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In 1850, Britain was the most modern of states. On the surface, England balanced liberty with reforms. Parties competed with each other. Really, aristocrats dominated it all. The wealthy had to acquire manners to become influential. These manners were expected for civil service, and social acceptance. William E. Gladstone (1809-1898), a pious man and an orator whose speeches inspired people on the issues of taxes, and Benjamin D’israeli, a flamboyant novelist and dreamer. Gladstone, the Liberal, believed that he was God’s tool in the battle between good and evil. D’israeli, the Conservative, thought politics to be a game, and loved the role of courtier to Queen Victoria. Their competition stimulated reform. In the Reform Bill of 1867, Gladstone wanted more suffrage but it didn’t pass. He resigned. Then D’israeli proposed giving the vote to the great majority of city workers. Gladstone’s Reform Bill of 1884 passed, and now most Englishmen could vote. Britain’s prosperity provided an environment for reform, but the progress was undermined by the depression of 1873. Unlike most of Europe, England had legalized unions. Skilled laborers improved their conditions through unions; they created the strongest labor movement in Europe. However, after the depression, technology altered conditions in industries, leading in the 1880s to a rise in militant industrial unions, termed “new unions.” British workers had never been attracted to socialism. In the 1880s, poverty led some labor leaders to urge greater militance and an English brand of socialism. J. Kier Hardie created the Independent Labour party in 1893 to fight for workers. He and other unions leaders hammered out a program, which developed into a platform for a separate Labour party. In the Taff Vale decision (1901), the courts awarded damages to an employer picketed by a union. The unions could be broken. Labor took to politics. In 1906, it gained enough members to gain necessary reforms. The stagnant wages and rising prices meant the standard of living declined. Workers urged a general strike between 1911-12. A long coal strike in 1912 involved a 1,500,000 workers and ended with government intervention. The great famine of 1845-1847 brought suffering to the Irish. Parliament’s response to this was repression. So, the suffering hated England. A revolutionary terrorist group, the Fenians, was born. Their struggle for Irish independence disrupted British stability and politics. Gladstone staked the Liberal party’s future on the Irish reform. In 1869, he ended the taxes the Catholic Irish paid for a church they didn’t attend. He also got Parliament to pass a land act, which forced landlords to compensate evicted farmers. By the time they got passed in the 1880s, they were too late; the issue had become home rule. Charles Stewart Parnell formed a separate bloc and urged for Irish legislature. Gladstone urged home rule, but his party was split. Parliament enacted extreme measures, suspending liberties in Ireland. Women were allowed to vote for and serve on school and government boards. But the right to vote for members of the House of Commons was denied them. Many Liberals and Labourites favored women’s suffrage. Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters urged demonstrations, and vandalism. One woman killed herself as a gesture of protest. When feminists were arrested, ugly situations occurred. When women played a major part in WWI, the elite changed their mind, and in 1918, women over 30 could vote. In 1928, women could vote at the same age as men. From 1906-1911, the Liberals introduced a series of social measures. They enacted a program of pensions, labor exchanges, unemployment and health insures, and minimum wages. Parliament repealed the Taff Vale decision. When Lloyd George introduced the “people’s budget” of 1909, the House of Lords refused to accept it. In the budget, social legislation was to be financed by raising taxes which were directed at the wealthy. Later, the Parliament Act of 1911 said that the House of Lords could only delay a bill, not prevent it. The House of Lords, dominated by Tory imperialists fought against home rule but couldn’t prevent it once the Act became law. The Liberals wanted home rule but their opponents were angry that they refused to accept Parliament’s decision. Irish Catholic extremists pressed for full independence. Civil war seemed close. In 1914, when England declared war on Germany, Irish suspended their campaigns for the war. In 1916, the Easter Rebellion, led by Sir Roger Casement, was suppressed, and its leaders killed. Lloyd George negotiated a settlement: southern Ireland became independent. 


