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INTRODUCTION

In 1840, Great Britain suffered from severe
political, social, and economic ills. The middle-class
Anti-Corn Law League and the working-class Chartist
movement challenged the political supremacy of the landed
upper classes. An air of fierce class competition
pervaded society. The economy was wracked by severe and
prolonged recessions and depressions.

By 1850, many of thepolitical, social, and economic
tensions present in 1840 had eased. The landed upper
classes shared with the middle classes at least part of
their Parliamentary power, and the working-class
Chartists demanded political rights with less vehemence.
Social division, while undeniably prevalent, did not
spark the same intense mutual class hatred found in 1840.
A new and seemingly limitless’ prosperity coursed through
the economy.

Many forces contributed to the contrasts in Britain
between 1840 and 1850. Through his sweeping economic
reforms while Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel established
the base of a growing national prosperity. The Anti-Corn
Law League, though it agitated on a platform of economic

reform, produced significant changes in the political
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order. By their persistent though unsuccessful political
agitation, the Chartists alerted the country to a
pressing need for social reforms. Those social
improvements demanded but not acted upon by the Chartists
advanced through the efforts of upper-class
philanthropists and government bureaucrats.

The Corn Laws were a major obstacle to reform. They
were the hallmark of the landed upper classes,
guaranteeing the existence of the traditional political,
social and economic order. Protection, or the Corn Laws,
prevented political reform, stifled the progress of the
industrial system, and, by preventing economic prosperity,
insured the continued degradation of the working classes.
The void left after the repeal of the Corn Laws insured
the establishment of extensive political, social, and

economic changes.
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Chapter 1
PEEL AND THE CORN LAWS

In British history, the decade from 1840 to 1850 is
sometimes referred to as the Age of Peel. During these
years, Sir Robert Peel (1?88-1850) placed his distinctive
political mark on British government and administration.
As Prime Minister from 1841 to 1846, Peel introduced
effective political and financial innovations that helped
to determine the future of the country. He created a new
Conservative party out of the remnants of the old Tory
party. He updated and streamlined the government revenue
system. He curbed the inflationary potential of
customary banking practices. And he ultimately
eliminated the protectionist economic system, ensuring
Britain's unfettered growth as a manufacturing power.

Peel's Ministerial policies modernized British
government. Before his Ministry, Parliament had been the
preserve of private interests. Peel weakened landlord
control of government through his political and financial
reforms. By discouraging private interest in Parliament
and stressing the common weal, Peel made British
government responsive to changing social conditions.

In bringing Parliamentary practice closer to the




ideal, Peel improved the economic and social condition of
most of the British people. Because of the practices he
initiated, government became résponsible to an
ever-widening body of Britons. Later events bore out the
correctness of many of Peel's ideas. His reforms were
well suited to the age in which he lived.

Though he may have been instrumental in creating the
political basis of the modern British state, Peel was
certainly not prescient. He had a vague idea of what his
political and financial innovations might lead to. But

"~ he was not always certain which direction his reforms
should take. 1In the case of economic theory, Peel held
to protectionism until he realized that it was no longer

tenable and then gave his firm support to its direct

opposite, free trade.

Peel's conversion to free trade was a shocking and
pivotal event in British history. It was as unexpected

as it was influential. Peel's political power rested on

his adherence to the protectionist system. His very
party was rooted in this traditional economic ideal.
Peel's about-face on the protectionist queétion ruined
his political career, but it enhanced his reputation
ameng the British populace. It shattered the traditional

organization of British government but set the



foundations for a fairer political, social, and economic
future.

Because Peel was the head of the Conservative
party, he became Prime Minister in 1841. He had led the
Conservatives in defeating the Whig government of Lord
Melbourne at the general election. His party now had a
majority in Parliament. The Queen was obliged to invite
Peel} as the recognized leader of the victorious party,
to become her first minister.

As long as Peel retained strong support and
exercised strong leadership, he would remain as Prime
Minister. He could only lose his position upon the
passing of a Parliamentary vote of no-confidence, the
loss of his party at a general election, or the loss of
party support. The Queen would be little justified in
asking Peel to step down, without citing any of the above
reasons.

Peel became the leader of his party after much
personal effort and political experience. He had worked
his way up through the political ranks. From 1812 to
1818, Peel held the difficult and unenviable post of
Chief Secretary to the Lord=Lieutenant of Ireland. As
Secretary, he personified, to the Irish, the odious

presence of England in Ireland. From 1822 to 1827 and



from 1828 to 1630, Peel held the responsible position of
Home Secretary. Here, he gained much experience in civil
administration and instituted Britain's first national
police force. ;

While Home Secretary, Peel became embroiled in the
controversial Catholic question. In 1829, Peel and the
Duke of Wellington (1769-1852) pressed the Catholic
Relief Bill through Parliament. With the passage of the
Bill, a measure of Catholic emancipation came to Ireland.
Parliament recognized the Irish Roman Catholic Church, |
and Irish Catholics could henceforth become Members of
Parliament. Peel's bitter experiences as Irish Secretary
convinced him of a national need for the reduction of
religious and political tension in Ireland.

It was unheard of that Peel, a young and promising
Tory, should advocate Catholic relief. He was a rising
figure in a2 party determined to defend the traditional
English constitution and the established Anglican Church,
and to resist liberal reform measures. Peel aroused the
ire of many Tories, making them doubt his political and
ethical consistency. Peel later claimed that he risked
his political career for the sake of a principle which
"was wholly at variance with that which the regard for my

own personal interests or private feelings would have



dictated.n!

Peel's advocacy of Catholic emancipation did not
destroy his political career. His position within the
Tory party remained strong. When the Whig Ministry of
Lord Melbourne (1779-1848) ended in 1834, the King called
for a Tory Prime Minister. The Duke of Wellington'.
advised the King that Peel was best suited for the
position. Peel's first Ministry had little prospect for
success or survival, based as it was upon a minority in
the House of Commons. It lasted from late 1834 to early
1835, over a span of less than five months.

Though Peel's first Ministry may have ended in
1835, his strong leadership of the Tory party had only
begun. He became the leader of the Opposition in the
House of Commons. Peel, as Tory leader, organized an
alternative government, opposed to the Whigs in power, to
which the King could turn at any time. From 1835 to
1841, Peel's Shadow Ministry made plans for the day when
the Tories would again come to power.

Peel reorganized the Tory party. He updated its
political philosophy and strengthened its electoral base.
His reforms converted the Tory party into an early
version of the modern Conservative party. Peel retained

the traditional core of Tory beliefs but adapted their




forms. Innovation strengthened the Tory hand from 1835
to 1841. When Peel's second Ministry began in 1841, his
new Conservatives were able to legislate sweeping,
effective programs.

A great confusion of parties existed after the
Reform Bill of 1832. The Whigs, who pressed the bill
through Parliament, fell from power inl183u. They
returned after Peel's five-month Ministry. Up to the
late 1830s neither the Whigs nor the Tories had clearly
definable political aims. Nor were their philosophies
easily separable. The Whigs disliked reform as much as
the Tories but passed the Bill of 1832 out of a fear of
doing otherwise. Both parties wished to maintain the
traditional, unreformed political order.

Peel intended to distinguish the Tories from the
Whigs. Traditionally, Tories resisted change. But they
did not resist change which they believed to be necessary
and useful. Increasingly, it became apparent that the
Whigs would resist any further alterations in the old
political order. Peel wished to distinguish his Tories
from this ﬁhig recalcitrance and created forward-looking
policies. In 1837, Peel stressed his aim of creating a
Conservative party capable of "animating industry,

encouraging production, rewarding toil, correcting what




is irregular, purifying what is stagnant or corrupt."2

Many politicians have had intentions like Peel's
but have failed to carry them out. Peel successfully
converted his theories into reality. He capitalized on
the novel political conditions created by the Reform Bill
of 1832. The Bill added 217,000 voters to an electorate
of 435,000, It increased the number of small landholders
who could vote and created a more proportional
representation of countiey and cities. Further, the
Bill required that voters be registered. |

Peel based his new party organization on registered
voters. Tory leaders would still create policies, but
they would néw do so with an ear to the wishes of the
electors. They had to make their policies attractive to
voters, not simply to themselves, if they wished to enjoy
political power. Unlike past Tory policies, Peel's
innovations created a definite direction and a solidity
unprecedented in Tory history.3 In 1838, Peel wrote

that

there is a perfectly new element of
political power - namely the
registration of votes ... That party
is the strongest in point of fact
which has the existing registration
in its favour ... The registration
will govern the disposal of offices,
and deteﬁmine the policy of party
attacks.
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