land who did not forget he was allied with them
in language and blood.”* Unsurprisingly, such
rhetoric ensured that Bright received increas-
ing numbers of letters praising his efforts. For
example, in 1864, Edmund Bittinger wrote to
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Bright in admiration, noting that his ‘noble &
exalted statesmanship, true philanthropy of
love of liberty have given you a home in the
American heart which has been awarded to the
Englishmen of the present generation.” The
correspondence that Bright received will be
discussed later in this article.

Additionally, at the meeting of the trade
unions in London, in March 1863, Bright
spoke to trade unionists about the war and
emphasised that the sole purpose of their
gathering was to express ‘sympathy with the
Northern States of America in the present
struggle, and a belief that their success would
lead to the speedy emancipation of the negro
race.” Bright spoke at great length about dif-
fering aspects of the conflict — including the
economic impact it had had in Britain, owing
to the blockades imposed on imported cot-
ton — but made sure to underscore to those in
attendance the importance of supporting the
Union. As in his previous speeches, Bright
emphasised the notion that both Unionists
and the British workers were the same, regu-
larly referring to them as brothers. This was
further demonstrated at the closing of the

Lancashire cotton
famine: an 1862
newspaper
illustration showing
people queueing for
food and coal tickets
at a district Provident
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the people of England and their brothers of
America marching shoulder to shoulder deter-
minedly forward, the pioneers of human pro-
gress, the champions of universal liberty.”s
The language used by Bright was clearly
influenced by the founding pillars of Ameri-
can democracy, the ones that he admired so
much, and the very principles he wanted to
disseminate and popularise among his biggest
supporters.

When looking at Bright as a prominent
voice in support of the Union, it is impossible
to ignore the influence this had in Lancashire
during the Cotton Famine. The Cotton Fam-
ine had huge repercussions for the county as
a whole, as 310,000 out of 440,000 people liv-
ing in Lancashire in 1860 were employed in
cotton.” The cotton industry is enshrined in
the history of the county of Lancashire and,
for many years, it was by far the largest indus-
try in the entire north-west of England. This
extreme suffering gave Lancashire, as Mary
Ellison argued, ‘a basic involvement in the
American Civil War."” It is not hard to under-
stand why the Union blockade on Confederate
ports had such a negative impact on the eco-
nomic health of the region. To further illustrate
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the importance of American cotton in Brit-
ain’s industry, D. J. Oddy described how Brit-
ain ‘bought neatly 71 per cent of the American
crop in 1859—1860, which amounted to 80 per
cent of the United Kingdom’s total imports of
raw cotton.”® As a mill owner however, Bright
has been sub_ject to accusations of double stand-
ards, for whilst he was expressive in discuss-
ing the suffering that working classes endured,
he refused to contribute to the poor relief fund
in Rochdale but instead offered his workers
loans which they would eventually be unable
to repay.

Of course, there was an alternate supply
of Cotton from India, but Oddy’s statistics
show just how heavily reliant Britain was on
its transatlantic supply. Bright vocally disa-
greed with changing suppliers largely due to
his undying support for America. Bright, as
amill owner, was badly affected by the Cot-
ton Famine, but, despite this, still disagreed
with changing supplies to Indian cotton, thus
demonstrating his support for the Union. His
opinion was publicly showcased at a speech
in Birmingham in 1862, in which he openly
disagreed with economists like Edward Atkin-
son and clarified how, by continuing to trade
with America, this did not correlate with sup-
porting slavery or the Confederacy. Bright
was thus responsible for educating the British
people, and notably the working classes, who,
without Bright, would not have had a full
understanding of the conflict. James Skirving
in 1864 would later go on to describe Bright as
being ‘vital to the interests of human freedom’
and how the ‘people of England have but a
faint idea of it, and would have none whatever
but for you.”™ Bright was therefore considered
almost crucial, by Unionists, for the education
of the people of Britain about their cause and
held that, without him, none of it would have
been possible.

In summary, Lancashire and its inhabitants
ultimately suffered so the Union could prevail
in the conflict by crippling the Confederate
economy. At a speech in Birmingham, Bright
expressed the importance of this and, to fur-
ther contextualise his arguments, explained
the differing opinions concerning the Union
among the aristocracy. This was a bold move
for Bright, as he knew that this meeting, and
the opinions voiced there, would eventually
reach America, where they could be acknowl-
edged by those close to President Lincoln. With
this speech, Bright aimed to demonstrate how
a complete severing of ties with American cot-
ton would be disastrous for the longevity of the
cotton industry. He amplified the views of the

Working classes, and identified with them, as
demonstrated in this extract:

But most of all, and before all, I believe — I
am sure that is true in Lancashire, where the
working men have seen themselves coming
down from prosperity to ruin, from inde-
pendence to a subsistence on charity, —I'say
that I believe that the unenfranchised but
not hopeless millions of this country will
never sympathize with a revolt which is
intended to destroy the liberty of a conti-
nent, and to build on its ruins a mighty fab-
ric of human bondage.*

In this, Bright brought attention to those suf-
fering the greatest, and helped his listeners
empathise and relate to those still held captive
in slavery. He likened their struggle to that of
the lower classes, who were collectively pris-
oners to the political and class system. Bright
rightly stated that those that were unenfran-
chised but were free from suffering, say pre-
dominantly the middle classes, would not be
able to relate to slavery in America because
their struggle was not one and the same. It

is partially true, as they had not suffered the
greatest losses during the famine. This level of
similarity and relatability between Unionists
and the struggles of the working classes of Lan-
cashire helped British workers understand the
conflict on a deeper level and could now under-
stand what their motives were for continuing
the conflict. This was largely down to Bright’s
oratory and pro-Union voice being showcased
at his speeches. Bright’s insistence on standing
by American cotton, and his desire to foment
an element of relatability between those in the
Union, those in slavery, and those among the
British working classes, were greatly admired
and appreciated by his American counterparts.
People such as Theodore Tilton, an American
newspaper editor, praised Bright for his and
Lancashire’s support in standing by this deci-
sion. Tilton hoped that ‘God [will] help you,
and all the rest of the nobility in England — by
which I mean the noble souls of Lancashire,
who know how to suffer ... Ireach my hand to
you over the sea!’, and thereby acknowledged
the suffering that British workers were experi-
encing in aid of continuing the Anglo-Ameri-
can cotton trade.*

In addition to his influence among workers
during the Cotton Famine, Bright’s pro-Union
voice was significant in teaching the British
people how to organise and conduct their own
meetings. One of the most notable instances
of this was at the Manchester Free Trade Hall

In summary, Lan-
cashire and its
inhabitants ulti-
mately suffered
so the Union could
prevail in the con-
flict by crippling
the Confeder-

ate economy. At
aspeechin Bir-
mingham, Bright
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in December 1862, which stands as the apex of
Bright’s voice and influence in British discus-
sions about the American conflict. This was a
meeting organised and attended by the work-
ing- and middle-class men of Manchester,
which was something not uncommon in mid-
Victorian Britain, and covered extensively by
the popular Manchester Guardian. At this point
in the conflict, a common understanding was
being established between Unionists and the
working people of Manchester and Lancashire,
which was based on a shared struggle of mere
survival. As stated earlier, for Unionists, the
struggle was evidently the American Civil War
and how it split the nation. For British work-
ing classes in Manchester and, more widely in
Lancashire, it was the economic impact of the
Cotton Famine and the blockade on Confeder-
ate ports. Transatlantic relations were strained
prior to Lincoln’s election, but now that aboli-
tion and slavery were widely understood fac-
tors in the conflict, Lancashire had sided once
again with the Union and the majority pledged
their support during the Civil War.

Many working- and middle-class men were
educated on the issue of the conflict, slavery and
Bright’s desire to abolish it, and this led them to
want to pass resolutions of their own. They had
taken inspiration from Bright’s earlier speeches
in parliament, London and Rochdale, in which
Bright had openly supported the Union.
Bright’s rhetoric and views on slavery were evi-
dent at this meeting, as the workers made par-
ticular reference to the choice of ‘legal freedom’
and stated that ‘one thing alone has, in the past,
lessened our sympathy with your country and
our confidence in it, — we mean, the ascendancy
of politicians who not merely maintained negro
slavery, but desired to extend and root it more
firmly.** They went on to say thatin such a
short space of time, President Lincoln had made
considerable steps to ensuring freedom would
prevail, which ‘fills us with hope that every
stain on your freedom will shortly be removed,
and that the erasure of that foul blot upon civi-
lisation and Christianity - chattei—siavery -
during your presidency, will cause the name of
Abraham Lincoln to be honoured and revered
by prosperity.” When reading the speech in its
entirety, it is unquestionable that Bright’s expe-
rience and ideas were filtered throughout.

The Manchester Guardian reprinted the
speech in its entirety and saw how the Ameri-
can Civil War was becoming an opportunity
for the working classes to express their opin-
ions on slavery and support the Union.* The
newspaper, whilst directly not stating their
own opinion on the content of the meeting, did

‘The Voice of Reason”: John Bright and his relationship with the Union during the American Civil War

believe that it lacked influence due to the more
respectable middle classes choosing to stay
away from the hall.* Anonymous readers con-
tributed their opinions however, which were
published by the paper. In a follow-up piece
entitled “To the Editor of the Guardian’, there
was a response that produced an interesting
debate. Whilst the author praised the organisa-
tion and publicity of the meeting, the contents
of the event provoked a different reaction. The
anonymous contributor wrote:

Why, sir, had not this rupture taken place,
we should have gone on comfortably, tak-
ing slave-grown cotton (the real encour-
agement to slavery), and never had our
consciences pricked about the question.*

It is not clear whether the ‘rupture’ mentioned
referred to the meeting or the conflict itself,
but it would seem the most iogical for it to
refer to the latter. Essentially it suggests that
had the American Civil War not been brought
into the public sphere, the British people would
have gone about their livelihoods as normal.
A thought would not have been spared for the
origins of the cotton that they produced and
sold. However, through individuals such as
Bright and his public speeches, the middle and
working classes acquired knowledge of the
conflict and its origins, and therefore naturally
raised questions with regards to the morality of
slavery. Bright wanted to create this ongoing
debate amongst the public; he wanted to pro-
vide awareness-raising information about the
issues that were occurring. Bright’s voice in the
build-up to the meeting at the Trade Hall, sim-
ply put, paved the way for differing perspec-
tives and arguments on the topic, and brought
these debates that were being had about the
Civil War, in private and parliamentarian set-
tings, into the public domain.

Therefore, Bright proved to be pivotal for
the Union, not by strengthening transatlan-
tic relations, but simply by maintaining them.
What makes this even more impressive is the
fact that the ever-present threat of domes-
tic and economic turmoil in Britain did lit-
tle to cool volatile Anglo-American relations.
Whilst Bright was public in his support for
the Union, he also continued his appraisal and
admiration for America in his own, private let-
ters with leading Unionists. Bright’s letters are
held in the National Archives in Washington
DC, but, when considering Bright’s influence,
it is equally important to examine the letters
that he received from notable figures at the
heart of the American Civil War. Letters from

Journal of Liberal History 114 Spring 2022 27



‘The Voice of Reason’: John Bright and his relationship with the Union during the American Civil War

His support from
Unionists was
paramount and
is clearly dem-
onstrated by the
sheer volume of
letters that he
received. Patrick
Joyce, in Demo-
cratic Subject: The
Selfandthe Social
in Nineteenth-
Century England,
likened the fanat-
ical response to
Bright’s speeches
as representative
of akind of ‘cult’.

his co-correspondents are held in the British
Library and are an undervalued resource when
examining Bright’s pro-Union voice, as they
give us a greater understanding of how deeply
Bright was respected and adored on the Ameri-
can continent.

Letters

Although Bright’s pro-Union voice manifested
predominantly in the public speaking arena, he
privately showcased his support for the Union
through the art of letter writing — correspond-
ing with leading Unionists. For the purpose of
this article, it is the content within these let-
ters that provides the more convincing argu-
ment as to how significant Bright’s voice was.
His support from Unionists was paramount and
is clearly demonstrated by the sheer volume of
letters that he received. Patrick Joyce, in Demo-
cratic Subject: The Self and the Social in Nineteenth-
Century England, likened the fanatical response
to Bright’s speeches as representative of a kind
of ‘cult’.”” This suggests an almost religious,
spiritual association with Bright’s values and
methods. From here, this article will consider
the letters that Bright received, and highlight
the abundance of praise heaped upon him. He
was routinely invited to take part in, or be an
honorary guest at, functions and trips over-
seas, illustrating just how well thought of he
was. The letters that he received were largely
in response to his speeches, which propelled
Bright to worldwide recognition for his ora-
tory. However, this was not their only purpose,
and many correspondents wanted to ques-

tion Bright’s opinions and thoughts further, on
issues such as abolition, and the very real pros-
pect of a divided United States.

During the conflict, Bright corresponded
with prominent Unionists, most significantly
politicians and confidants of President Abra-
ham Lincoln, and did his utmost to pledge sup-
port for their cause. Bright closely spoke with
Charles Sumner and William Seward, who
relayed these letters to the likes of President
Lincoln in cabinet meetings. For example, in
relation to Britain’s response to the Lancashire
Cotton Famine, Bright wrote to Sumner reas-
suring him that the British ‘working-class is
with you and against the South’, something that
was later read aloud to the president himself.?*
Another example is a piece of correspondence
with William Henry Aspinall, who redirected
Bright’s response to Salmon P. Chase, Lincoln’s
secretary of the treasury, who also read Bright’s
ideas to President Lincoln. Bright’s letters were
described as having ‘influence’, though this was

never explained or discussed.? Bright and Lin-
coln never met in person, owing to the former’s
reluctance to travel to the United States as his
close friend Cobden had done. However, the
two enjoyed a mutual admiration, a relation-
ship exemplified by the presence of a newspaper
clipping of a John Bright speech calling for Lin-
coln’s re-election. This clipping was found in
Lincoln’s jacket pocket, following his assassina-
tion in April 1865.3° It is a clear demonstration
that Bright’s voice was highly regarded by not
only Unionists, but those closest to the presi-
dent and in top government positions.

It was mentioned earlier that Bright received
alarge volume of letters throughout his trans-
atlantic network, and it could be argued that
this ‘fan mail’ gave him an almost celebrity-like
status. To examine a definition by Simon Mor-
gan, a person became a ‘celebrity’ in the Victo-
rian period when ‘a sufficiently large audience
is interested in their actions, image and person-
ality to create a viable market for commodities
carrying their likeliness and for information
about their lives and views 3 So, to an extent,
Bright’s pro-Union voice propelled him to
being at the forefront of international opinion
on the conflict. His transatlantic correspond-
ence began in the 1850s, discussing the Ameri-
can political and democratic system, as well
as the prospect of the Civil War that loomed.
What this shows is Bright’s initial inquisitive-
ness into the nature of the American political
system, and it traces his own growing desire for
a British system that mirrored that of its trans-
atlantic counterpart. In fact, Bright was often
accused by his critics of trying to ‘Americanize’
Britain and move towards an idealist American
system.’* This is because the British elite were
opposed to any form of American system as, at
that time, the British aristocracy held the bulk
of political power due to the lack of enfran-
chisement at that time. If Britain were to adopt
amore American democracy-style system, the
British elite would have to concede their own
privilege, and almost monopolised access to
the vote, to the public. For Bright, the Ameri-
can way of thinking incorporated the average
working man and appeared to be more open
than our system at that time.

The contents of these letters differ greatly
in content. They include appraisals of Bright’s
most prominent and well-documented pro-
Union speeches in Birmingham and Manches-
ter, as well as invitations from committees
across the country, and beyond, requesting his
presence at their next conference. For the most
part, John Bright was praised for both his activ-
ism in parliament, and his growing support
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among the working people of Manchester
and Lancashire. In a letter from the New York
Chamber of Commerce, P. Perit wrote that ‘to
have found an able and fearless advocate under
such circumstances; was a privilege, which we
cannot too fully appreciate, or acknowledge
with sufficient warmth.3 Unionists knew the
risks that Bright was taking by being SO outspo-
ken about the Union and his support for it, and
realised that there would be a backlash against
him from the British government and its pub-
lic. In an expression of deepest thankfulness,
Perit emphasised how grateful America was for
Bright’s rallying cries to the masses in Britain in
support of the Union. He summarised this best
by stating that ‘this nation will ever remember
the gratitude, the noble advocacy of our cause,
which you have had the firmness and courage
to maintain, in face of public prejudice, and
ministerial opposition.’* Likewise, at a coun-
cilin Denver on 28 January 1864, resolutions
were passed commending Bright and Cobden
for their pro-Union support. From observing
the correspondence, this appeared to be a nor-
mal procedure of this time. At this particular
meeting, the first resolution passed was ‘that
we, the Union, freedom loving men of Denver,
Colorado Territory, United States of America,
recognize in John Bright and Richard Cobden,
true representatives of the outspoken spirit of
English liberty’s

Similarly, individuals such as Anson Glea-
son, a US Presbyterian minister who also
served as a missionary to the Chocotaw Indi-
ans, praised Bright for his speeches on the
conflict and for bringing awareness to the
American situation. In one particular letter,
Gleason made reference to a speech that Bright
made in Rochdale in 1861, and he asked Bright
if he had any ‘room in your noble philan-
thropic heart for a yankee stranger, who with
his family has been recently very highly enter-
tained and electrified by your late speech at the
dinner in Rochdale’3* This meeting was used
by Bright as an opportunity to initially explain
the situation in America and the reasons for the
country splitting into two. His speech would
later be reprinted in the Rochdale Observer,
which would bring greater awareness of the
conflict to the public domain. With regards to
the speech made at the Free Trade Hall in Man-
chester in 1862, Bright was recognised as hav-
ing some involvement and received letters of
thanks from his American counterparts. The
scenes displayed at the hall attracted the atten-
tion of American author John Lothrop Mot-
ley, an individual who regularly corresponded
with Bright. Motley praised Bright for his own

support of the Union and commented on the
scenes that unfolded at the meeting, as well as
the language used. Motley explained how this
meeting illustrated to Americans how Brit-
ish perceptions of the American people and
the conflict had changed, claiming that ‘recent
events have proved that the great heart of
England is good.”” It was largely recognised
therefore that whilst Bright did not attend the
meeting, his American counterparts knew that
he was somehow involved in influencing the
organisation of the meeting. It was yet another
avenue whereby Bright’s pro-Union voice was
demonstrated.

Bright’s pro-Union voice also received
recognition by those involved heavily in the
abolition movement in the United States. As
referenced at the beginning of this article, while
Bright’s stance on slavery was uncertain due
to his lack of identification with the abolition-
ist movement, his principles and support of the
Union clearly gained the attention of promi-
nent figures who were supportive of the aboli-
tion of slavery. Bright, as we know, was more
concerned with the freedom of everyone, not
just specifically slaves. It could be argued that,
in Bright’s perspective, those without the fran-
chise were equally as constrained within the
British political system as slaves were in the
United States. P. Wetmore, in one of his let-
ters to Bright, described him as someone who
articulated ‘emancipated principles which lie
at the root of international equity.* Wetmore
was also aware of Bright’s attempts in parlia-
ment to defend the Union, which he had heard
about through the correspondence that he had
received from other individuals involved in the
transatlantic network. Within this network
they regularly exchanged newspaper transcripts
of speeches, as well as reviews and coverage of
international affairs. Moreover, influential fig-
ures in the abolitionist movement such as Har-
riet Beecher Stowe recognised Bright as part
of the transatlantic network and praised his
pro-Union stance in Britain. She commended
Bright as ‘the Liberal Member of Parliament
John Bright whose constant support for the
Union was a source of comfort for many in the
North.” Bright’s constant support, as discussed
here, had helped explain to workers how sup-
porting abolition in the United States to some
extent also signified support for President Lin-
coln and the Union.

Bright continued to receive this praise past
the culmination of the conflict at Appomat-
tox Courthouse and also received invitations
to go on trips to the continent that he had long
admired, as well as places in Europe. This is

While Bright’s
stance on slav-
ery was uncer-
tain due to his
lack of identi-
fication with

the abolitionist
movement, his
principles and
support of the
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Bright's influence
is unquestion-
ableinrelation
to maintaining
Anglo-American
relations during
the Civil War, and
it comesasno
surprise that he
gained the nick-
name asa‘mem-
ber of the Union’,
alongside Cobden.

where the correspondence slows significantly,
with the same figures, namely George Peabody,
continually inviting Bright on trips and clearly
stating that he did not receive his reply. Whilst
this does not suggest that Bright’s pro-Union
voice was now dormant, the Union had become
victorious and there was no longer a need for a
rallying cry to support it. Although the lack of
response and acknowledgement to Peabody’s
letters could be perceived to be as ‘ignorant’ on
Bright’s part, his attention was turned back to
domestic reform once again and therefore his
interest in the Civil War was no longer at the
forefront of his agenda.

Conclusion

Bright’s influence is unquestionable in relation
to maintaining Anglo-American relations dur-
ing the Civil War, and it comes as no surprise
that he gained the nickname as a ‘member of
the Union’, alongside Cobden. This article pur-
posely explored John Bright’s role in Anglo-
American relations and placed greater focus on
the methods that he used in order to dissemi-
nate the Union’s aims to the British people.
Bright is not meant to stand in the shadow of
Cobden when it comes to international rela-
tions. Having not long overcome such a turbu-
lent time in the Anglo—Arnerican relationship,
the American Civil War brought a whole set of
new challenges that both sides would face, and
in turn would strain their alliance. The major-
ity of Europe and large sections of British soci-
ety, including many MPs and business owners,
were in favour of ‘remaining neutral’, yet still
supplied the Confederacy with supplies and aid.
This was done in order to keep business boom-
ing and the supply of money continuing. For
example, William Gladstone’s family fortune
was built entirely on the slave trade in the West
Indies prior to its abolishment in Britain, so

he naturally was more supportive of the Con-
federacy. His feelings were reflected when he
described the Confederacy as ‘a nation rightly
struggling to be free.*

Lord Palmerston, British prime minister
during the Civil War, was more focused on the
brewing tensions in Europe between France
and Germany and therefore issued the policy
of neutrality to prevent the American Civil
War from becoming a further distraction.

It is hard, therefore, to imagine that, in the
minds of those individuals of a similar stature,
a thought was ever spared for their Unionist
counterparts suffering from the internal tur-
moil that they were experiencing. Who knows
what would have become of transatlantic

relations had it not been for Bright, and also
Cobden, standing out from the hesitancy of
radical and liberal opinion.

Through his eloquent speeches and exten-
sive correspondence, Bright played a significant
role in maintaining the line of communication
and the spreading of information across both
countries. As a result, Bright can be perceived as
being a ‘gossip’ or ‘nosy’ when, in fact, it means
quite the opposite: Bright’s inherent interest
and desire for American democracy in Britain,
and wanting to protect that, is what influenced
him to speak about these topics to the masses.
Whilst his speeches in parliament were signifi-
cant in the political sphere, it was his discus-
sions at large public gatherings that propelled
him into the Anglo-American discussion. His
oratory and passion for the Union reached the
masses, which eventually culminated in mid-
dle- and working-class men staging their own
gathering, at the Free Trade Hall in Manches-
ter. Bright likened their struggle during the
Lancashire Cotton Famine to that against slav-
ery and described how both workers and slaves
were essentially trapped within the constraints
of the political system that swore to protect
their rights. The coverage of his speeches was
wide-reaching, which prompted the influx of
letters that Bright received from prominent
Unionists. Bright’s behaviour during the con-
flict can therefore be described as exceptional,
as he was clearly politically active and outspo-
ken about the conflict.

Furthermore, his correspondence helped
to build the foundation of transatlantic cor-
respondence that helped to spread the ideas of
the Union, whilst also explaining the situation
regarding Britain’s stance. These letters were so
widespread, that even Charles Sumner and Sec-
retary of State William Seward took part in the
correspondence, and as a result it culminated
in Bright’s letters being read aloud to President
Lincoln. Bright’s high status in America cul-
minated in a marble bust being constructed in
honour of Bright, which was placed in Presi-
dent Lincoln’s office, but sadly the president
never saw the finished piece due to his assas-
sination. Additionally, the clipping of Bright’s
response supporting Lincoln’s re-election in
1864 that was found on his person following
his assassination, is a humble anecdote show-
ing how much of an impact Bright’s pro-Union
voice had.

Shannon Westwood works for Greater Manchester
Police and has gained an MLA History by Research
with her original thesis entitled ‘John Bright, Lanca-
shire and the American Civil War’.
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John Stuart Mill

Timothy Larsen traces Mill’s contribution to developing Liberal support for the North in
the American Civil War,

John Stuart Mill, moral outrac

In contrast to Mill,
key Liberal lead-
ersat thetime

of the conflict
were, at the very
least, prepared

to move toward
acquiescing in the
secession of the
Southern states
and recognising
the Confederacy
asasovereign,
independent
nation.

OHN STUART MILL was the most eminent

British intellectual to support the side of the

North in the American Civil War empa-
thetically, publicly, and already in the eatly
part of the conflict." As to the Liberal Party,
although a minority, there were a sprinkling of
other prominent figures who took an early pro-
North stance, including even cabinet minis-
ters W. E. Forster and the Duke of Argyll. The
other obvious person of Mill’s stature, in terms
ofbeing a voice to the people, to do the same
was ]ohn Bright —one can see Bright as the
greatest Liberal orator on the side of the Union
in parliament and Mill as the most important
voice in the press. Moreover, Mill is not just any
Liberal, he is one of the most influential think-
ers in the entire tradition, so much so that some
have even suggested that he deserves the title of
‘the father of modern liberalism.”

Setting these two realities side by side is
particularly intriguing because, in contrast
to Mill, key Liberal leaders at the time of the
conflict were, at the very least, prepared to
move toward acquiescing in the secession of
the Southern states and recognising the Con-
federacy as a sovereign, independent nation,
including the prime minister, Lord Palmerston,
the foreign secretary (and next prime minister),
Lord Russell, and the chancellor of the excheq-
uer (and the next Liberal prime minister after
Russell), W. E. Gladstone. Mill himself fumed
that, as he saw it, even Liberals were opposing
the liberal side in the conflict:

Why is the general voice of our press, the
general sentiment of our people, bitterly
reproachful to the North, while for the
South, the aggressors in the war, we have
either mild apologies or direct and down-
right encouragement? and this not only
from the Tory and anti-democratic camp,
but from Liberals, or soi-disant such?

The purpose of this article is to explore Mill’s
reaction to the American Civil War, both in
its own right, and as a way of examining and
pondering certain ways of being Liberal that

it represents. A whole range of issues were at
stake in the war and in Britain’s response to

it, including the question of tariffs, national
honour and pre-existing tensions in Anglo-
American political relations, the spread of
democracy, the goal of preserving the Union,
and the issues of states’ rights and limited gov-
ernment. At least in his own private thinking,
Mill himself recognised the reality of these
other issues to a certain extent. Neverthe-

less, this article will argue that Mill sought

to define the conflict as one against slavery in
order to advance the cause of the North from
the high ground of morality — of right feeling
— to which one could at least affect to maintain
that mere matters of policy ought to bow. Mill
thereby played an early and significant part in
Liberalism’s moral turn.

The one other issue, besides slavery, to
which Mill also paid considerable attention
was democracy: he was convinced that if the
North failed in its struggle, then the cause of
democracy throughout the world would be set
back. In his Autobiography, Mill retrospectively
reported that he opposed the Confederacy
because he knew that, if it was victorious, it ‘by
destroying for a long time the prestige of the
great democratic republic would give to all the
privileged classes ofEurope a false confidence.*
Brent E. Kinser, in an insightful, book-length
exploration of this connection, The Ameri-
can Civil War in the Shaping of British Democracy,
observes that much of what British intellectu-
als ‘had to say about the American conflict was
meant to be read in terms of the discussions sur-
rounding reform in Britain.» Hugh Dubrulle
has likewise observed that the war was filtered
through the question of ‘Britain’s destiny as an
Americanised society.” In September 1862, Mill
asserted privately that, if the North should tri-
umph, the Tories ‘will be mortified that what
they absurdly think an example of the failure
of democracy should be exchanged for a splen-
did example of its success.” More bluntly, Mill
repeatedly referred to The Times and the Tories
and others who sympathised with the Confed-
eracy as ‘those who hate democracy.” To make
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je and the American

the contrast even neater, Mill insisted that the

Southern states were a region of America that,
unlike the North, had been ‘founded on aristo-
cratic principles.”

It is also worth bearing in mind that the
extension of the franchise in Britain was
a prime political preoccupation of Mill’s
throughout the stretch of years that included

the American Civil War, from his Thoughts

on Parliamentary Reform (1859) to the Second
Reform Act of 1867. Mill’s Considerations on
Representative Government (1861) was published
during the war, and he was actively schem-
ing on this issue throughout the conflict. For
instance, Mill wrote to William Rathbone, Jr.,
in November 1863:

Civil War

John Stuart Mill
(1806-73), 1865 (John
Watkins, London
Stereoscopic &
Photographic
Company; © National
Portrait Gallery,
London)
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Nothing can be more true than your obser-
vations on the importance of having a defi-
nite plan of constitutional reform grounded
on intelligible principles, to present to the
nation at the time (perhaps not far distant)
when the temporary indifference to the
subject will have given place to a renewed
and possibly an eager interest in it. The rul-
ing classes are singuiariy short—sighted in
not perceiving that they will certainly, in
no long time, have to deal with a reaction
of this nature. But they have been in a fool’s
paradise ever since they succeeded in sti-
fling Lord Russell’s reform bill ...™

During the last months of the war, Mill agreed
to stand for parliament as a Liberal candidate
for Westminster. In a telling indication of what
he thought the agenda for the next parliament
would be, he responded to the invitation by
saying that he was Willing to represent ‘the
Reform party’."

One can even see the two causes overlap-
ping. Thomas Bayley Potter, for example, had
founded the Union and Emancipation Soci-
ety, which, of course, Mill fully supported. In
March 1865, however, when the Union vic-
tory was clear and the end of the war just a few
weeks away, Mill counselled Potter to turn
next towards giving leadership to the cause
of reform in Britain.” In his published article,
‘The Contest in America’, Mill warned that far
from being on the side of a wide franchise, the
Confederacy stood for a theory of human rela-
tions that would deprive the British masses of
even their existing rights: ‘And the doctrine
isloudly preached through the new Republic,
that slavery, whether black or white, is good in
itself, and is the proper condition of the work-
ing classes everywhere.” Other Liberals were
making such connections as well. John Bright,
for instance, praised the workingmen of Bir-
mingham who had donated to help relieve
the suffering in Lancashire due to the Cotton
Famine caused by the war, before making this
pointed dig: ‘He was oniy sorry that every one
of the men who thus nobly subscribed had not
his name on the register of electors, and was
not enabled to give his free vote at the polls.”*
In a similar vein, Gladstone would argue after
the war that the way that the Lancashire work-
ers stood for principle over self-interest in such
a costly way proved that they were worthy of
being entrusted with the vote.” The causes of
the Union in America and of franchise exten-
sion in Britain were deeply intertwined.

Stefan Collini has observed that Mill treated
slavery as ‘an extreme form of undemocracy’,

Mill had encour-
aged Cairnes to
write it, and The
Slave Power made
asustained argu-
ment, girded

up by political
economy, for the
position that the
war was about
theinstitution of

slavery.

and that insight can serve as an apt transition to
Mill’s emphatic insistence that the conflict in
America was about slavery.” Mill’s influential,
initial intervention to guide British opinion

on the American war was an article in Febru-
ary 1862 in Fraser’s Magazine: “The Contest in
America’. Its primary purpose was to answer
the numerous voices in Britain, including many
weighty ones, who denied that the war was
about siavery. Mill was resolute in his insist-
ence that Britons see the issue clearly for what it
really was:

The world knows what the question
between the North and South has been for
many years, and still is. Slavery alone was
thought of, alone talked of. Slavery was
battled for and against, on the floor of Con-
gress and in the plains of Kansas; on the
Slavery question exclusively was the party
constituted which now rules the United
States: on slavery Fremont was rejected, on
slavery Lincoln was elected; the South sepa-
rated on slavery, and proclaimed slavery as
the one cause of separation.”

Mill’s other main public intervention in this
debate appeared later that same year, in the
October 1862 issue of the Westminster Review:
“The Slave Power’. This was in the form of a
review of a book by the same name written by
J. E. Cairnes. The book’s subtitle ended: ‘Being
an Attempt to Explain the Real Issues in the Ameri-
can Contest’. Mill had encouraged Cairnes to
write it, and The Slave Power made a sustained
argument, girded up by political economy, for
the position that the war was about the institu-
tion of slavery.

The need to get this vital point drummed
into obdurate heads sometimes tempted Mill
not only to ignore, downplay, or set aside other
relevant issues at stake in the war and in Brit-
ain’s response to it, but even to elide some of
the complexities of the conflict. For exam-
ple, he would refer to the Union side as ‘the
Free States’, and even did so in ‘The Contest in
America’.” Those were not synonyms, how-
ever, and therefore such terminology was inac-
curate. Indeed, the very capital of the United
States, Washington DC, was slave territory, as
were four states in the Union: Kentucky, Mis-
souri, Maryland, and Delaware. Likewise, Mill
could refer to the Southern side as ‘the Slave-
holders’ even though less than a third of white
households in the Confederacy owned slaves.”
Mill’s motivation, of course, was to keep what
he saw as the chief issue ever before people’s
eyes. In a letter to Henry Fawcett, Mill wrote
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of: ‘the Slaveholders’ Confederacy. (One should
never use any other designation for it than this,
the one adopted by the Emancipation Society of
Manchester).*

And to Mill’s enduring credit, at least in
terms of what has been discerned to be the fun-
damental meaning of history over time, he
was right: he did see through to the momen-
tous, central issue and meaning of the war — the
abolition or persistence of slavery —when few
other leaders of British opinion did. There are,
of course, still people today that deny that the
war was about slavery, but no one now imagi-
nes that the question of tariffs is a crucial one
in determining the side with which one should
sympathise, yet that was a not inconsiderable
view in Britain at the time. Mill could be scath-
ing in his denunciations of Southern sympathis-
ers, yet even in his Autobiography — that is, once
the unfolding of events had done so much to
clarify the question — he was still handling that
particular view with respect: ‘There were men
of high principle and unquestionable liberal-
ity of opinion who thought it a dispute about
tariffs.** Mill was aware of the issue of gender-
inclusive language, indeed, throughout the war
he was trying to get the Reform movement to
say ‘universal suffrage’ rather than ‘manhood
suffrage’, but this is an occasion when he was
not thinking along those lines. Even Harriet
Martineau, who was heartily on the side of the
North, gave weight to the tariffs issue.

The North was, indeed, irritatingly Protec-
tionist; and the Liberal Party, after all, was the
party of free trade. Mill would take the time
to discount this view regarding what should
be considered a decisive factor in picking a side
for Britons, but his main target was those who
imagined that the South was fighting a war of
liberation, that it was a struggle for Southern
freedom. Once again, Liberals had a history of
siding with those who fought for their politi-
cal independence. There were some who saw
Jefferson Davis as a kind of Garibaldi figure —
and Liberals in Britain, of course, had lauded
Garibaldi to the heights. To begin, Mill would
point out that each uprising had to be consid-
ered on its own merits. He gives as a thought
experiment an island that only houses a prison,
on which the inmates kill the guards, take
over, and declare it to be a sovereign nation. Is
there a duty in such a case for Britain to recog-
nise its declaration of independence? As for a
more likely scenario, he wondered if the British
nation (or even the Liberal Party) was ready to
let Ireland secede. Mill’s main point, however,
took the argument back to slavery: Whose lib-
eration? Whose freedom? Whose rights? Whose

John Stuart Mill, moral outrage and the American Civil War

The North was,
indeed, irritat-
ingly Protec-
tionist; and the
Liberal Party,
afterall, was

the party of free
trade. Mill would
take the time to
discount this view
regarding what
should be consid-
ered a decisive
factorin picking
aside for Brit-
ons, but his main
target was those
who imagined
that the South
was fighting a war
of liberation, that
itwas a strug-

gle for Southern
freedom.

independence? This war of secession, unlike
others that many Liberals had supported, was
not a matter of recognising the wishes of the
people: ‘Have the slaves been consulted? Has
their will been counted as any part in the esti-
mate of collective volition?™* White Southern-
ers were not fighting for human freedom, but
only for the freedom to be oppressors.

To understand Mill and the American Civil
War, one needs to understand Mill himself: his
strange biography and bifurcated self. He was
raised and educated by his father, James Mill,
to be a cool, dispassionate, logical thinker. This
training was so effective for a time that Mill
later reflected that as a teenager he had become
‘a mere reasoning machine’. Specifically, he and
his likeminded, Utilitarian friends were foes of
‘sentimentality’ and, indeed, all appeals to ‘feel-
ing’. They were so determined on this point
because they were frustrated by how often it
was a weapon forged against them: ‘we found
all the opinions to which we attached most
importance, constantly attacked on the grounds
of feeling.” In debate, Mill would dismiss an
appeal to feeling as irrelevant to the task of
thinking through an issue: ‘the province of feel-
ing commences where that of reason ends.™

At the age of 20, however, Mill had a break-
down, and this resulted in his adopting a less
doctrinaire position in which he learned how
to balance logic with feeling, Bentham with
Coleridge. He burned a manuscript of his
which was an attack on sentiment. Neverthe-
less, although he now understood that there
was more to life than logic, he also continued to
believe that his own natural aptitude and call-
ing lay in that direction. Hence his fame was
first made with a massive, technical work, A
System of Logic (1843). Throughout his mature
years, individuals were continually stunned
when they had pigeonholed Mill in their mind
as a cool reasoner and then they suddenly dis-
covered that he could also be a heated activist.
Indeed, while this is no surprise to anyone who
has studied Mill in depth — not least because of
Richard Reeves portrait of him as a ‘Victorian
firebrand’, a ‘passionate man of action’ — the
assumption that Mill was clinically unfeeling
still happens regularly to this day.>

The American Civil War is when Mill first
gained widespread, public attention as a pas-
sionate polemicist. His erstwhile Benthamite
ally, George Grote, described Mill disapprov-
ingly as ‘violent against the South’.?* Newspa-
pers made the same observation: ‘According to
the Standard, Mill’s arguments were not based
on his usual rigorous logic but on his “passion-
ate feeling.””” On the other hand, the Duke of
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Argyll, who sympathised with the North, was
pleasantly surprised to discover that ‘the cold-
blooded philosopher comes out with much
warmth.”® In his Autobiography, Mill reported
that his ‘strongest feelings were engaged in this
struggle’ and, especially given the views of his
youth, it is striking how consistently he framed
the debate in terms of feelings.” He complained
that there was so much sympathy for the South
because English ‘feeling’ had been subjection to
‘misdirection’?* And this was his appeal to Brit-
ainin ‘The Contest in America’: ‘now, if ever,
is the time to review our position, and con-
sider whether we have been feeling what ought
to have been felt.** Cairnes’s book was com-
mended in Mill’s review for containing amply
information ‘to give a new turn to English feel-
ing on the subject.” What Mill wanted —and
was eventually delighted to see — was a reawak-
ening of the ‘Anti Slavery feeling’ which Brit-
ain had had earlier in the century.?* Mill praised
the journalist Edward Dicey for writing about
the war ‘with right feeling’*

Mill’s feelings were so aroused because he
saw Britain’s attitude toward the war as not
amere matter of policy: it was a moral issue.
Moreover, he was determined to make Brit-
ons see that it was a moral issue. By their over-
whelming sympathy with the South, Britons
had been taking the wrong ‘moral attitude”:
they had succumbed to the posture of an
‘inbred Toryism’ which ‘has no moral repug-
nance to the thought of human beings born to
the penal servitude for life.” Stefan Collini has
convincingly presented Mill as the archetypal
‘public moralist’ of the Victorian age*® Like-
wise, Bruce L. Kinzer, Ann P. Robson, and
John M. Robson have painted a detailed and
vivid portrait of Mill as ‘a moralist in and out of
Parliament’ who, by the mid-1860s, in his own
estimation, was ‘one of the country’s leading
political moralists’’Eldon J. Eisenach’s edited
volume, Mill and the Moral Character of Liberal-
ism, also has as its theme the exploration of ‘Mill
as moralist’?® Richard Reeves illuminatingly
observed that Mill saw the American Civil War
as a kind of ‘moral test’ for Britain.* Collini’s
image is that Mill saw the war as ‘a thermom-
eter with which to take the moral temperature
of English society as a whole.*

As with right feelings, this too became a way
that Mill praised people during the war years.
Perhaps somewhat awkwardly, he wrote a few
words to ‘the editor of the Spectator’, praising
whomever it was who held that office by say-
ing he held him in very high ‘moral’ estima-
tion.#" As a scholar, Cairnes might have hoped
that Mill would praise him as a formidable

thinker, but Mill’s mind was elsewhere, leading
him to admire the political economist’s ‘excel-
lent moral nature’.** Much of Mill’s allegedly
‘intemperate’ language about the war arose
from his efforts to elicit a moral response from
his readers: ‘The South are in rebellion not for
simple slavery; they are in rebellion for the
right of burning human creatures alive’; ‘It will
be desirable to take thought beforehand what
are to be our own future relations with a new
Power professing the principles of Attila and
Genghis Khan as the foundation of its Consti-
tution’; and so on.#

The key point was that it was perfectly pos-
sible for Britons to think about the Ameri-
can Civil War through some other lens than
morality. At one extreme, Mill’s erstwhile
friend, Thomas Carlyle, in his bluff, strong-
man-worshipping, rabidly racist way, refused
to acknowledge that even slavery itself was
any kind of important or pressing moral
issue.* If the war was not a moral issue, what
kind of issue was it? To turn to fellow Liberals,
James Fitzjames Stephen often thought about
the conflict as a constitutional issue.* Or Brit-
ons could think about the war economically,
or pragmatically, or in terms of policy, which
are perhaps all various aspects of thinking of
it in terms of personal or national self-interest.
The Northern blockade — especially because
of the loss of Southern cotton used in the Lan-
cashire textile industry — was a major blow to
the British economy and devastating to many
individuals, so there was certainly astrong
economic argument to be made that finding a
way for the war to be over and to recognise the
Confederate States of America was in British’s
national interest. In some public remarks on
7 October 1862, W. E. Gladstone claimed that
Jefferson Davis and those with him had ‘made
a nation’.*® This caused a sensation because it
was widely interpreted as a signal that the gov-
ernment was about to recognise the Confed-
eracy (and, indeed, key cabinet members were
assuming at that time that it was more a matter
of when than if that would happen). Putting
an even heavier hand on the scale, Lord Rus-
sell tendentiously asserted in public that the
North was fighting a war of domination while
the South was fighting for its independence.
Mill found that remark particularly exasperat-
ing: “The moral relations of the two parties are
misplaced, are almost reversed, in Ear]l Rus-
sell’s dictum.*” At the very least, one can see
Gladstone and Russell as taking a pragmatic
approach to the question of Britain’s response
to the war. Russell, in particular, rather than
engaging in a moral discourse, was inclined
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to see matters through the lens of uphold-
ing Britain’s national honour. Even in the
case of the Alabama, which Russell knew was
an incident in which Britain was at fault, he
still was viewing matters through this frame
—alarmed, for instance, that the government
might allow the issue to be decided by inter-
national arbitration, an option which he was
certain would be to forfeit Britain’s national
honour.#* Again, the point is not to agree that
none of these people were raising valid and
important issues; the point is to see how Mill
was using a strategy of foregrounding moral-
ity as a way of undercutting the relevance of
other issues to Britons’ decision regarding
which side in the conflict to support.

While we are naming individuals, it is worth
noticing the curious case of William Whewell.
In his Manichaean frame of mind, Mill had
pegged Whewell as an enemy. Whewell’s His-
tory of the Inductive Sciences (1837) provided Mill
with the foil he needed to rouse himself to
write his System of Logic. It is more difficult to
draw a straight line from someone’s philosophi-
cal beliefs to the political ones that supposedly
will inevitably low from them than people
often assume. Whewell was, in Mill’s terms, an
intuitionist, a believer in innate ideas. The phil-
osophical dispute need not detain one here, but
the thing to grasp for the purpose at hand is that
Mill was so forcefully opposed to intuitionism
because he believed that it served as an intellec-
tual prop for aristocratic and other retrograde
institutional forms that needed to be removed
or reformed in the name of progress. Again,
in short, it was, in Mill’s view, a philosophi-
cal view that served to give aid and support to
bad political positions. To Mill’s great surprise
and delight, however, Whewell was among that
rare minority of eminent figures in British life
who eatly on was an emphatic supporter of the
Union side. Mill heard the report that Whewell
would not even allow The Times into his house
because of its pro-Southern slant. Here was real
feeling! Here was the kind of passionate indig-
nation that the situation should arouse in any
right-thinking person.* From that moment
onward Mill was happy to list Whewell as on
the side of the angels.

To return to Gladstone and Russell, how-
ever, Mill the moralist was apt to see pure
national self-interest as itself an inherently
immoral standard. He had made that point
already in the year before the war in his ‘A Few
Words on Non-Intervention’* It was said that
Palmerston opposed an international scheme
to create a Suez Canal because it was not in
Britain’s interests; but if it was in humanity’s

interests, Mill insisted, then opposing it out of
merely national considerations was immoral.

As Collini has observed of the Victorian public
moralists: ‘the partiality involved in privileging
the claims of any more restricted group tended
to be castigated as another form of selfishness.”"
The point to keep in view is that Mill was
insisting that the question of Britain’s reaction
to the American conflict needed to be framed in
moral terms.

The perspective of social science research
today can help us analyse what Mill was doing
in his advocacy about the war. As we have
already seen, and as researchers have confirmed,
people can construe the same issue in moral or
non-moral terms. Jay J. Van Bavel, Dominic J.
Packer, Ingrid Johnsen Haas, and William A.
Cunningham have demonstrated that ‘people
are able to shift back and forth between moral
and non-moral evaluative modes in a highly
flexible fashion. This also means that people
can be prompted to reclassify an issue so that
they are no longer just thinking about it prag-
matically, but now see it as a moral issue. This
has been called moral framing or reframing.

As Matthew Feinberg and Robb Willer have
shown, this technique is so powerful that it can
effectively realign someone on an issue who had
hitherto assumed that their political convic-
tions necessitated them supporting the opposite
position:

In the political arena, moral reframing
involves arguing in favor of a political
position that members of a political group
would not normally support in terms of
moral concerns that the members strongly
ascribe to. Fitting a message to a particular
audience in this way is persuasive because it
makes the position relevant to and concord-
ant with the audience’s deeply held moral
convictions. ... This suggests that moral
reframing effects can be effective enough
to be persuasive, even when seen as coming
from a political outgroup.”

Moralising an issue also changes how people
think and behave in other ways: once they have
decided it is a moral issue, they hold to their
view with greater tenacity and strength of con-
viction and in a more extreme form’* Finally,
moral framing has been shown to result in
‘resistance to compromise’s

These are, of course, all outcomes that Mill
was hoping for in his advocacy for the Union.
The last one —a refusal to compromise —is par-
ticularly striking. In his ‘Coleridge’ essay in
1840, Mill had referred to England as ‘the native
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land of compromise’, but in the first half of the
1860s he was in no mood for compromise**
Mill’s great fear throughout the war was that
the North would be too soft on the South. He
wanted slavery completely eradicated, and he
was convinced that this would only happen if
the Confederate states were utterly crushed.
Yet more, he worried that if the Confederacy
was crushed too easily then the situation might
drift back into the status quo ante bellum. So,
most jarring of all, Mill reasoned somewhat
cold-bloodedly that Union losses and military
setbacks would so harden the hearts of North-
erners against the South that the end result
would be the destruction of slavery. The more
Northern blood that was spilt — without the
North losing the will to continue the fight all
the way to complete victory — the better. This
is a running refrain in Mill’s letters throughout
the war years. After the Federals were defeated
at the battle of Chickamauga in September
1863, for instance, Mill wrote to Henry Fawc-
ett: “The tidings from America may be consid-
ered good. It is a question if Rosecranz’s [sic|
check is to be regretted, since if the war ends
too soon, it may end without the complete
emancipation of the slaves.»” Even in his Aufo-
biography, Mill reflected that he had had hopes
of the good that would come out of the war if
its ‘termination did not come too soon and too
easily.”®

The news of this bloody, bloody war —
which Mill followed closely battle by battle —
somehow would not elicit a response of horror
or sympathy or compassion from him in regard
to the staggeringly high numbers of killed and
wounded. Mill was in an uncompromising
frame of mind and any news that he thought
meant that the North would fight on and not
offer peace terms he regarded as good news. He
does not tell us, in a Utilitarian calculus, how
many deaths would be too many, but as the war
was coming to an end he explicitly reaffirmed
that he did not see the conflict as close to that
limit: “The present attitude of the Free States
with respect to slavery was worth buying at
even a greater price than has been paid for it.”
(On the Union side alone, that price was well
over 360,000 soldiers killed.) The assassination
of Abraham Lincoln did evoke human reac-
tions from Mill, but even in the initial shock
of that news he could not help but add that the
cause ‘may even benefit by it’.* In this view,
every bloody, embittering attack on the North
was just one more nail in the coffin of the Old
South.

To return brieﬂy to the research of social sci-
entists, Linda J. Skitka, Anthony N. Washburn,

and Timothy S. Carsel observe: ‘“There is also
evidence that people are willing to accept vio-
lent solutions to conflict when doing so yields
morally preferred ends.” On the other hand,
very few people are able or willing to keep for-
ever looking exclusively through a moral lens.
Mill himself supported Britain’s official posi-
tion of neutrality during the war. In other
words, despite his heated rhetoric, he was not
calling for Britain to become a co-belligerent
with the North. This, of course, was the only
practical position imaginable in British poli-
tics at the time — one might even have consid-
ered it quite a victory that the government was
restrained from recognising the Confederacy.
Still, as Kinser has astutely observed: ‘On the
point of neutrality Mill appeared to argue that
political expediency supersedes moral neces-
sity, even though such a view contradicts his
unambiguous position that nothing in the
American conflict is more important than the
utter destruction of slavery.®* A purist moral
position is often too narrow a path to stay upon.
Mill often simplified the discussion of the con-
flict as part of a rhetorical strategy for moti-
vating Britons to side with the North. It is also
worth keeping in mind that Mill was not hav-
ing to weigh specific actions and responses as a
member of the government: he could declare
what was right in bold, sweeping strokes with-
out having the burden of needing to craft and
implement the specifics of policies and to deal
with their consequences.

Another striking feature of Mill’s advo-
cacy for the cause of the North was that the
most powerful way he could find to commu-
nicate how momentous were the issues at stake
was to reach for language that had a religious
charge. Let’s begin with his initial, great appeal
to the British people, “The Contest in America’.
Before it became clear that the United States
would back down, passions were inflamed in
England against the Northern states because of
the Trent affair, and there was a real possibility
that Britain might go to war with the Union.
Mill wrote after that crisis had passed, but he
told his readers that, if the worst had happened,
it would have meant that ‘at the moment of
conflict between the good and the evil spirit
—at the dawn of a hope that the demon might
now at last be chained and flung into the pit,
England stepped in, and, for the sake of cotton,
made Satan victorious.” The evil spirit; the
demon; Satan. Moreover, while people today
often might not be aware of it, Mill’s origi-
nal readers would have heard a speciﬁc biblical
allusion in this statement to Revelation 20:1—3
where Satan is chained and thrown into a pit.
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Mill praised those true Christians who ‘con-
sider a fight against slavery as a fight for God’.
He declared that the proper way for the North
to respond to their wrongdoing in the Trent
affair was with ‘confession and atonement’.

He argued that the Confederates were deter-
mined ‘to do the devil’s work’. He held out the
hope that war would become, for Americans,
the source of their ‘regeneration’ (a word over-
whelmingly used in theological discourse).
Finally, Mill insisted: ‘For these reasons I can-
not join with those who cry Peace, peace.™
Once again, that is a very straightforward state-
ment to understand on its surface without any
special background knowledge and it is often
quoted in discussions of Mill and the American
Civil War, but what is not commented upon —
but what his original readers would have well
understood — is that Mill was aligning himself
with the prophet Jeremiah.* It is Jeremiah who
stands up as a true prophet to oppose the faith-
less priests and false prophets who have been
deceiving the people about the reality of the
situation by saying: ‘Peace, peace; when there is
no peace.’ (Jeremiah 6:14; 8:11)

And, freethinker though he was, one should
not imagine that Mill was just pandering to
areligious audience.® Even in his private let-
ters when writing to people who needed
no convincing, Mill would reach for reli-
gious language as the only words that seemed
strong enough to give vent to his feelings. For
instance, he remarked to Cairnes in February
1863 that ‘the battle against the devil could not
be fought on a more advantageous field than
that of slavery.”” He insisted that, if the Con-
federacy was triumphant, then the next step
must be ‘a general crusade of civilised nations
for its suppression’.*® (Victorians would have
heard the word ‘crusade’ as a call for a holy
war.) Mill’s feelings about Abraham Lincoln
were almost always expressed in this way. He
said the president of the United States reminded
him of a saying of Solomon: ‘The righteous-
ness of the righteous man guideth his steps’
(Proverbs 11:5; 13:6).° Upon the president’s
death, Mill observed that Lincoln had received
‘the crown of martyrdom’ (Revelation 2:10).7°
In aletter to his old philosophical foe, Wil-
liam Whewell, Mill praised him for his sup-
port for the North by declaring that Whewell
had been among those ‘who have been faith-
ful when so many were faithless’” There are
numerous more such examples. Even in retro-
spect in his Autobiography, only religious lan-
guage could bear the Weight of how signiﬁcant
Mill considered what had been at stake in the
war. Here, too, it is presented asa struggle with
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‘the powers of evil’. Slavery is referred to as ‘the
accursed thing’. Once again, Victorians would
have understood that to be a biblical phrase
referring to possessing what you have no right
to possess and thereby bringing military defeat
upon your own people (Joshua 6:17). In the
very same sentence with that scriptural refer-

ence in it, Mill refers to the abolitionist William

Lloyd Garrison as the movement’s ‘apostle’ and
John Brown as its ‘martyr’”* One might object
that the notion of a political martyr is a pretty
thoroughly secularised concept, but Mill also
added in a footnote that Brown reminded him
of Thomas More, thus aligning the abolitionist
with a martyr and saint of the Church.”

Mill was remarkably and admirably right
about so much in his response to the American
Civil War. Georgios Varouxakis has argued
that Gladstone had Mill in mind when he spoke
dismissively of‘negrophilists’ and has made
the case that Mill was unusually enlightened
on issues of race for his time and place.” Mark
A. Noll has observed that, in all the debates in
white America which hashed out whether or
not there was contemporary warrant in bibli-
cal and classical examples of slavery, what was
blindingly ignored by almost all these white
commentators was that race slavery was cer-
tainly not justified by those examples —and this
‘peculiar institution’ created additional horrors
and outrages and contradictions all its own that
are heaped on top of the horrors and outrages
and contradictions of all forms of slavery.s Yet
to Mill’s enormous credit he was an extremely
rare voice who grasped this point and tried his
best to make the public see it:

The first distinction is the vital fact of the
difference in colour between modern slaves
and their masters. In the ancient world,
slaves, once freed, became an integral part
of free society; their descendants not only
were not a class apart, but were the main
source from which the members of the free
community were recruited; and no obsta-
cle, legal or moral, existed to their attain-
ment of the highest social positions.”

Many commentators have observed that Mill
was remarkably prescient on the course of the
war. To those who said that even the govern-
ment of the United States itself insisted that it
was only a fight to preserve the Union, Mill
countered that as the war went on it would
become a fight to free the slaves. The Emancipa-
tion Proclamation proved Mill to be a prophet
in the sense of prediction as well as moral pro-
nouncement. As he wrote in a joyful letter: ‘it
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has come sooner than I myself ven-
tured to predict’”’And, at the time
that he predicted it in print, most of
those who thought of themselves as
prescient in England were predicting
that the British government would
soon recognise the Confederacy and
that there would be some kind of
treaty that would put an end to the
war and recognise the Southern states
as an independent nation. Noll has
written of how the religious debate
was actually settled: ‘it was left to
those consummate theologians, the
Reverend Doctors Ulysses S. Grant
and William Tecumseh Sherman, to
decide what in fact the Bible actually
meant.”® The same is no less true for
the policy debate in Britain: back-
ing the North because it was proving
to be the winning side meant there
need be no conflict between doing
what was morally right as Mill was
expounding it and pursuing national
self-interest.

Nevertheless, Mill had made a real

and substantial difference to the debate

by swaying a considerable number of

gaining a higher ‘pulpit’ from which
to ‘preach’.” Gladstone testified that
Mill’s ‘presence in the House of Com-
mons has materially helped to raise and
sustain its moral tone, and observed
that a parliamentary speech by Mill
was like listening to ‘a sermon’.®> Glad-
stone has been seen as central to the
‘moralising of Liberalism’, but study-
ing Liberals and the American Civil
War serves as a reminder that John
Stuart Mill was there before him and
helped to lead the way.®
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people to the side of the North when its
final victory did not at all seem inevita-
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Gladstone
Tony Little examines William Ewart Gladstone’s views of what he later came to consider
as one of the worst mistakes of his political life.

‘An undoubted error, the m
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ost singular and palpable’
American Civil War

OWARDS THE END of his life, William
TEwart Gladstone wrote a series of auto-

biographical memoranda in three of
which he confessed his worst errors. Twice, he
berates himself over a speech made in Newcas-
tle during the American Civil War, describing
it in one place, as a ‘palpable error which was of
avery grave description’ and in another as ‘an
undoubted error, the most singular and palpa-
ble’, adding that it was ‘the least excusable of
them all ... because it was committed so late
asin the year 1862 when I had over lived halfa
century.” When a short careless electronic mes-
sage can now enda political career, it is worth
examining Why a mistake described by Glad-
stone himself in such sombre terms had so little
impact on his career and comparing the reasons
he condemned himself with the criticisms, still
repeated, made by his contemporaries.

At the time of President Lincoln’s election,
Gladstone was not the dominating force in the
Liberal Party he later became, but a hesitant
recruit. As a supporter of free trade, he had bro-
ken with the Conservative Party over the Corn
Laws in 1846 and had served in Aberdeen’s 1852
coalition, but had only reluctantly abandoned
hope of Tory reunification. He was absent from
the 1859 meeting in Willis’s rooms which gath-
ered the Whigs, Radicals and Peelites into the
Liberal Party, and had, silently, voted against
the motion which subsequently brought down
Derby’s Conservative government.

He had, however, joined Lord Palm-
erston’s Liberal government, as chancellor of
the exchequer. Gladstone brought with him a
strong reputation in finance and a programme
of fiscal reforms, to promote free trade and
prune government spending. This was not
Palmerston’s agenda and the two soon clashed.
Palmerston sought increased expenditure to

strengthen coastal defences against perceived
French threats. Although this dispute brought
Gladstone near to resignation, he held back. By
1861, Gladstone had achieved his tax reforms
and, through Cobden, a free trade agreement
with France but had conceded Palmerston’s
increased military expenditure. The two had
found a modus vivendi if not harmony.

Even before Lincoln assumed office in March
1861, southern states had begun to secede from
the Union and Jefferson Davis had become
president of the Confederacy. In April 1861, the
American Civil War commenced.

Although trade between Britain and the
United States had flourished, diplomatic rela-
tions were frosty. The two countries had been
in dispute over Central America as recently
as 1856. The USA coveted Canada and Lin-
coln’s secretary of state, William Seward,
described by a modern historian as a ‘ferocious
Anglophobe’;? aspired to reconcile North and
South to exclude Britain from the continent.*
Events early in the Civil War further strained
the relationship.

In April 1861, Lincoln announced a blockade
of Confederate ports and by August had begun
their closure. Britain imported four-fifths of
her cotton from America and a quarter of her
food supplies. The reduced supplies to British
textile manufacturers brought a ‘frightful level’
of unemployment to Lancashire? In a May 1861
proclamation concerning ‘hostilities unhap-
pily commenced between the United States of
America and certain states styling themselves
the Confederate States of America’, the Queen
announced her ‘Royal determination to main-
tain a strict and impartial neutrality in the con-
test between the said contending parties.” This
pleased neither North nor South. Lincoln’s gov-
ernment viewed the Southerners as rebels not

Twice, he berates
himself overa
speechmadein
Newcastle dur-
ing the American
Civil War, describ-
ingitinone place,
asa‘palpable
error which was
of avery grave
description’ and
inanother as ‘an
undoubted error,
the most singular
and palpable’.

Journal of Liberal History 114 Spring 2022 43



Gladstone and the American Civil War

belligerents, and Jefferson Davis had hoped for
official British recognition. In November, a US
frigate stopped the Royal Mail steamer Trent,
and seized Confederate envoys travelling to
Britain and France, causing a major diplomatic
dispute. It has been described as ‘the most dan-
gerous single incident of the Civil War and per-
haps in the whole course of Anglo-American
relations since 1815.”7

I think that principle detestable

The differences between Gladstone and Palm-
erston extended to America as, years later,
Gladstone recalled:

I 'was not one of those who on the ground

of British interests desired a division of the
American Union. My view was distinctly
opposite. I thought that while the Union
continued it never could exercise any dan-
gerous pressure upon Canada to estrange it
from the Empire: our honour as I thought
rather than our interest forbidding its sur-
render. But, were the Union split, the North
no longer checked by the jealousies of slave
power, would seek a partial compensation for
its loss in annexing or trying to annex Brit-
ish North America. Lord Palmerston desired
the severance as a diminution of a dangerous
power but prudently held his tongue.?

Although the abolition of slavery was not
among Lincoln’s initial war aims, Gladstone
recognised its significance. To the Duke of
Argyll he confessed, ‘It seems to me that the
South has two objects in view: firstly the lib-
eration of its trade and people from the law

of tribute to the North; secondly and perhaps
mainly, the maintenance of the slave system
without fear or risk of Northern interference.”
His own view on slavery was expressed to the
Duchess of Sutherland, in May 1861, ‘the prin-
ciple announced by the vice-president of the
South ... which asserts the superiority of the
white man, and therewith founds on it his right
to hold the black in slavery, I think that princi-
ple detestable and I am wholly with the oppo-
nents of it.” But he doubted that slavery could

be suppressed by war. ‘No distinction can in my

eyes be broader than the distinction between
whether the Southern ideas of slavery are right

and the question whether they can justifiably be

put down by war from the North.™

Despite the clarity of these private state-
ments, Gladstone’s reputation is still tarnished
by association with slavery as a consequence
of his carefully obscure public expressions on

His own view

on slavery was
expressed to

the Duchess

of Sutherland,

in May 1861,

‘the principle
announced by the
vice-president

of the South ...
which asserts the
superiority of the
white man, and
therewith founds
onithisright to
hold the black in
slavery, | think
that principle
detestableand |
am wholly with
the opponents of
it.

the subject, his propensity to draw fine distinc-
tions and his family connections.” Gladstone’s
father had owned slave-worked plantations in
the West Indies, receiving substantial compen-
sation on the abolition of slavery. Early in his
parliamentary career, Gladstone defended con-
ditions on his father’s plantations and defended
the transitional compulsory apprenticeship sys-
tem which replaced slavery but was little bet-
ter. Many years later, he recorded that he had
‘perused’ his speech in the 1833 abolition debate
‘with dissatisfaction’ but added that he had not
said ‘a word, I think, unfavourable to the great
change.” Although denouncing the slave trade
as ‘by far the foulest crime that taints the history
of mankind in any Christian or pagan country’,
in 1850 Gladstone unsuccessfully supported a
resolution to stop the navy’s anti-slave patrols
because the non-cooperation of other countries
made them ineffective. ‘If you wish to suppress
the slave trade’, he argued you must ‘repeal the
Sugar Duties Bill; double your squadron; obtain
the right of search from France and America;
obtain the power to treat slave trade as piracy,
and those engaged in it as pirates; and you must
compel Spain and Brazil to fulfil their treaties.’
‘The first two you might do:” he continued, ‘you
cannot the three last, it would belong to other
nations to do that; and we know full well that
they would not consent to it.™

As the naval patrols debate illustrates, Glad-
stone approached politics as an efficient admin-
istrator. He was later to say: ‘ideal perfection
is not the true basis of English legislation. We
look at the attainable; we look at the practica-
ble; and we have too much of English sense to
be drawn away by those sanguine delineations
of what might possibly be attained in Utopia.™
One corollary of this was an antipathy to zeal-
ous idealists, in this instance ‘his long-standing
distaste for the fanatical abolitionists’. A revul-
sion expressed to Lord Stanley in 1864 when
he ‘spoke with astonishment of the eagerness
of the ‘negrophilists ... to sacrifice three white
lives in order to set free one black man, even
after it was shown that there was no clisposition
among the negroes to rise to their own defence’.
In addition, throughout the Civil War, Glad-
stone was constrained, in public, by collective
cabinet responsibility to the realpolitik of ‘strict
and impartial neutrality’. As will be seen later,
his Newcastle pronouncement was taken as
indicative of changing government policy.”

A gross outrage
Gladstone’s involvement in the Civil War began
with the Trent incident. Writing to the Queen,
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Palmerston called the seizure of the envoys a
‘gross outrage and violation of international
law’.'* The garrison in Canada was reinforced.
Despite Gladstone’s plea for moderation, the
cabinet instructed Lord Lyons, the senior Brit-
ish diplomat in Washington, to demand an
apology and reparations. Lyons was to return
home if no favourable response was received.
By coincidence, Gladstone was in attendance at
Windsor and briefed Victoria and Albert before
the cabinet discussion. Returning to dine with
the royal family afterwards, he helped Prince
Albert soften the draft, offering the Americans
an opportunity to disown the seizure as unof-
ficial and release the envoys. The threat to break
diplomatic relations was withdrawn."”

The Americans were also lobbied by the
French government while the Radical MPs
Cobden and Bright wrote to Senator Sumner,
an abolitionist leader, warning him of the risks
of war with Britain. Over Christmas 1861, Lin-
coln’s cabinet agreed to release the envoys dcspite
the popularity of their seizure in the North. In
the New Year, Gladstone undertook a series of
engagements around Edinburgh. In Leith, he
urged the acceptance of the ‘concession’ in ‘a
generous spirit’ as having ‘removed any apparent
cause of deadly collision’ with the Americans.

In summarising the views of ‘all thinking
men in this country’ Gladstone revealed his
anxiety that ‘the party which was apparently
the strongest had committed themselves to an
enterprise which would probably prove to be
completely beyond their powers’. Northern
success he anticipated would ‘only be the pref-
ace and introduction to political difficulties far
greater than even the military difficulties of the
war itself.” It was a ‘war to be lamented and to
be deprecated, and likely to result in great mis-
ery, great effusion of human blood, enormous
waste of treasure, permanent estrangement and
bitterness of feeling.*

The painful effects of the struggle upon
ourselves

Gladstone made a number of speaking tours

in 1862 highlighting the conflict. He wished

to celebrate his tax reforms, to raise his profile
within the Liberal Party and to find a new con-
stituency. He had been MP for Oxford Univer-
sity since 1847, but anticipated difficulties in any
future election from his increasing Liberalism,
notably, his attitude to university reform and
sympathy for Nonconformists. A visit to Man-
chester in April served all these purposes and
in 1865 he successfully stood for South West
Lancashire.

Gladstone also
drew attention to
the distress of the
Lancashire textile
workers and their
selfless response,
highlighting the
‘painful effects

of the struggle
upon ourselves
... and not upon
ourselves alone
butupon the
other countries of
Europe ... [Elvery
country thathasa
cotton manufac-
ture is suffering

— grievously.’

Gladstone and the American Civil War

Speaking of America to the Manchester
Chamber of Commerce, he flattered the audi-
ence’s hostility to slavery: “Why, no doubt, if
we could see that this was a contest of slavery or
freedom, there is not a man in this room — there
is hardly, perhaps, a man in all England —who
would for a moment hesitate as to the side he
would take.” ‘But’, he continued, ‘we have no
faith in the propagation of free institutions at
the point of the sword; it is not by such means
that the ends of freedom are to be gained.
Freedom must be freely accepted — freely
embraced.™

Gladstone also drew attention to the distress
of the Lancashire textile workers and their self-
less response, highlighting the ‘painful effects
of the struggle upon ourselves ... and not upon
ourselves alone but upon the other countries
of Europe ... [E]very country that has a cot-
ton manufacture is suffering — grievously ...
The workers were commended ‘in their patient
endurance, in their mutual help, in their respect
for order, in their sense of independence, in their
desire to be a burden to no one, in the resigna-
tion with which they submit to positive priva-
tion.” The employers were equally praised: ‘the
steam engine is kept going, the factory, if not on
all days, on some days is kept at work, not with
a hope of profit to the master, but in the face of
known and positive loss in order that ... they
may not desert and abandon the noble hands
they employ.” More practically, that summer,
Gladstone provided relief work in Hawarden
for Lancashire operatives and Mrs Gladstone put
her family energetically to work seeking dona-
tions, set up soup kitchens and undertook her
own tour of Lancashire in the autumn.>

Procuring a cessation of the deadly
struggle in America

The early months of the Civil War were both
bloody and inconclusive. In the spring and
summer of 1862, a Northern victory was doubt-
ful. In evaluating what he called the ‘deplorable
struggle’ for his Mancunian audience, Glad-
stone reflected these doubts. He compared the
Northern campaign to reunite the country with
British efforts in the American War of Inde-
pendence where, despite ‘successes in the field’,
‘we found we were no nearer our objective than
before.” He added, ‘Some persons may say that
the Northern States are a great deal stronger
than the Southern, and therefore they must
win. Now, England was in former times a great
deal stronger than Scotland’ but ‘it was not the
exercise of force, but a sense of policy and pru-
dence on both sides, dictated in the main by
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natural circumstances which led to the union of
the two kingdoms.” For Gladstone, if the heart
of the opposing ‘country is set upon separation’,
‘then it is almost impossible that the military
object should be effected; and if it were, the
civil and political difficulties remaining would
render that military success a curse and a mis-
ery to those who achieved it. He ended with a

prayer:

May the Almighty disposer of all hearts
bring that struggle to an end! For the sake
of ourselves — for the sake above all, of the
Americans themselves, — may that struggle
quickly reach its termination! May that take
place, not which we wish or may prefer, but
which is for the peace, the happiness, and
the welfare of the inhabitants of that coun-
try, be they white or be they black.*

In the same month as Gladstone’s Manchester
visit, the Liberal ship owner, William Schaw
Lindsay, privately proposed to Palmerston and
the foreign secretary, Earl Russell, that Britain
and France mediate in the American war. With
Russell’s approval, Lindsay had been discussing
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the blockade of Southern ports with the French
emperor. His endeavours, though encour-
aged by Napoleon III, were quickly and coldly
rebuffed in London.* In July, Lindsay initiated
a debate in the Commons where Palmerston,
more diplomatically, again rejected the idea.

However, intervention had not been dis-
carded. On 24" September, learning of Glad-
stone’s prospective trip to Tyneside, Palmerston
wrote to warn the chancellor against being ‘too
sympathising with the Tax Payer’ or agitating
to bring ‘the House of Commons and the Gov-
ernment to more Economical ways & Habits’.
He also notified him that, subject to the ‘Sanc-
tion of the Cabinet’ and the outcome of the
battle, which ‘appeared by the last accounts to
be coming on™, ‘it seems to Russell and me
that the Time is fast approaching when some
joint offer of Mediation by England France,
and Russia if She would be a Party to it, might
be made with some Prospect of Success to the
Combatants in North America.” If, when Lyons
returned to Washington in October, the pro-
posal was accepted, he anticipated recommend-
ing ‘an Armistice and Cessation of Blockades
with a View to Negotiation on the Basis of
Separation.™

While reassuring the premier that ‘Tam not
therefore going to the North upon an economi-
cal crusade’ but to celebrate the French trade
treaty, the greater part of Gladstone’s reply
responded to the prospect of ‘procuring a cessa-
tion of the deadly struggle in America.” He was
apprehensive that further Confederate successes
would ‘authorise that Government with some-
thing like justice to ask of us prompt recogni-
tion” and increase Southern territorial demands.
‘... [A] state of things may come about, if Europe
does not speak at the right moment, in which she
will find a new set of obstacles set up on the side
of the South, and these obstacles again reacting
unfavourably on the disposition of the North’.
He feared that the ‘one great requisite’ for inter-
vention, ‘moral authority’, could be undermined
by the recent French invasion of Mexico, and
potential unrest among the Lancashire unem-
ployed. ‘[W]e might then seem to be interfering,
with loss of dignity on the ground of our imme-
diate interests, rather than as ‘representing the
general interests of humanity and peace.”

They have made a nation

Gladstone arrived in Newcastle on Monday

6 October, staying overnight with Gateshead
MP, William Hutt. That morning’s newspa-
pers published Lincoln’s preliminary emancipa-
tion proclamation, issued on 22 September and
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Table 1: Press Reaction to Lincoln’s Proclamation

Paper

Politics

Reaction

The Times

Independent/
Conservative

‘The North must conquer every square mile of the Southern States before it
can make the proclamation more than waste paper.’

Morning Post

Palmerstonian, later
Conservative

... itis not easy to estimate how utterly powerless and contemptible a
Government must have become who would sanction with its approval such
insensate trash. It is evidently a bait thrown out to gain the support of the
Abolitionist party. It will prove useless.’

Daily Telegraph

Conservative

‘The North is only Abolitionist by compulsion, and that this step is altogether
inspired by Military and not moral considerations. Undoubtedly it has been
taken with repugnance.

Daily News

Radical

‘... does not allude to the proclamation, but instead has a leader on the
assertion of the Southerners that when their independence is achieved they
will abolish slavery.’

Morning Star

Liberal

... thinks it is indisputably the great fact of the war. The turning pointin the
history of the American Commonwealth, an act only second in courage and in
probable results to the declaration of independence.

Source: Leeds Mercury, 7 October 1862, p. 4

Newspaper political affiliations: C. Cook and B. Keith, British Historical Facts 1830-1900 (St Martins Press, 1975), pp. 201-05

carried to Britain on the Royal Mail steamer
Australasian together with news of the Union
victory at Antietam. The Times portrayed early
American reaction to emancipation as hostile:
‘It is considered a blunder by all except extreme
Abolitionists. It sent down the price of all secu-
rities ...; ‘Such a proclamation cannot possi-
bly be enforced, and its only effect will be to
strengthen the determination of the rebels to
fight to the very last.””

The proclamation received a mixed recep-
tion in the British press, as may be seen from the
summary in the Leeds Mercury which illustrates
the range rather than the balance of opinion —
see Table 1 below.

In the evening, Gladstone socialised with
Hutt’s guests. He did not recast the speech
planned for 7 October to reflect the proclama-
tion. His topics remained the celebration of his
economic policy, commendation of the Italian
policy, which had helped enlist him in Palm-
erston’s government, and preparing the way for
mediation. He spoke after a banquet in Newcas-
tle town hall where 500 men had dined and the
galleries were filled with a ‘large assemblage of
ladies among whom were Mrs Gladstone, Mrs
Hutt and the Lady Mayoress.

Gladstone proclaimed his faith that ‘in part
the Government of the country is carried on,
and the confidence of the people conciliated
and attracted to the laws and institutions of
the country’ by ‘free communication’. He ana-
lysed, in detail, the benefits of the French trade
treaty and demonstrated that — despite ‘a blight
altogether unexampled in our history’ smit-
ing ‘the greatest industry of the country’, Irish

‘distress’, and his tax cuts — government rev-
enue remained resilient. He commended ‘the
fortitude, resignation and self~-command’ of the
Lancashire textile workers. He estimated that
half the mill owners were keeping their facto-
ries open despite a fourfold increase in cotton
costs and static sales prices and he urged amore
sympathetic administration of poor law relief.

He concluded his speech by praising Palm-
erston and Russell for recognising the need
for Italian unification. ‘For generations back,
almost for centuries, divided Italy has been a
focus of troubles for Europe, has been a tempter
to ambition .... Italy united ... will afford by a
new example a new and signal proof that con-
stitutional freedom ... is the best security that
human wisdom can devise ...

It was the penultimate, American, section
of the address which caused sensation, contro-
versy and, later, repentance. The problem was
amemorable phrase in a single sentence. Glad-
stone acknowledged that he favoured maintain-
inga United States, despite believing that slaves
would be better off under their Southern mas-
ters rather than the ‘whole power’ of the fed-
eral authorities. He defended the policy of strict
neutrality between the warring parties even
though he ‘will offend both, because the state
of mind in which his conduct will be judged
of by either’. He asked the audience to sympa-
thise with the Northern fight against dismem-
berment. ‘It is the more necessary to do this
because I think we are of one mind as to what
is to come. We know quite well that the peo-
ple of the Northern States have not yet drunk
of the cup — they are still trying to hold it far
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from their lips — the cup which all the rest of the
world see they nevertheless must drink.” It was
to his next sentence that G. J. Holyoake’s press
agency report attached the word sensation:

We may have our own opinions about slav-
ery; we may be for or against the South;
but there is no doubt that Jefferson Davis
and other leaders of the South have made
an army; they are making, it appears a navy
and they have made what is more than
either — they have made a nation.”

The next day ‘the people of the Tyne gave him
the reception of a king.” “The bells rang, guns
thundered, a great procession of steamers fol-
lowed him to the mouth of the river’ and the
banks were thronged with the workers from
the local shipyards and local factories.® There-
after Gladstone made his way, via speeches at
Sunderland, Middlesbrough and York, to Lon-
don where the cabinet would deliberate on
mediation.

Holyoake later described ‘sensation’ as too
strong and suggested ‘surprise’ might have been
more appropriate.” The summaries of editorial

reaction circulated in the provincial press were
more subdued — see Table 2 —but do highlight
the areas where Gladstone was censured:

* his partiality to the South,

* ignoring the ‘curse of slavery’, and

* anticipating recognition of the

Confederacy.
Gladstone responded firmly to the allegation
of partiality for the South, ‘T have never to
my knowledge expressed any sympathy with
the Southern cause in any speech at Newcas-
tle or elsewhere, nor have I passed any eulo-
gium upon President Davis’, adding that ‘T have
thought it out of my province to touch in any
way the complicated question of praise and
blame’ between North and South. These com-
ments were amplified in a letter to the Duchess
of Sutherland: ‘the South has not my sympa-
thies except in the sense in which the North
has them also. I wish them both cordially well,
which I believe is more than most Englishmen
can at present say with truth.»

At Newecastle, Gladstone had shared his anal-
ysis that “We may anticipate with certainty the
success of the Southern States so far as regards
their separation from the North. I cannot but

Table 2: Press Reaction to the Newcastle Speech

Paper Politics Reaction

Morning Herald' Conservative ‘It will now be understood throughout Europe and America Both, that the
English Government are convinced the time has come to recognise the
Independence of the South’

The Times' Independent/ "... it can hardly be alleged that Mr. Gladstone has gone beyond the bounds

Conservative of official reserve in the statement that Jefferson Davis has made a nation of
the South. If any community ever did earn the name of a nation, the Southern
Confederates have.’

Daily News' Radical ‘Mr Gladstone has never concealed that he is favourable to Southern
independence ... We do not find fault with him for recognising the progress
which the South has made in establishing its independence. It is the proper
business of a statesman to look before all things at the facts ... Could he
not have said one word in favour of saving from the curse of slavery the vast
countries which must fall to one or other of the combatants, but whose destiny
is at present undecided.’

The Globe? Radical ‘For the Birth of a nation the cosmopolitan certificate of birth, consisting of the
recognition of other nations, follows ... The sincere repugnance in the general
feeling of Europe, independent of state policy, to countenance or encourage
by any premature act, the formation of an independent slave power, can alone
account for the delay interposed in this instance ...’

The Star? Liberal ‘The people of the northern States have undoubtedly no strict right to
complain, because a leading English statesman chooses to proclaim to the
world that they are certain to be defeated and humiliated in a great struggle in
which their dearest hopes and interests are staked.’

Sources:

1 Belfast News-Letter, 11 October 1862, p. 4

2 Newcastle Courant 10 October 1862, p. 5

Newspaper political affiliations: C. Cook and B. Keith, British Historical Facts 1830—1900 (St Martins Press, 1975) pp. 201-05
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believe that that event is as certain as any event
yet future and contingent can be.® His assess-
ment accurately foretold the difficulties of
Reconstruction but, as he later accepted, was
‘a false estimate of the facts’, about the poten-
tial for a Northern victory3* His adversaries,
as Granville concluded a decade later, com-
mitted ‘the fallacy of confounding the expres-
sion of an opinion as to the probable course of
events, with the desire that such should be their
course.™ Analysis, faulty or otherwise, is not
advocacy.

Contemporary critics concluded South-
ern sympathy implied support for slavery,
suspicions still aired in today’s ‘culture wars’.
Foremost among them was John Bright who,
after Newcastle, wrote to Charles Sumner, ‘he
is unstable as water in some things; he is for
union and freedom in Italy, and for disunion
and bondage in America ... he has no word of
sympathy for the four million bondsmen of
the South’3* To Cobden, Bright complained
‘He was born of a great slave holding family &
I suppose the taint is ineradicable.’” But, again,
his critics misunderstood his views. As Glad-
stone later wrote ‘It is one thing to anticipate
an issue of the war favourable in the main to the
Southern view; it is quite another to sympa-
thise with men whose cause is, as I think, seri-
ously tainted by its connection with slavery.*
In backing mediation, Gladstone would not
ignore the ‘bondsmen’.

In his usual way, Gladstone had studied the
background to the war. He had met representa-
tives of both sides and would have been aware
of Northern as well as Southern racial preju-
dice. For example, in November 1861, during
along weekend at Blenheim, he both discussed
US affairs with Edward Schenley, a commis-
sioner for repressing the slave trade, and read
American Union by James Spence, a Liverpool
merchant and Confederate agent.” Neverthe-
less, it is hard to understand how Gladstone
believed that slaves would be better off under
their southern masters than under the federal
government, particularly given the view he
had expressed to Argyll of the Confederate
objectives. Together with the ambiguity of the
phrase ‘our own opinions about slavery’ this
hurt Gladstone’s reputation.

Bright was also mistaken in suggesting
Gladstone applied different standards to Italy
and the Confederacy. Defending Gladstone and
‘the little knot of men who thought with him’,
his friend, the lawyer, Sir Robert Phillimore
argued that they were ‘not moved by any toler-
ant feeling towards slavery, by any sympathy
for the southern planter as a fellow aristocrat

Gladstone and the American Civil War

or by any mean jealousy of the growing great- Contempora ry
ness of the United States ... Their position was .

perhaps a narrow one ... historic ... academic, critics concluded
but perfectly creditable ... As disciples of Burke  §guthern sympa-

they had admitted the justice of the claim of
the States to self-government ... On the same

thy implied sup-

ground they admitted the claim of the Southern

States to secede from secession. It was in fact port for Slavery’

the doctrine of Home Rule* Gladstone based suspicions still

legitimacy on the consent of the population, the

standard he later also applied to Alsace Lorraine airedin today’s

after the Franco-Prussian War as well as to Ire- , ,
culture wars'.

land over home rule.* Gladstone’s fallacy was
that the Southern slaves had no voice in their
governance.

The senior Northern representative in Lon-
don, Charles Francis Adams anticipated serious
diplomatic damage from Gladstone’s Tyneside
soundbite: ‘If he be any exponent at all of the
views of the cabinet then is my term likely to
be very short.» Wisely, he delaycd challeng—
ing the Foreign Secretary for a fortnight and
then only asked obliquely if Lord Lyons would
return to Washington for a long stay before
adding ‘If T had entirely trusted to the construc-
tion given by the public to a late speech I should
have begun to think of packing my carpet bag
and trunks.” Discreetly ignoring the potential
mediation initiative, Russell assured him that
government policy remained unchanged. Later,
Russell gently reprimanded Gladstone, ‘I think
you went beyond the latitude which all speak—
ers must be allowed when you said that Jeff.
Davis had made a nation. Recognition would
seem to follow, and for that step I think the cab-
inet is not prepared.’**

The hint of recognition is the offence for
which Gladstone most condemned himself,
writing in one list of errors, ‘I did not perceive
the gross impropriety of such an utterance
from a Cabinet Minister of a power, allied in
blood and language and bound to loyal neu-
trality® and in the other, ‘Not only was this a
misjudgement of the case but even if it had been
otherwise, I was not the person to make the
declaration.*

Feeble and half-hearted support
Gladstone returned from his Tyneside triumph
still supporting Russell’s mediation plan but
soon discovered that cabinet heavyweights such
as Argyll, Lewis, and Granville were opposed.
Granville, later Gladstone’s closest ministerial
colleague, wrote to Russell, ‘“The North hate us
now, the Southern leaders did hate us, and may
for all we know do so now ... Public opinion in

England is diametrically opposed to that of both
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A final rebuke can
fittingly be left
to Gladstone him-
self:amanwho
speaks in public
ought to know
besides his own
meaning, the
meaning which
others will attach
to his words.

Northern and Southern statesmen on slavery.
... Idoubt if any European Government really
understands American politics ... Granville
feared the Americans using mediation to gain
time for renewing ‘military resources’, mak-
ing ‘dupes’ of the British. He was concerned that
‘our offers would be refused by one or both bel-
ligerents, as such offers generally are when made
before they are wanted.” A refusal by the North
could lead to calls to ‘recognize the South’ inevi-
tably leading to war with the North, freeing
Napoleon III to make mischief in Europe.#
After an inconclusive cabinet,* Gladstone cir-
culated a long memorandum to sway the debate.
When ‘the South has driven the North over the
Potomac, and the North has driven back the
South over that river in return’, he suggested,
the time was ripe for intervention. Delay risked
increasing ‘the terrible distress in Lancashire’,
compromising ‘public peace’. He was concerned
that ‘people are being rapidly drawn into South-
ern sympathies’. He worried that the ‘increasing
exasperation and deepening horrors of the war’
would make peace harder. On slavery he argued,
‘I cannot suppose that we are to refuse to cure,
or aim at curing, one enormous evil, because we
cannot cure another along with it. But I feel it
would be most desirable in a process of interfer-
ence by which the South would be ostensibly,
though perhaps not really, the greatest gainer, to
use every moral influence with a view to the mit-
igation, or if possible, the removal of slavery.»
On 12 November, Gladstone wrote home, ‘The
United States affair has ended and not well. Lord
Russell rather turned tail. He gave way without
resolutely fighting out his battle ... Palmerston
gave to Russell’s proposal a feeble and half-
hearted support.

The only policy which answered the
convictions of the country
Gladstone’s final public contribution to the
Civil War policy debate came at the end of June
1863 when John Roebuck proposed recogni-
tion of the Confederacy. Opposing the motion
on behalf of the government, Gladstone reit-
erated previous arguments of sympathy for
‘heroic’ Southern ‘resistance’ offset by ‘a strong
counter-current of feeling’ towards slavery,
and disagreement with those ‘who thought it
was a matter of high British interest that the old
American Union should be torn in pieces’.
Throughout the war, Gladstone’s hor-
ror of the casualties coloured his analysis: ‘was
there ever a war of a more destructive and
more deplorable —I will venture to add, of a
more hopeless — character’. Just days before the

decisive Union victory at Gettysburg, Glad-
stone still did not believe ‘that the restoration

of the American Union by force is attainable’

or that ‘the emancipation of the negro race is an
object that can be legitimately pursued by means
of coercion and bloodshed.” He defended the
government’s policy of ‘faithful and strict neu-
trality’ as ‘the only policy which would have
answered to the convictions and desires of the
country and urged its retention concluding,

‘do not let us run the risk of making worse that
which is already sufficiently horrible, and adding
to the deadly feud which now exists other feuds
and other quarrels which will carry still wider
desolation over the face of the earth.” Other
Liberals dealt more harshly with Roebuck and,
after some chivvying from Palmerston, he with-
drew the motion. After Gettysburg, eventual
Union victory was no longer in doubt.

Hostile animus
In the summer of 1862, bumbling British
bureaucracy allowed the newly launched sloop
Alabama to escape from Merseyside and pur-
sue a two-year career harassing Union ship—
ping, further aggravating relationships with the
United States. Ministerial responsibility for the
escape lay with Russell but the odium attached
was Gladstone’s wartime legacy. America
claimed for damages caused both directly by
the Alabama and her sisters and indirectly for
prolonging the strife, causing additional costs
of war and higher marine insurance rates.’

Russell resisted the American demands and
they remained unsettled by the 1866—67 Derby/
Disraeli government. After 1868, Gladstone
took responsibility for settling the claims by
arbitration together with outstanding British
grievances including raids on Canada by Amer-
ican based Fenian Civil War veterans and Cana-
dian fishing disputes. He saw ‘arbitration as
exemplifying the means by which two civilised
nations could settle differences without either
having to admit being in the wrong.”3

To his embarrassment, his words at Newcastle
‘were cited as part of the proof of hostile animus’
by the British during the war* The settlement
cost Britain $15m in 1872 and was taken publicly
as a blow to British prestige, becoming a factor in
Gladstone’s general election defeat of 1874. The
$7.5sm paid by the Americans to Canada and the
lasting improvement in British—American diplo-
matic relations went unremarked ss

Gladstone’s trips north in 1862 helped cre-
ate a Liberal statesman, more appreciative of
the contribution made to the national wealth
and the exchequer by the industrial heartlands.
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They fostered his respect for the civic
capabilities of the working people
and served as an apprenticeship for
his style of campaigning leadership.
His speeches on the Civil War dem-
onstrated his both his sympathy for
the Union and flawed analysis of the
federal capacity to preserve it. They
showed his humanitarian instincts to
minimise suffering and casualties in
both America and Lancashire but also
his reluctance to express in public an
empathy for the slaves that matched his
loathing for the principle of slavery.
Gladstone had alifelong urge to
communicate, as the volume of his
records amply testifies. But students
of his life quickly learn Gladstone was
avery careful ‘Colossus of Words
whose lengthy sentences as often quali-
fied as clarified his meaning. So it is
ironic that, asa consequence of the
apparent clarity of that one sentence at
Newcastle, the Confederacy and slav-
ery still taint his reputation despite his
disdain for the one and detestation for
the other. The Alabama negotiations
were prejudiced by those words and
the settlement politically costly. A final
rebuke can fittingly be left to Glad-
stone himself: ‘a man who speaks in
public ought to know besides his own
meaning, the meaning which others
will attach to his words.>”

Tony Little is Chair of the Liberal Democrat
History Group. He is a joint editor of Brit-
ish Liberal Leaders (2015).
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Liberal supporters of the Confederacy
An examination of the motives of two contrasting Liberal MPs who chose to support the
South during the American Civil War. By Graham Lippiatt.

Commerce, conscien

Against this fluid
background, it

is clearly unsafe
to assume that
Liberals in the
early years of the
Civil War would
instinctively

line up with the
Union against the
Confederacy.

HORTLY AFTER 4.30 a.m. on the morning
S of 12 April 1861, the first Confederate

shells began to fall on Fort Sumter, the
Union-held military installation in the har-
bour of Charleston, South Carolina. To borrow
a phrase from an earlier conflict on American
soil, these were shots heard round the world. As
the American diplomat and historian George
Bancroft wrote in the year after the Civil War
ended, ‘For a time the war was thought to be
confined to our own domestic affairs, but it was
soon seen that it involved the destinies of man-
kind: its principles and causes shook the poli-
tics of Europe to the centre and from Lisbon to
Pekin divided the governments of the world.”
The American Civil War added a new fire to
the arguments which were raging on the vir-
tues or vicissitudes of Republicanism, democ-
racy, nation-building; and, of course, on the
question of slavery.

The impact of the American Civil War on
British political and public opinion reflected
this reaction. Keen debates followed on the
causes and consequences of the war across the
political spectrum; and these deepened and
changed as the conflict progressed, particularly
given the impact of the Cotton Famine in Lan-
cashire and after the Emancipation Proclama-
tion seemed to make it more explicit that the
war was being fought to end slavery. As Turner
has pointed out, however, it would be a mistake
to assume that the whole of British society was
aflame with opinion. There was indifference
in many quarters and the strength of opinion
changed and shifted with events. There was no
clear division of view based on class, political
or religious allegiance, or economic or social
status.? Historians used to assume that work-
ing men, Radicals and reformers automatically
supported the North, while Conservatives and
Whigs sided with the South. As long agoas

1953, a study of Conservative and aristocratic
attitudes to the Civil War concluded that the
Conservative Party did not take a deep interest
in the war and that the assumption that Con-
servatives coilectiveiy hoped for a Confederate
victory was not a given.’ In addition, previous
studies of Liberal and Radical politicians have
revealed significant sympathy and support for
the Confederacy.*

Against this fluid background, it is clearly
unsafe to assume that Liberals in the early years
of the Civil War would instinctively line up
with the Union against the Confederacy. Not-
withstanding the passionate support for the
North given by Liberal intellectuals such as
John Stuart Mill, by anti-slavery campaign-
ers like Harriet Martineau or by radical politi-
cians like John Bright or Richard Cobden (both
of whom earned the soubriquet Members for
the United States, or Members for the Union),
there were those among the Liberal ranks who
wanted to see a victory for the Confederacy.
More surprisingly, perhaps, there were those
who supported the Southern cause even after
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. The
purpose of this article is to consider the lives
and motives of two such Liberal members of
parliament during the Civil War: John Emer-
ich Edward Dalberg-Acton (from 1869, Lord
Acton) and William Schaw Lindsay.

These two men had different careers dur-
ing the Civil War. Lindsay was active in politics
and diplomacy. He used his time and position
to argue in the House of Commons in favour
of British intervention in the war. He joined
pro-Confederate organisations such as the
Manchester Southern Club, of which he was a
vice-president, and was a founder member of
the London branch of the Southern Independ-
ence Association, which aimed to mobilise sup-
port for recognition of the Confederacy: He
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also visited Napoleon III of France to lobby for
French intervention and was in regular contact
with Confederate diplomats and commission-
ers.’ By contrast, Acton was inactive as an MP.
He spoke in the House of Commons just three
times in the six years he sat there,” and none of
these interventions were to do with the Ameri-
can Civil War.® Acton’s position on the Civil
War was expressed through his writings. It was
not specifically designed to stimulate support
for the Confederacy but was, rather, a part of
his scholarship around the history of liberty,
democracy, unrestricted majority rule and the
protection of minorities.

William Schaw Lindsay (1815-1877)°

W. S. Lindsay was born at Ayr in December
1815. He was orphaned young and brought up
by an uncle, William Schaw, a Free Church
minister. At age 15, he left Ayr and went to
Glasgow and soon embarked on a seafaring life.
He led a dangerous and exciting existence at
sea. He was once washed overboard, suffering
serious injury to his legs. On another occasion
he received a sabre wound in a fight with pirates
and shot one of his attackers dead. This may
have been enough adventure for him, for about
ayear later he retired from the sea and became
a port agent, specialising in coal and later in

pig iron, at Hartlepool. He became a financial
success and married into a ship-owning fam-
ily, eventually moving to London to become a
shipbroker. He later opened an agency in Sun-
derland, during which time he expanded to
own a large number of ships. Lindsay built up
contacts with other ship-owners and shipbuild-
ers. His commercial interests made him a fierce
proponent of free trade, unrestricted access to
markets and freedom of the seas. As a promi-
nent man of international commerce, Lindsay

would have been more than aware of the poli-
cies of United States’ governments from the

Embargo Act of 1807, the introduction of pro-
tectionist measures in 1816, and further tar-

iffs imposed during the presidency of Andrew
Jackson in 1828. These measures had impacted

William Schaw
Lindsay (1815-77), 1855
(unknown artist)
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on Southern products and trade much more
than on the Northern economy™ and were a
factor in Lindsay’s sympathy for the efforts of
the South to argue states’ rights to try and nul-
lify these policies. As Lindsay said of himself,
he was ‘a plain man whose business was his
politics and with a leaning towards Free Trade
principles.” These were important motivations
when it came to Lindsay’s attitudes and opin-
ions on the American Civil War, both as the
conflict approached and during its course.”

As Lindsay’s business life flourished, he
began to harbour political ambitions. In April
1852 he unsuccessfully contested Monmouth
for the Liberals at by-election and then stood,
again without success, in the general election
of that year in the naval seat of Dartmouth. In
1854 he was narrowly elected MP for Tyne-
mouth and North Shields. He was returned
unopposed there in 1857, and in 1859 he trans-
ferred to Sunderland, being one of the two Lib-
erals returned in that constituency. He held the
seat throughout the duration of the parliament
and the American Civil War.

Lindsay’s interests took him to the United
States in 1860. By this time, US overseas trade
was growing fast, and Lindsay had developed
strong business connections with many Ameri-
can ship-owners. It is clear that this visit had
British government approval and was sanc-
tioned by the United States. While Lindsay
acknowledged that his mission was not in an
official capacity, he was supplied with copies of
government correspondence concerning mari-
time issues by the foreign secretary, Lord John
Russell.® Back home, Lindsay began to speak
publicly about the dangers of the approach-
ing conflict between the States, voicing his
concerns on commercial, maritime, legal and
moral grounds. Lindsay was among the many in
Britain who felt the interests and culture of the
Northern and Southern states made it increas-
ingly impossible for them to remain together
as one nation. This was the age of nationalisms.
Nationalist movements in Italy and Hungary,
exemplified by the figures of Garibaldi and Kos-
suth, had attracted Liberal support. There was
no natural reverence for existing Unions, and
this extended to America. In 1860, for example,
Lord Russell seemed in tune with wider opin-
ion when he reflected that peaceful disunion
in the United States would benefit both North
and South and, by extension, the international
community.” Many democrats would struggle
over the issue of secession, but many would nod
in consent when hearing the words of Jefferson
Davis giving his inaugural presidential address
to the Congress of the Confederate States:

Our present condition ... illustrates the
American idea that governments rest upon
the consent of the governed, and that it

is the right of the people to alter or abol-
ish governments whenever they become
destructive of the ends for which they were

established.”

In addition, many also believed that that the
Confederacy could not be conquered militar-
ily, or only, if at all, at great and senseless loss of
life and destruction. The seceding states formed
a huge geographical area, providing a vast hin-
terland into which forces could retreat, perhaps
recalling the failure of British arms to secure
the dauntingly large area of the colonies dur-
ing the American Revolution. In 1861, Lind-
say wrote to New York banker and member of
the February Peace Conference in Washington
DC, Alexander Duncan, setting out his views
on the likely conflict:

Ilook at history and consider the vast
extent of your country and I find the inter-
ests of the South are opposed to the policy
of the North. When I see that the two sec-
tions of your people differ in almost eve-
rything except language, and when I hear
that they are resolved by the vote of sev-
eral of their State legislatures to arm them-
selves and raise a vast army, not to coerce
other States or attack the North but to
defend themselves, I could not but feel that
there must be a separation and that no force
which the North could bring to bear will
ever re-unite the Southern with the North-
ern States."

Lindsay took a businessman’s view that separa-
tion would be better for the American economy
and its international trade, since a long, costly
and deadly war, whatever the outcome, could
bring on a decline from which it might take
America decades to recover. Lindsay’s predic—
tions on the human cost of the war were shared
by many in Britain, adding to the pressure on
the government to offer mediation as the con-
flict progressed. And when the South was victo-
rious in the first major battle of the war, at Bull
Run (First Manassas) in July 1861, it seemed to
underline the belief that war would not only be
prolonged and bloody, but that separation had
become a fait accompli.

During the course of the war, Lindsay took
up other themes resonating with public opin-
ion in Britain. A widespread fear existed that
opposition to slavery, and the way the war was
explicitly being seen a war for emancipation,
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felt the interests
and culture of
the Northern and
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made it increas-
ingly impossi-
ble for them to
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as one nation.
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would result in a slave insurrection. A long his-
tory of slave revolt in America going back to
the earliest settlements'” had been followed by
serious incidents in the British West Indian col-
onies and by the slave rebellion in Haiti. Memo-
ries of these events and of the Indian Mutiny of
1857 were fresh in people’s minds. Pro-South-
ern voices tried to exploit these concerns with
predictions of the murder and rape of white
women and children by slaves encouraged by a
desperate and vindictive Union government,™
but there was genuine fear which needed little
stirring up. Lindsay took up this call following
the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863." Writ-
ing in the Sunderland Times in October 1863,

he claimed that the Proclamation was a call to
slaves to massacre ‘your masters, massacre your
mistresses, and massacre their children, so that
you may obtain your freedom.>

Yet Lindsay was not favourable to the con-
tinuation of slavery in America. When, because
of his knowledge of commerce and interna-
tional shipping, he agreed in 1861 to meet with
Williams Lowndes Yancey, the Confederate
diplomat, he professed a wish to aid the South
in gaining independence but only on the under-
standing that slavery would eventually be
abolished.*

Another issue Lindsay stressed was the
impact of the war and the blockade of South-
ern ports on the Lancashire cotton trade, which
caused much hardship and unemployment as
the war dragged on. In the House of Commons,
in July 1862, he referred to the damage caused
to the cotton industry and claimed that Lan-
cashire cotton workers had told him that the
South deserved their independence. In general,
however, the sympathy of the cotton workers
was towards the Union, despite the hardships
they were themselves suffering from, mainly
because of their animosity towards slavery.
However not all working men were pro-North.
Many important voices from the Chartist era
took an unsympathetic view of American capi-
talism and exploitation of the working man,
which they saw as the dominant force in US
industrial development, and for this reason they
supported Southern independence.>

During the course of the Civil War, Lindsay
continued his political and diplomatic efforts
to bring about British and French intervention,
in the hope of progressing, through offering
medjiation, to recognition of the Confederacy.
Lindsay worked closely with John Arthur Roe-
buck, the nominal Liberal MP for Sheffield.
Roebuck was a former radical, but he was fluid
in his political loyalties, was often out of step
with Sheftield Liberals and was determinedly

Commerce, conscience and constitutions

independent of party and government ties in
the House of Commons. He ended up being
made a Privy Counsellor by the Conserva-
tives.” Roebuck had attempted and failed to
get debates in the House on the war, so Lind-
say took up the mantle, allied with the Liberal-
Conservative MP for County Galway, William
Gregory. As early as February 1862, Lindsay
and Gregory were looking togeta debate in the
House to discuss the Northern blockade, hop—
ing to get the government to intervene.* The
following month, Lindsay undertook another
meeting with Napoleon in France (with whom
he met a number of times and for whom he pre-
pared briefing papers throughout the conflict)
to press for French recognition of the Confed-
eracy. Lindsay next tried to take advantage of
the outrage provoked by the notorious “Woman
Order’ issued by Major-General Butler in occu-
pied New Orleans of May 1862, under which
Southern women showing disrespect to Union
soldiers were to be treated ‘as a woman of the
town plying her avocation’, in other words as a
common prostitute. Despite Lindsay’s express-
ing the opinion that nine-tenths of members
were at that time sympathetic to interven-

tion, he was unable to find enough support for
a debate. Although he could not get the issue
before parliament at this stage, Lindsay was
right that opinion was shifting away from the
US and from the British policy of neutrality.
The Lancashire unemployment figures were
dire, and Lindsay started making preparations
for a speech on a debate he wanted to initiate in
July 1862.%

The debate which Lindsay brought before
the House of Commons on 18 July was his prin-
cipal attempt to persuade MPs to force the gov-
ernment into intervention. It took place against
the background of a false report of a Union
defeat in the Seven Days Battles (25 June — 1
July 1862). The Union forces had retreated but
their army was still intact. William Forster,
the Liberal MP for Bradford, took an Ameri-
can newspaper to the House to show the report
wasn't true. A large crowd had turned up for
the debate and there was much jostling for seats
in the public gallery between supporters of both
sides. It was believed that news of the Union
defeat would push the government towards
recognition of the Confederacy. Lindsay told
the House that the break between North and
South was irreparable, with justice on the Con-
federate side. He tried to focus on the issue of
mediation rather than immediate recognition
of the South, but he was not a good speaker and
failed to get the House on his side. He raised
the issue of the cotton shortage and its impact
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on Lancashire. Perhaps out of frustration he
abandoned his arguments around trade. He said
slavery was not the cause of the war and that
the North was fighting out of a desire for greed
and power. He declared that he ‘desired the dis-
ruption of the American Union, as every hon-
est Englishman did, because it was too greata
power and England should not let such a power
exist on the American continent.**Although his
points were not seriously challenged, when it
came time for the debate to be wound up it was
Palmerston, the prime minister, who dealt the
death bow to Lindsay’s pleas for intervention.
Palmerston said that recognition or media-
tion were not to be considered lightly and that
it was for the government alone to decide.”” In
July 1864, Lindsay proposed yet another par-
liamentary resolution in favour of recognition
and mediation, against the background of the
increasing loss of life and the sufferings on both
sides, but it again came to nothing.*

Despite all Lindsay’s political and diplomatic
efforts, the British government never wavered
from its policy of neutrality and France never
resorted to acting alone. While sympathy
for the South remained widespread and was
boosted by events such as the death of Stone-
wall Jackson, it was more than countered by
the odium of most British opinion against slav-
ery. Lindsay published an open letter against
the institution of slavery, asking the South to
devise a way of abolishing it, and undertook to
broaden the base of popular support for Con-
federate causes in Britain.* In August 1864,
Lindsay suffered a stroke which diminished
his powers and weakened his influence. Asa
consequence, he did not stand for re-election
in Sunderland at the 1865 general election. He
maintained his pro-Southern views in retire-
ment. His continuing interest in American
maritime affairs and the Civil War is reflected
in his post-war letters with former lead-
ing Confederates, expressing regret that ‘the
Southern people who fought so nobly and so
well’ were not able to achieve their independ-
ence’* He died, having suffered another stroke,
on 28 August 1877.

John Emerich Edward Dalberg-Acton
(1834-1902)

Acton was one of the great historical thinkers
of the Victorian age. Through his personality,
journalism and scholarship, he established him-
self as an important figure in liberal Catholic
thought. From his study of religious and secu-
lar history, Acton came to understand that *...
power tends to corrupt and absolute power

Itisin Acton’s
study of liberty
that we will find
the answer to
how, despite

his views on the
immorality of
slavery, he came
to support the
Southern cause.

corrupts absolutely.” The key conclusions of
Acton’s thinking around the state, liberty and
democracy were that liberty was the founda-
tion of the good society; that the role of the
state must be limited but must ensure the lib-
erty of the individual; that reason took prec-
edence over will, that might was not right; that
power was corrupting in any system, and that
the test of liberty and democracy is the amount
of protection afforded to minorities.3* Against
that background, it might seem incongruous
that Acton chose to side with the slave-owning
South in the American Civil War.

Acton was born in 1834 in Naples. His fam-
ily were Shropshire baronets with German con-
nections but also related to French and Italian
nobility. His father died young, and his mother
then married Earl Granville. Acton followed
his Whig stepfather in political afhiliation,
but his mother insisted on a Roman Catholic
upbringing, and Acton studied in France and
then under the future Cardinal Wiseman at
Oscott College before going to Munich in 1850
to study with the church historian Dr Ignaz
von Déllinger. Under Déllinger, Acton became
a perceptive student of history, particularly
of the church and its tendency to absolutism.
Through Déllinger, he became immersed in the
liberal Catholic movement. Later he travelled
widely, including to the United States, Russia
and Mexico, and in 1857, on a visit to Italy with
Daollinger, he met Pope Pius IX, although he
remained unimpressed by Roman institutions.’

Acton’s main contributions to religious
thinking were later to be developed through
his editorship of and writings for the Catholic
monthly publication The Rambler, in which he
argued against papal infallibility and for which
he narrowly escaped excommunication. Later
still, he followed an academic career with his
appointment to the Regius Chair of Modern
History at Cambridge. But, from the late 1850s,
Acton chose —and his chief biographer believes
somewhat reluctantly —a political path.* A
more recent investigation of Acton’s search for
a political career in Ireland, however, where his
Catholic faith would not be the bar to success
it would be in Great Britain, has shown that he
was considerably more motivated to find a seat
than previously thought. Through his stepfa-
ther and through his own efforts to make the
most of the patronage of important Catholic
contacts, a seat was found for him in Ireland
at Carlow At the general election of 1859,
he took the seat from the sitting Conservative
John Alexander, a Protestant, by 117 votes to
103.3° It was in the early 1850s that Acton first
came to know W. E. Gladstone, through his
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connections to Déllinger and his interest in
religious and intellectual affairs. Acton called
on Gladstone in London before setting out for
Ireland and the election to quiz him on political
matters. Thereafter they became more closely
acquainted, exchanging views and papers, with
Acton becoming Gladstone’s confidant and
adviser and eventually his friend ¥ As noted
above, Acton was not drawn to speak much in
parliament, but at the 1865 election he stood
again, this time switching to the Shropshire
constituency of Bridgnorth, near his home at
Aldenham. He won by a single vote but was
unseated after scrutiny and, when he stood
there again in 1868, he failed to get elected #* It
was Gladstone who raised Acton to the peerage
in 1869, although he spoke in the Lords as rarely
as he had done in the Commons.*

In 1866 Acton wrote to General Robert E.
Lee, the commander of the Confederate States
Army during the Civil War, saying, ‘You were
fighting the battles of our liberty, our progress
and our civilization ... ,* and it is in Acton’s
study of liberty that we will find the answer
to how, despite his views on the immorality of
slavery, he came to support the Southern cause.

First, however, it is right to point out that
Acton came from a family of Whig landown-
ers, and traditionally this group has been seen
as typical of British supporters of the Confed-
eracy, identifying with the dominant, planta-
tion-owning aristocratic Southern class, who
looked back to their English heritage. It is not
clear how much of this sentiment Acton inher-
ited, but he did spring from this background
and did mix in Whig and aristocratic circles.

In one important regard, however, he differed
from the characteristics of this group, tradition-
ally identified as typical of their distaste for the
United States (and consequently the Union in
the Civil War). This was his esteem for Ameri-
can political arrangements following the Revo-
lutionary War and, in particular, his approval
for the principles and mechanisms of American
democracy.

Acton had great admiration for the Found-
ing Fathers of the United States. He thought
particularly highly of the members of the
political elites who participated in the Consti-
tutional Convention. He approved of the way
they drew on the political histories of ancient
Greece and Rome as well as the English tradi-
tion, building into the constitution strong limi-
tations and checks on the power of the state but
also of direct democracy. The Founding Fathers
were right, in Acton’s view, to distrust state
power, which had to be defended against abuse.
They instituted the separation of powers and

John Emerich
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Acton, Lord Acton
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followed the federal principle, and Acton saw in
this that it caused no danger to liberty and that
the new nation was founded on rights.*

But Acton looked to the criticisms of the
constitution voiced by the Founding Fathers
themselves to help explain why things could
go wrong in the future. As Colley has recently
noted, the Civil War was bound from the out-
set with debates over written constitutions.*
In his lecture ‘The Civil War in America: Its
Place in History’, delivered in 1866, Acton said
that George Washington had warned against
a possible rule in the 1787 Constitutional Con-
vention in Philadelphia that might have given a
greater blocking power to a minority of states.
Acton believed Washington foresaw the dan-
ger of putting too much into democratic hands.
Alexander Hamilton thought that dissolu-
tion of the Union was the most likely eventual
result. Later in his life, Hamilton called the
constitution a frail and worthless fabric, and a
temporary bond, although he always thought
of himself as a strong defender of the constitu-
tion for all its failings. The second president,
John Adams, said ‘he saw no possibility of
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continuing the Union of the States; that their
dissolution must necessarily take place.’

So, while Acton admired the American con-
stitutional system, he thought that it clearly
had defects if it led to civil war; defects which
had been anticipated by the Founding Fathers.
The checks and balances had failed. The experi-
ment of an advanced polity with a large terri-
tory, which the United States seemed to have
created, had broken down and was no longer an
example of a successful democracy combining
freedom, equality and strong authority. He had
to look again at his ideas on liberty and democ-
racy in the light of events. Acton believed that
individual freedom is dependent on the right of
self-government, ending ultimately with the
state. But he distrusted central authority, and
the federal government had come to represent
this. Democracy, like any form of government,
can degenerate, and clearly this had happened
in America. The federal state had become over-
mighty. It justified its actions by appealing
that it represented the majority, but, withJ. S.
Mill, Acton understood that majority rule can
become the tyranny of numbers. For Acton, as
Himmelfarb has pointed out, the South was in
the position of a young state for whom tyranny
seemed to be an appropriate means of augment-
ing its power.#The South felt it was particularly
discriminated against by federal actions over
tariffs and trade embargoes and in the area of
political patronage. Northern manufacturers,
unable to compete with European competitors,
wanted protection of the home market; but the
US market accounted for only around a quarter
of Southern cotton production, and the South-
ern economy was based primarily on cotton.
Agricultural producers in the South were for
free trade, moderate taxation, and limited gov-
ernment spending.* These differences helped
bolster Southern support for states’ rights, nul-
lification, and limited government along the
lines propounded by John C. Calhoun of South
Carolina, the seventh vice—president of the
United States. Calhoun characterised the rela-
tionship between the states as the North play—
ing ‘an overweening Sparta to the South’s more
democratic Athens’.*s To Acton, it was Calhoun
who was the true defender of the Union. He
thought Calhoun’s theory of nullification ‘the
very perfection of political truth.’

Acton would surely have approved of the
constitution of the Confederate States which
specifically strengthened states’ rights. The pre-
amble to the constitution read, “We the people
of the Confederate States, each state acting in its
sovereign and independent character ....* On
Abraham Lincoln’s pronouncement that it was

the creation of the Union that converted the
colonies to states, setting limits to their inde-
pendence and liberty, Acton wrote, ‘This is the
extreme logical result of the democratic theory,
according to which the whole is the author of
the parts, and absolute master of them. In the
face of such a doctrine it is obvious that state
rights are the only security for freedom’.#
Thus, could Acton also write in his letter to
Robert E. Lee, ‘Tsaw in States Rights the only
availing check upon the absolutism of the sov-
ereign will, and secession filled me with hope,
not as the destruction but as the redemption of
Democracy.®

It seems hard to reconcile Acton’s view that
the wrong side won the American Civil War
with his statement that slavery was an evil to
be deplored and that, as it existed in America,
the country had become essentially immoral.#
Acton did not view slavery in absolute terms
of right and wrong, however. As Lazarski
describes it, ‘In his hierarchy of values civiliza-
tion and political liberty take precedence over
the abolition of slavery.... The progress of civi-
lization requires a passage through a phase of
slavery and all societies must experience it.*° As
a Christian, Acton was steeped in the knowl-
edge that historically Christianity had never
opposed slavery and that there were many pas-
sages of the bible in which it was favourably
mentioneds* Acton’s conscience allowed him
to believe that the South should and would
come to abolish slavery, as had happened in
most Union states and elsewhere, as attitudes
and working conditions changed. But, in judg-
ing the actions of the Union government dur-
ing the war and the effects of the Emancipation
Proclamation, Acton believed emancipation
had been ‘an act of war, not of statesmanship, or
humanity. They have treated the slave owner
as the enemy, and have used the slave as an
instrument for his destruction. They have not
protected the white man from the vengeance
of barbarians, nor the black man from the piti-
less cruelty of a selfish civilisation.”* In Him-
melfarb’s words, for Acton the ‘collapse of the
Union came about when the North added to
the iniquities of democracy the fanatical intol-
erance of an idea, the idea of abolitionism.”*

This verdict, delivered as it was in 1866, has
been viewed by some biographers of Acton to
have lacked sufficient distance and perspective
from the events of the Civil War. They see a
mellowing of opinion across a range of Acton’s
thinking on America, liberty and democracy,
but he remained a critic of pure democracy and
the tyranny of the majority throughout his
life. Some of Acton’s worst fears for American
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democracy were not realised but he
stuck to his ideas on state authority and
personal liberty. For Acton, as Clausen
has pointed out, absolute power cor-
rupts democracy as surely as any other
sort of government.*

Commerce, conscience and
constitutions

The motivations of these two con-
trasting Liberals in supporting the
Confederate cause sprang from their
different careers and political inter-
ests. Lindsay, the man of international
commerce, typified the dogmatic
commitment to the principle of free
trade of the nineteenth-century Lib-
eral Party and the business commu-
nity’s pragmatic response to the war.
Lindsay would have been aware, from
his commercial activities and his own
visit to the Southern states, that the
area was centre of capitalist growth,
with a vast internal infrastructure of
railroads, warehousing, ports, and
shipping concerns based on cotton
production which he felt was threat-
ened by Northern actions on tariffs.
From his statements in parliament,
we know that he felt the Union was
unreasonably aggressive and that he
feared the damage to trade and pros-
perity which would and did come
from war. Acton represented a more
philosophical Whig concern with
the concepts of liberty (often more
enthusiastically applied overseas than
in the United Kingdom). Acton’s
sympathies for the Southern plan-
tocracy may have reflected his own
privileged, landed, and aristocratic
heritage; and his willingness to put
aside his own rejection of slavery was
clearly influenced by his knowledge
of Biblical references and his stud-
ies of liberty. As he wrote in 1881 to
Mary Gladstone, “The law of liberty
tends to abolish the reign of race over
race, faith over faith, class over class.’
Acton took an intellectual view of
the struggles over states’ rights and
the wording and meaning of consti-
tutions. The positions Lindsay and
Acton took were not taken up by the
majority of other Liberal MPs, who
increasingly came to regard the Civil
War as a crusade against slavery.

Lindsay’s interventions in parliament
made little impact. Acton did not
really make his views known widely
until after the war ended. While Lib-
eral colleagues may have shared an
element of pragmatic support for
British intervention on economic

or humanitarian grounds in the first
years of the war, the Emancipation
Proclamation and the gradual turn-
ing of the tide of war in favour of the
Union helped solidify support for an
ending of the war in a victory for the
North and the abolition of slavery.
However, even at the end, Liberal
opinion remained divided. The Man-
chester Guardian editorial of 27 April
1865, in the immediate aftermath of
the assassination of President Lincoln,
contained the words: ‘of [Lincoln’s]
rule we can never speak except asa
series of acts abhorrent to every true
notion of constitutional right and
human liberty.” It is hard to imagine
Lindsay and Acton dissenting from
such an assessment.

Graham Lippiatt is a contributing editor to
the Journal of Liberal History.
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Women

Alastair Reid examines how British women anti-slavery campaigners reacted to the

American Civil War.

The American Civil War and

The moral crusade
against enslave-
ment was sud-
denly revitalised
by enthusiasm for
the Northern side
in the American
Civil War which
broke outin 1861
and whichdrewin
even such previ-
ously uninvolved
women as Emily

Davies.

T A TIME when the upsurge of interest
Aaround Black Lives Matter has drawn
attention to the widespread and impor-
tant benefits that British society derived from
enslavement and the trades associated with it,
it is also worth remembering the importance
of anti—slavery ideas and actions for liberal and
radical politics throughout the early-nineteenth
century. This was nowhere more significant
than in the early campaigns to improve the
position of women, which emerged from the
same Unitarian and Quaker circles that did
so much to produce the movement to abolish
slavery.

One of the leading figures in taking these
proto-feminist campaigns onto the national
political stage in the 1860s was Emily Davies
(1830—1921), famous as the main organiser of the
first residential ‘College for Women’ in 1869,
which became Girton College, Cambridge;
perhaps less often remembered as the main
organiser of the first campaign for women’s
suffrage in 1866—67. Davies was admittedly an
Anglican and a Conservative, but she was the
exception among her close colleagues: Barbara
Bodichon (née Leigh Smith) (1827-1891) was
more typical, as a Unitarian whose father and
grandfather were both abolitionists as well as
Radical MPs for Norwich, and one of whose
aunts played a key role in the organisation of
women’s petitions against slavery in the 1830s.
So, Bodichon and many of the other members
of the circle around Davies had seen female
political activism close at hand as they were
growing up, with abolitionist activity as one
of its central elements. It might be thought that
the Very successes of the abolitionists in elimi-
nating the British slave trade in 1807 and slave
ownership in the British colonies in 1833 would
have made the movement less necessary and
also less influential. However, the moral cru-
sade against enslavement was suddenly revital-
ised by enthusiasm for the Northern side in the

American Civil War which broke out in 1861
and which drew in even such previously unin-
volved women as Emily Davies. It is therefore
worth exploring this wider national and indeed
international context to throw light on what
we can see as some of the main ‘external’ influ-
ences on the emergence of the early women’s
movement in Britain, which has usually been
studied from a more ‘internal’ perspective. To
make this manageable in the space available,
this paper will focus on the circle of women
around Emily Davies, based mainly in London.

The Civil War in America and its impact
on British politics

In an initial attempt to contain the dispute, the
Northern case for maintaining the Union was
conciliatory about the abolition of slavery and
focused instead on arguments about majority
rule in a democracy; but this led to consider-
able confusion among overseas observers, as the
Southern secessionists countered it by empha-
sising their ambition for self-determination.
There were, however, many who understood
from the start that the whole point of this self-
determination was the preservation of slavery,
and who saw the dispute as the latest episode

in a long struggle between aspirations for lib-
erty and popular government on the one hand
and the resistance of hereditary privilege on the
other, which had begun with the American and
French Revolutions. From this point of view,
the conflict was not an internal dispute over
sovereignty but a key test of the ‘republican
experiment’ with implications for the rest of
the Atlantic world, throughout which reaction-
ary forces had been dominant since defeat of the
revolutions of 1848."

Once the Northern leaders had a better grasp
of the extent of the unpopularity of slavery
overseas, they began to shift their case towards
a more explicit championing of liberty and

60 Journal of Liberal History 114 Spring 2022



equality against slavery and aristocracy, which
seems to have been just in time to prevent inter-
vention by the British and French governments
in support of Southern independence. The
turning point was Giuseppe Garibaldi’s mav-
erick march on Rome in the summer of 1862,
with the aim of making it the capital ofa fully
united Italy. This turned out to be something
of a farce, but the popular demonstrations in
support of the wounded Garibaldi which subse-
quently swept from Italy across the continent,
combined with his very prominent statements
of support for the North in the Civil War and
the abolition of slavery, made European gov-
ernments think again about intervening on the
side of notorious American enslavers.> This new
international situation favouring the North
was then crystallised by two further public
events during 1863. First, President Abraham
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation became
law at the beginning of January and unambigu-
ously focused the war on the question of slav-
ery. And second, Lincoln’s short but powerful
Gettysburg Address universalised the conflict
in November 1863, by declaring the Union’s
aims to be not only ‘that this nation, under
God, shall have a new birth of freedom’ but also
‘that government of the people, by the people,
for the people, shall not perish from the earth’.
Whether consciously or not, this echoed some
well-known phrases of the Italian republican
nationalist Giuseppe Mazzini, and it turned
Lincoln into one of the major icons of liberal
and democratic aspiration throughout Europe
for many decades after his shocking assassina-
tion in 186, just as the North was securing
victory.J

The four-year-long American Civil War
therefore had a powerful transatlantic reso-
nance and transmitted a major impetus to pro-
gressive movements in Britain. For, the fight to
end Southern slavery led to a revival of aboli-
tionist feeling which enabled the construction

of new political alliances: between parliamen-
tary Liberals and Radicals, and between both
those groups and extra-parliamentary popular
radicalism, including a resurgent trade union
movement.* Indeed, a stronger unity was also
created within extra-parliamentary radical-
ismitselfs As a result, over the next five years
this broad progressive movement was able to
achieve not only a major expansion of the Brit-
ish electorate in 1867 but also a triumphant suc-
cess for popular Liberalism with the election of
William Gladstone’s first reforming govern-
ment in 1868.

Once again, a key link in the chain of
events was provided by Garibaldi, whose long
career as a leader of military adventures in
pursuit of national independence in Europe
and South America led him to be seen not only
as the ‘Hero of the Two Worlds’ but also, with
reference to a more ancient form of enslave-
ment, as a modern Moses. His visit to Britain
in 1864 was initially intended as a rather low-
key propaganda exercise in support of liberal
Italy, but unexpectedly caught the mood of
the moment and turned into an extraordinary
expression of spontaneous public passion for
aman who had become a sort of secular saint,
renowned for his moral virtue and physical
charm. When Garibaldi arrived in London,
the crowds which came to see him were esti-
mated at 500,000 and, since so many people
wanted to speak to him and shake his hand, it
took him five hours to travel the three miles
from the railway station to the place where
he was going to stay.® But Garibaldi’s tour
of Britain was suddenly cut short, allegedly
because of pressure from the government not
to visit Manchester, Newcastle and Glasgow
as originally planned, in case it stirred up too
much popular agitation. If there was any truth
in that, the cancellation had rather the oppo-
site effect, with the ensuing deep disappoint-
ment leading directly to the formation of the

e British women’s movement

The fight to end
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National Reform League the following year:
abody which would play the leading role in
mounting pressure for electoral reform from
outside parliament, with Garibaldi in a promi-
nent role as its honorary president.”

That year, 1865, also saw the election to
the House of Commons of a number of Radi-
cals who supported the North in the Ameri-
can Civil War, most notably John Stuart Mill
and Henry Fawcett. Then, after just two more
years of intensive extra-parliamentary pres-
sure, a Conservative prime minister, Benjamin
Disraeli, conceded the first measure of electoral
reform in a generation in a bid to calm down
the agitation at a time of unsettling disputes
over British rule in Jamaica and Ireland as well
as in domestic industrial relations.® While still
falling short of manhood suffrage, the Second
Reform Act of 1867 extended the vote to all
male householders, almost doubling the elec-
torate and including many ordinary manual
workers within the political system for the first
time. Throughout the campaign for electoral
reform, comparisons with the United States
were prominent among both progressives and
conservatives. The conservative side usually
had the upper hand in parliament by pointing
to many examples of mediocrity and corrup-
tion under America’s more democratic politi-
cal arrangements. But the progressives were
able to ride an ongoing wave of enthusiasm in
the country, fuelled by passionate agitation
appealing to anti-aristocratic and anti-slavery
attitudes.®

For the leading Radical intellectual John
Stuart Mill, the American Civil War was a
major catalyst not only in reviving his opti-
mism about the United States but also in
encouraging him to extend the discussion
of parliamentary reform to include votes for
women. Of course, Mill had long approved of
the principles of liberty and equality on which
the United States had been founded but, partly
under the influence of Alexis de Tocqueville’s
critical account of Democracy in America (1835
and 1840), had begun to fear that it would
decline into an increasingly mindless worship
of its own republican superiority and a neglect
of the need to put the grand principles of the
constitution fully into practice. So, Mill wel-
comed what he saw as the salutary shock of
alengthy conflict, followed by the eventual
victory of the North and the elimination of
chattel slavery, as the beginnings of a regen-
eration of the American people which would
lead them to address the other major issue of
continuing inequality: the subordinate posi-
tion of women.™ In a letter to the feminist

For the leading
Radical intellec-
tual John Stuart
Mill, the Ameri-
can Civil War was
a major catalyst
not only in reviv-
ing his optimism
about the United
States butalsoin
encouraging him
to extend the dis-
cussion of parlia-
mentary reform
toinclude votes

for women.

abolitionist Elizabeth Cady Stanton in 1869,
he was still absorbing and reflecting on the
impact of the Civil War: ‘[The nation’s] late
glorious struggle has shaken old prejudices and
brought men to the feeling that the principles
of your democratic institutions are not mere
phrases, but are meant to be believed and acted
upon toward all persons.” Then, when Mill
ﬁnally published his classic work on The Sub-
Jjection of Women that year, though it had mostly
been written as early as 1861, he called for the
reform of property laws affecting women and
equal access to the vote. And one of the cen-
tral themes of his argument was a comparison
of the position of married women with that of
enslaved people, considering the latter to be

in some respects better off as they usually had
some time away from their duties to their mas-
ters. In any case, slavery having just been abol-
ished in the Southern states, the position of
women was the one remaining major anomaly
in the liberal democracies which needed to be

addressed:

The law of servitude in marriage is a mon-
strous contradiction to all the principles of
the modern world, and to all the experience
through which those principles have been
slowly and painfully worked out. It is the
whole case, now that negro slavery has been
abolished, in which a human being in the
plenitude of every faculty is delivered up to
the tender mercies of another human being,
in the hope forsooth that this other will use
the power solely for the good of the person
subjected to it. Marriage is the only actual
bondage known to our law. There remain
no legal slaves, except the mistress of every
house.™

Anti-slavery and the emergence of the
women’s movement in Britain

In these ways, the victory of the North in the
American Civil War, followed immediately by
the emancipation of the enslaved people in the
Southern states and, soon after that, by their
inclusion within the political system, gave a
huge boost to the ambition and assertiveness
of campaigners for democracy and women’s
rights on the European side of the Atlantic.

As the American situation unfolded, the new
generation in Britain born around 1830 found
that what had initially been largely a tradi-
tion of abolitionism inherited from their older
female relatives was coming to life againasa
major issue of their own day. Barbara Bodic-
hon, for example, went on a seven-month tour
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of the United States with her husband in 1857—
58 as a sort of honeymoon, and they spent

two months of the winter in New Orleans,
where every conversation seemed to be about
race and slavery. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) was mentioned
by Southerners from the start of their visit

and roundly condemned as the product of

an appalling mindset which combined anti-
slavery and women’s rights. Bodichon agreed
about that combination but gave it the oppo-
site evaluation. Thus, she frequently compared
the position of enslaved people and women,
speculating that the belief that women should
be subordinated to men was a foundation of
the belief that Blacks should be subordinated
to Whites:

[A free mulatto] told me there was no career
for free negroes, no rights, no public posi-
tion. All he said might have been said by
any woman anywhere.

Slavery is a greater injustice, but it is
allied to the injustice to women so closely
that I cannot see one without thinking of
the other and feeling how soon slavery
would be destroyed if right opinions were
entertained upon the other question.”

On her return to Britain, Bodichon began pro-
viding readers of the English Woman’s Journal
with material on the realities of slavery and she
was encouraged by Emily Davies, who was the
Journal’s editor at the time and who, once the
Civil War had broken out, had no hesitation in
publishing pieces critical of the South: ‘If we
exist for anything, surely it is to fight against
slavery, of Negro as well as other, women’."
However, the issue did not become fully
focused until two years into the conflict when
President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclama-
tion became law in January 1863. Bodichon was
quick to propose a new campaign: in the Feb-
ruary 1863 edition of the Journal she published
along and lucid piece underlining the central-
ity of slavery to the dispute between North
and South. Indeed, she seemed to be hoping

to shock her readers into active support of the
North by providing evidence that the South
was aiming not only to maintain its existing

plantations but also to populate the new terri- Women

tories in the American West by reopening the campaigners:
Atlantic slave trade.’> Meanwhile, there had Emily Davies, 1880
already been an initial stimulus for the revival (1830-1921)

of active abolitionist campaigning by women Barbara Bodichon,
in Britain from an open letter published in the 1861 (1827-91)
January 1863 issue of the Atlantic Monthly by Clementia Taylor,

Harriet Beecher Stowe, calling for the women 1898 (1810-1908)
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of Britain to support the North in the Civil
War as a Christian fight for ‘the inalienable
rights of immortal souls’ and expressing some
regret that there had been a ‘decline of the
noble anti-slavery fire in England’.® A rejoin-
der of passionate support by Frances Power
Cobbe (1822—1904) was produced as a pamphlet
in London and then picked up and reproduced
in a later edition of the Atlantic Monthly. In the
course of her argument, Cobbe made it clear
that she, like Bodichon, saw the disempower-
ment of enslaved Blacks and female Whites as
direct equivalents:

... the right to freedom is founded simply
and solely on the moral nature wherewith
God has endowed every man and woman of
the human race, enabling them, by its use,
to attain to that virtue which is the end of
their creation.””

The main practical outcome of these interven-
tions was the establishment of the Ladies’ Lon-
don Emancipation Society on 20 March 1863
by Clementia (‘Mentia’) Taylor (1810—1908)

at her home, Aubrey House, in the Holland
Park district of west London. This is gener-
ally considered the first national anti-slavery
society for women anywhere in the world,
though there had been provincial ones before,
both in Britain and in North America. It soon
had over 200 members and, while its executive
committee included some prominent veter-
ans such as Harriet Martineau, it was notable
for drawing in a significant number of women
who had not previously been involved in abo-
litionist activity, usually because they were
from a younger generation. Thus, the execu-
tive committee also included Emily Davies
alongside her close friend from the older gen-
eration Charlotte Manning (1803—71). Like

its male equivalent, the main activity of the
Ladies’ Society was to disseminate detailed
information about the realities of Southern
slavery to support the new case of the North
about its war aims: that they were about end-
ing the immorality of slavery rather than just
trying to interfere with states’ rights. The
society distributed a large range of tracts and
published twelve of its own in 1863—64 with
an estimated circulation of over 12,000 copies.
The society’s first annual report made a point
of ending its detailed account of its own publi-
cations by quoting from its fifth tract, a reprint
of a pamphlet by the Boston abolitionist Lor-
ing Moody, indicating how at least some of its
leading members saw the significance of the
American Civil War:

The design of this work is to show, from the
testimony of the prime movers and lead-
ers in this Rebellion, and those in sym-
pathy with them, that this is an open and
undisguised conflict between the opposing
principles of Freedom and Despotism; that
the leaders of the Rebellion are fighting to
break down and destroy the government of
Freedom, which our fathers founded, and
to establish a despotic, slaveholding aristoc-
racy on its ruins.™

Given this wider political perspective, it is
interesting to note that the one male sub-
scriber to the Ladies’ London Emancipation
Society listed was ‘Signor Mazzini’, a close
friend of Mentia Taylor’s and frequent visitor
to her home in Holland Park; and it seems that
‘General Garibaldi’ was recruited as an hon-
orary member.” Certainly, a delegation from
the Ladies’ Society presented the latter with

an address a year later during his tumultuous
reception in London in April 1864. And, when
Emily Davies wrote an amusing letter about her
part in that meeting to her friend Anna Rich-
ardson (1832—1872), even she was clearly excited
and not completely immune to Garibaldi’s
famous charisma:

I have been engaged in fine sports to-day,
helping to present an address to Garry
Baldy, as the Londoners call him. It was

as being on the Committee of the Ladies’
Emancipation Society that I had the honour
& happiness of going. I felt rather unworthy
of it. The face is very fine it its calm compo-
sure, not at all foreign in the common sense
of the word. We were a disreputable set of
people (except myself & one other lady.) &
our address was a most inflammatory pro-
duction. I felt as if T had got among conspir-
ators, & was relieved when I discovered two
clergymen in the company.*

In the following years this network of women
activists which had begun to form around anti-
slavery issues then began to turn its attention
to other campaigns. In May 1865 Emily Davies
and Charlotte Manning played the leading role
in setting up a group for the focused discussion
of carefully prepared papers, which became
known as the ‘Kensington Society’ because it
met in Manning’s house in that part of west
London, with Davies acting as its secretary.
However, it was more of a national society
than previous gatherings of female activists as
it consciously aimed to bring together women
from different social circles who did not already
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know one another.” It eventually had almost
seventy members and gathered quarterly for
presentations and discussions for three years,
becoming increasingly focused on the issue

of women’s parliamentary suffrage, partly
because it also drew in a significantly more
Radical current under the influence of Mentia
Taylor. Davies certainly supported the idea of
increased political participation on the part of
women but was uneasy about moving too fast:
she still feared that such an advanced demand
might provoke a reactionary backlash and upset
her own more careful, almost technical, step-
by-step work in the education field. When she
expressed this explicitly to others, it came quite
naturally to her to compare it with the by then
conventional parallel of slavery:

Idon’t think I agree with you that rights
ought to be seized by force. Take the
extreme case of Slavery. It would surely be
better that the right of freedom should be
restored by the people who have stolen it,
than that it should be extorted by an insur-
rection of the slaves. As to the suffrage, my
view is that, the object of representation
being, not to confer privileges but to get the
best possible government, women should
be politely invited to contribute their share
of intelligence in the selection of the legisla-
tive body. As to their ‘asserting their rights
successfully & irresistibly’, the idea s, if T
may say so, rather revolting to my mind.*

Bodichon, however, was enthusiastic about
fighting energetically for the extension of the
franchise to women and led the way. Somewhat
against her own judgment, Davies allowed
herself to be carried along and it seems, from
the way she remembered it later, that it wasa
lot of fun. First, they campaigned in support
of John Stuart Mill’s candidacy as a Liberal
MP for Westminster in the spring of 1865 on
a manifesto of explicit commitment to female
suffrage. He was successful, but Davies was
rather ironic about how much her circle really
contributed:

I remember that Mrs Bodichon hired a car-
riage, occupied by herself, Isa Craig, Bessie
Parkes & myself, with Mr Herman Bicknell
on the box, with placards upon it, to drive
about Westminster. We called it giving Mr
Mill our moral support, but there was some
suspicion that we might rather be doing
him harm, as one of our friends told us he
had heard him described as ‘the man who
wants to have girls in Parliament.”

The American Civil War and the British women’s movement

Then, in the spring of 1866, they organised a Mill’s attempt to
petition in support of extending the house-

holder suffrage to women, which achieved move an amend-
almost 1,500 signatures.* Ironically, as Bodi- ment to extend
chon was increasingly unwell and frequently

abroad, it was Davies who began to take over the householder
as the key, if characteristically low-profile, fig- .

ure in this first extra-parliamentary campaign franchise across
for the vote for women. This involved her in the gender divide

several meetings with Helen Taylor (1831-1907)
and visits to her father, John Stuart Mill, at
his home in Blackheath, which Davies much

by replacing the

enjoyed. Then, it was she, along with Eliza- word ‘men’ with
beth G'flr.rett Andersor? (1.836—1917)j who took ’persons’ inthe
the petition over to Mill in Westminster for
presentation to the House of Commons on 7 debate over the
April 1866. This was perhaps the high point of .
Davies’s involvement in national political life Reform Bill on
and, scrupulo.us 1.m.emoirist as she was, she still 20 May 1867 was
remembered it vividly years later:
roundly defeated
... we walked up & down the Hall, E. Gar- .
rett carrying the Petition, amid a crowd without the
ofpeo.ple. The large roll was somewhat majority of MPs
conspicuous, & not easy to conceal, so we
asked an old applewoman to put it behind even turning up
her stall. Almost immediately after, Mr .
Mill appeared, finding us empty-handed. It to listen or to
was an embarrassing moment. E. Garrett, vote.

almost choking with suppressed laughter,
said in broken accents, ‘we’ve put it down.’
It was of course at once recovered, & Mr
Mill, taking it up and waving it in the air,
said ‘I can brandish this with effect.”

Subsequently, it was Davies who coordinated a
publicity campaign to keep up the pressure over
the second half of the year and who became the
real administrative force behind the first Suf-
frage Committee to be set up in Britain.* But,
of course, she had also been correct at the out-
set in having thought this was all somewhat
premature. Mill’s attempt to move an amend-
ment to extend the householder franchise across
the gender divide by replacing the word ‘men’
with ‘persons’ in the debate over the Reform
Bill on 20 May 1867 was roundly defeated with-
out the majority of MPs even turning up to
listen or to vote. Davies was grateful to Mill

for having made his intervention and satisfied
that there had been a serious discussion of the
issue in parliament for the first time but, see-
ing that the opening which had been offered
briefly by the debates on the passing of the Sec-
ond Reform Bill would be closed for the fore-
seeable future, she dropped out of the Suffrage
Committee and left the work of keeping up the
long-term pressure on votes for women to the
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Girton College, Radicals.”” For, that gave her the time to focus
Cambridge, ca on her more immediate educational projects
1890/1900 and, as the pinnacle of their efforts of the 1860s,

Emily Davies and Barbara Bodichon proved to
be a truly remarkable partnership in their suc-
cessful establishment of a residential coﬂege of
higher education for women: Davies providing
the administrative persistence and intellectual
ambition, Bodichon most of the initial money
and a winning personal charisma.

Of course, Girton College is still there
today, considerably larger and looking so much
like a venerable Victorian establishment in its
own now picturesque grounds that it is prob-
ably not immediately obvious to most visi-
tors what a visionary and courageous effort it
took to get it going in the 1860s, before women
could even take part fully in the professions
let alone cast their votes in parliamentary elec-
tions. Its main mover, Emily Davies, was an
Anglican and Conservative but she was sur-
rounded by women who were Nonconformists
and Liberals or Radicals, and who mostly came
from families long immersed in campaign-
ing for the abolition of slavery. Davies may
have been alternately frustrated and amused
by the Radicals and wary of being seen as too
closely associated with them and their meth-
ods, but she had been right at the centre of all
the progressive events of the early 1860s during

which the women’s movement became a signifi-
cant presence on the British political stage for
the first time: the first women’s national anti-

slavery organisation in 1863, the overwhelm-
ing response to Garibaldi’s visit to London in
1864, the establishment of a national intellectual
forum for the discussion of women’s issues, the
election of John Stuart Mill to parliament in
1865, the presentation to Mill of the first peti-
tion for women’s suffrage and the formation of
the first committee in pursuit of that cause in
1866. So, if the successful establishment of the
first College for Women three years later is to
be understood in terms broader than the power
of individual personalities and the successive
steps they took to achieve their specific edu-
cational aims, it can be seen as part of a wider
wave of enthusiasm for extending democracy
and participation initially sparked off by sup-
port for the anti-slavery aims of the North in
the American Civil War. It might seem a long
way from Gettysburg to Girton, but the links
in the chain were direct and continuous.

Alastair Reid is a historian of social movements in
modern Britain, whose books include Alternatives
to State-Socialism in Britain (2016, jointly edited
with Peter Ackers). He was for many years Senior
Lecturer and Director of Studies in History at Girton
College, Cambridge.
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A Liberal Democrat History Group evening meeting

The fall of the Lloyd
George coalition

2022 marks the centenary of the departure from office of the last Liberal to hold the post of Prime
Minister; on 19 October 1922 David Lloyd George resigned after six years as premier. His fall followed
the decision of Conservative MPs, meeting in the Carlton Club earlier that day, to end the post-war
coalition; the Conservative parliamentary party’s 1922 Committee is named after that meeting.

Discuss why the Lloyd George coalition fell with Lord Lexden (official historian of the Conservative
Party) and Dr Matthew Johnson (Associate Professor of Modern British History, University of Durham)
(to be confirmed).

6.30pm, Monday 11 July

Lady Violet Room, National Liberal Club, 1 Whitehall Place, London SW1A 2HE

(We are aiming for this to be a hybrid meeting, with an in-person audience and access via Zoom. Further
details will be posted nearer the time on our website at https://liberalhistory.org.uk/events/.)
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