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Abstract 

This thesis considers the decline of idealistic óliberal internationalismô within British politics 

between the Liberal election victory of 1880 and the final resignation of William Gladstone as 

Prime Minister in 1894. It argues that by this latter date British political attitudes towards 

international relations had dramatically changed. Where once policymaking was directed with 

reference to British power and the progress of peace, by the 1890s government decisions were 

driven by an assumption of British weakness and foreign strength, with sudden, unprovoked and 

unforeseen war a constant concern. In its conclusion, the thesis explains how this changed 

environment eventually forced the unrepentant optimist Gladstone out of office by his refusal to 

endorse Britainôs continuing involvement in the European arms race.   

In charting these developments the thesis identifies a trinity of themes which brought about the 

liberal internationalist collapse. These were (1) the anxieties about British vulnerability here 

termed ódefence pessimismô; (2) the politicisation of the armed forcesô officer corps; (3) the 

manipulation of ópublic opinionô. Building on the work of military, naval, social and intellectual 

historians, the thesis deconstructs many of the foundations upon which the narrative of British 

defence and foreign policy during this period has been built. British vulnerability is shown to 

have been largely a myth, generated by óalarmistsô within the British armed forces themselves, 

in their quest for a larger defence budget; meanwhile assumptions about popular support for the 

óanti-internationalistô policy shift of the 1890s are challenged with an analysis which argues that 

public opinion was misrepresented or ignored in favour of the alarmists. Throughout, these three 

themes are contrasted with the inability of the liberal internationalists to respond to the anti-

internationalist attacks, with the conclusion that the defeat of the former ideology was reflective 

of a wider malaise within contemporary liberal thought and organisation. 

These themes are examined in detail in the two case studies which make up the bulk of the 

thesis. The first is a study of the 1882 Channel Tunnel attempt, which was cancelled after the 

War Office whipped up a media óscareô over fears of French invasion. Unlike previous histories 

of the nineteenth-century Tunnel this study provides a balanced account of the pro-Tunnel case, 

framing its defeat not simply as a victory for Francophobic defence pessimism but also as a 

decisive defeat for liberal internationalism. In the first in-depth look at the state of ópublic 

opinionô, the study, challenges the established narrative of overwhelming and popular 

opposition to the Tunnel borne of British óinsularityô, revealing substantial support especially 

among working class organisations.  

The second study looks at the genesis and passage of the 1889 Naval Defence Act, which 

formally established the Royal Navyôs ótwo-power standardô. It is commonly believed that the 

Act was the result of a popular ónavalistô campaign for naval increases and that it enjoyed 

widespread support both in and out of Parliament. This study completely rejects that 

assessment, and instead shows how the navalistsô success relied not on public support, but on 

pessimistic hyperbole, a misrepresentation of the strength of the Navy and a lacklustre political 

response. In a long analysis of the Billôs parliamentary passage the thesis dramatically reverses 

our understanding of the Liberal Partyôs attitude to the Act, revealing that, although 

disorganised, the Party voted repeatedly against the programme, which was framed by the 

Conservative government as an explicitly óanti-internationalistô policy. This new understanding 

is then applied to Gladstoneôs 1894 resignation, showing how he became a victim of the 

ótransformedô politics of national defence. 
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Introduction 

Framing the Retreat of Liberal Internationalism 

 

A true Colossus, firmly poised and bold, 

The light of principles to hoist and hold 

Amidst time-serving veerings and vagaries, 

And, like the Sun-God of the Rhodian Chares, 

While a worldôs wonder to the common view, 

A useful beacon too. 

 

óThe Colossus of Wordsô, Punch, 13 Dec. 1879, p. 270.1 

 

 

 
1 See Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: óThe Colossus of Wordsô. 

An image from Gladstoneôs Midlothian campaign.  He holds the beacons of óFinanceô and óForeign 

Policyô, his feet resting firmly on the safe harbour of óPeaceô and óRetrenchmentô. Few images 

better conveyed the awe Gladstone inspired in his supporters and the high regard in which his 

liberal internationalism was held. Punch, 13 Dec. 1879, p. 271. 
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In the 1880 British General Election, following six years of increasingly óimperialistô and 

ójingoô government under Benjamin Disraeliôs Conservative Party, the Liberals led by William 

Ewart Gladstone swept to power on a platform of ópeace, retrenchment and reformô [Figure 1]. 

In a series of speeches during his campaign to win the seat of Midlothian, Gladstone had vividly 

characterised the differences between the two parties as a struggle between good and evil.2 In 

the Conservatives he saw the savage, almost bestial side of humanity, whose foreign policy was 

driven by the óbaleful spirit of dominationô. Against this he positioned the Liberal spirit of 

cosmopolitanism, with its belief in international cooperation built on a foundation of law and 

justice. Safely removed from the tensions of the European mainland, protected by the Channel 

and its powerful navy, he argued that the United Kingdom was in a position to promote 

liberalism across the Continent. Under a Liberal government, the country would be destined for 

óthe noblest part that any nation was called upon to playéa part blessed in its origin, worthy of 

our Christianityéthe work of peace and the work of goodwill among men.ô3  

Fourteen years later, an eighty-four year old Gladstone found himself dejectedly contemplating 

his final resignation as Prime Minister. His government of 1880, founded on so much hope, had 

collapsed in 1886 when the Liberals were split in two over Home Rule for Ireland. The 

subsequent Conservative administration under Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, third Marquess of 

Salisbury, oversaw increased tensions with European neighbours and a large-scale increase in 

defence spending, to Gladstoneôs growing dismay. Although the Liberals returned to power 

following a lacklustre victory in the 1892 General Election, Gladstone faced a fundamentally 

hostile political environment. The proud, confident nation to which he had appealed in 1880 had 

seemingly disappeared. Barely eighteen months into his fourth premiership he was presented 

with demands for an enormous increase in naval spending by the First Lord of the Admiralty. 

The increases, claimed the professional naval chiefs, were necessary to keep pace with the fleets 

of France and Russia, from whom Britain was vulnerable to sudden attack. The Conservative 

 
2 Robert Kelly, óMidlothian: A Study in Politics and Ideasô, Victorian Studies, 4 (1960), pp. 119-140. 
3 William Ewart Gladstone, 22 March 1880 in Political Speeches in Scotland March and April 1880 

(Edinburgh: Andrew Elliot, 1880), p. 222. 
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Party was keenly pressing for a new naval programme in the Commons, while outside 

parliament ópublic opinionô also appeared to be clamouring for such a policy. In January 1894, 

Gladstone summarised his objections in óa memorandum remarkable in the annals of British 

radical writingô.4 He condemned the proposed plan as in excess of public expectation and 

political precedent; a threat to ósound financeô; and a sop to the óaggressionô of Britainôs armed 

forces and the óweakness of alarmismô. In language recalling his Midlothian speeches, he 

refused to ódress Liberalism in Tory clothesô: 

I shall not break to pieces the continuous action of my political life, nor trample on the 

tradition received from every colleague who has ever been my teacher[.] 

Above all I cannot & will not add to the perils and coming calamities of Europe by an 

act of militarism which will be found to involve a policy, and which excuses thus the 

militarism of Germany, France or Russia. Englandôs providential part is to help peace, 

and liberty of which peace is the nurse; this policy is the foe of both.5  

However remarkable, the protest fell on deaf ears. Finding himself in a minority of two in his 

Cabinet, Gladstone resigned in March 1894. óMilitarismô, it seemed, had triumphed over peace; 

the óalarmismô of the armed forces and ópublic opinionô proved more than a match for the man 

who had practically defined British budgetary policy since the 1860s. As Admiral John Fisher, 

then the Third Naval Lord, cheerfully recalled: óWe got the ships and Mr. Gladstone went.ô6 

*  

This thesis analyses the transformation in attitudes towards foreign affairs and national defence 

that occurred in Britain between 1880 and 1894. Its central argument is that this period was 

characterised by the retreat of óliberal internationalismô, which was pushed from the public and 

political spheres by a vigorous óanti-internationalistô attack. The primary drivers of this change 

were the officer corps of the British armed forces, who, as avowed enemies of civilian control 

over defence policy, used political pressure and sophisticated media manipulation to influence 

 
4 H.C.G. Matthew, Gladstone: 1875-1898 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 351.  
5 Gladstone, óThe Planô, 20 Jan. 1894 in H.C.G Matthew (ed.), The Gladstone Diaries, vol. XIII (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 364. 
6 Lord Fisher, Records (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1919), p. 53. 
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government policymaking towards their own extreme and illiberal interpretation of Britainôs 

geopolitical position. National defence, they argued, was too serious a subject to be left to the 

óamateurô politicians. Instead, they embraced the language of óscientific expertiseô, which was 

growing in popularity during the 1880s, to portray themselves as disinterested patriots fighting 

to save the nation from the ófanatical economistsô who wanted to cut defence spending, most of 

whom were to be found in the Liberal party. Allying with sympathetic individuals within the 

Conservative party and the press, these men succeeded in reframing British defence policy, 

enormously expanding the influence of the professionals at the War Office and Admiralty. By 

the 1890s, British defence policy was devised not to fit the ideological or economic doctrines of 

the politicians, but primarily to meet the strategic demands ï not to say prejudices and paranoia 

ï of the services. Crucially, the thesis maintains that the anxieties about British naval and 

military vulnerability which acted as a catalyst for these developments were largely baseless, 

and that Gladstone was driven out of office in 1894 by a ómythô of British weakness.  

Within this wider narrative, the thesis considers the ways in which the Liberal and Conservative 

parties responded to these developments. Distracted, divided and lacking coherent leadership, 

the Liberals made little serious attempt to defend the policies on which they had fought the 1880 

election. Opposition to the óvested interestsô of the Army and Navy formed a core plank of 

Liberal ideology. Nevertheless, during the 1880s the party, with little more than a whimper in 

objection, witnessed professional soldiers and sailors pick apart the principle of civilian control, 

reverse government policy and push the defence budget ever higher. Meanwhile the 

Conservatives, already closely connected to the armed forces through personal networks and 

political sympathies, were soon won over to the policy aims of the military lobbyists. During the 

1880s, Tory MPs and Peers happily pushed for a diminution of the role of parliament in foreign 

and defence policy, and eagerly embraced the cynical órealistô view of international relations in 

order to justify their views. The thesis is especially critical of the attitudes and actions of 

Gladstone and Salisbury. Both men, in government and opposition, were offered a number of 

opportunities to slow or reverse the collapse of civilian authority. Yet neither man did: while 
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Gladstone, distracted by the Irish issue, largely ignored the threat until it was too late, Salisbury 

took the opportunity to place himself at the head of the óanti-internationalistô policy shift, 

sacrificing his commitment to a measured defence policy in the process.  

To illustrate these developments the thesis is built around two revisionist case studies of major 

though understudied events. The first examines Sir Edward Watkinôs attempt to dig a Channel 

Tunnel between Dover and Calais in the early 1880s, which was prevented following an 

invasion scare whipped up by the War Office. Arguing that the projectôs defeat should be 

regarded as a major setback for liberal internationalism, the study shows how the often ignored 

Tunnel controversy reveals an enormous amount about Britonsô attitudes to war and 

international affairs. The second case study reconsiders the genesis and parliamentary passage 

of the Naval Defence Act, Lord Salisburyôs enormous programme of naval expansion which 

formerly introduced the ótwo power standardô of strength for the Royal Navy. In the first 

detailed political study of the Act, it is argued that this was not a popular piece of well-balanced 

Conservative legislation, but rather a triumph for the anti-internationalist worldview of 

Admiralty lobbyists, built on a misrepresentation of the true needs of the Royal Navy; the 

narrative is continued in chapter ten to show how Liberal failure to formerly oppose the Act led 

directly to Gladstoneôs 1894 resignation. Through these studies the thesis demostrates how by 

the 1890s policymakers were operating under substantially changed and largely mistaken 

assumptions about Britainôs defence needs, capabilities and vulnerabilities. Where once British 

power and European quiescence were taken for granted, the political elites were now largely 

convinced of the Empireôs susceptibility to immediate and unprovoked attack. Internationalist 

Liberals and Radicals had failed to effectively defend their own ideals and outlook against this 

rise in realist pessimism, plunging them into a serious ideological and political crisis.  
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The óTransformationô of Politics in the 1880s 

Historians have long considered the 1880s to be a period of political ótransformationô, not only 

in Britain but across Europe.7 Although its previously dominant position had been severely 

shaken by the ógreat depressionô of the 1870s, by 1880 liberalism was in power across the 

Continentôs more advanced economies. At the end of the decade, however, the political right 

had triumphantly returned, buttressed by the adoption of a new harder language of jingoism and 

imperialism calculated to appeal to the expanded electorates of this óage of the massesô.8 

Although the reasons for liberalismôs decline continue to encourage vigorous debate, it is clear 

that the ideology struggled to keep pace with both its conservative and socialist rivals in this 

more democratic environment, especially after 1885.9 In vivid contrast to the internationalist 

hopes of the early 1880s, the European 1890s were marked by a rapidly spreading arms race, 

economic protectionism and, in their latter years, a political language which was increasingly 

dominated by ideas of competition, rivalry and struggle.10 The two decades prior to the 

declaration of war in 1914 are frequently regarded as a time of cultural and racial anxiety about 

national decline and a renewed interest in, even enthusiasm for, armed conflict, reinforcing an 

increasing loss of optimism in the future of European progress.11 As such, the 1880s have been 

characterised by some historians as the decade which laid the foundations for the turmoil and 

warfare of the twentieth century.12 

Central to these political changes were developments in the rhetoric of national defence. War 

had become ódemocraticô: already by 1880 most European nations had or were in the process of 

 
7 Norman Stone, Europe Transformed: 1878-1919 (London: Fontana, 1983), pp. 42-73. 
8 Stone, Europe Transformed, pp. 44-45; Michael D. Biddiss, The Age of the Masses (Harmonsworth, 

Middlesex: Penguin, 1977); E.J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780, 2nd edn (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1992), ch. 4. 
9 For an overview see Alan S. Kahan, Liberalism in Nineteenth-Century Europe: The Political Culture of 

Limited Suffrage (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), ch. 5. 
10 Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from 

1500 to 2000 (London: Unwin Hyman, 1988), p. 196; Stone, Europe Transformed, pp. 96-106. 
11 Arno Mayer provides a particularly evocative discussion of this outlook in, The Persistence of the Old 

Regime: Europe to the Great War (New York: Pantheon, 1981), ch. 5. See also H.W. Koch, óSocial 

Darwinism as a factor in the óNew Imperialismôô in H.W. Koch (ed.), The Origins of the First World War, 

2nd edn (London: Macmillian, 1984), pp. 319-342. 
12 Pertinent examples include Brian Bond, War and Society in Europe 1870-1970 (London: Fontana, 

1984), chs. 3-4; C.J. Bartlett, The Global Conflict 1880-1970: The International Rivalry of the Great 

Powers (London: Longman, 1984). 
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adopting more inclusive conscription laws, the most prominent symptom of a growing 

obsession with comparative military strength.13 The same approach also began to pervade 

thinking about navies, leading to a renewed burst of navalist ótheatreô, propaganda and 

shipbuilding which laid the groundwork for the naval arms races of the following two decades.14 

From the mid-1880s onwards, Europeans became re-acquainted with arms races and war scares 

between the great powers, a phenomenon which had been largely absent during the previous 

fifteen years.15 Rapid technological developments added further vigour to this military 

competition, while also revolutionising the way in which generals and admirals thought about 

warfare. As the German military successes in 1866 and 1871 illustrated, European conflict had 

been rendered more deadly by the introduction of breech-loading rifles and machine guns, and 

more rapid through the adoption of the steamship, railway and telegraph.16 Encouraged by these 

developments military theory became increasingly obsessed with the idea that future European 

conflict would be characterised by swift ówars of annihilationô deciding the fate of nations in 

mere weeks.17 Culturally this was reflected in a growing popular preoccupation with óthe next 

great warô, an intellectual process termed the órationalisation of slaughterô by one historian.18  

In many respects British politics followed this wider trend. British patriotism, argues Hugh 

Cunningham, came increasingly to be identified with óConservativism, militarism, royalism and 

racialismô during this period.19 By the late 1890s the countryôs political landscape contained an 

array of radical right and ómilitaristô individuals and organisations advocating causes such as 

 
13 Ute Frevert, óWarô in Stefan Berger (ed.), A Companion to Nineteenth-Century Europe 1789-1914 

(Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), pp. 417-431 (pp. 421-426); John Gooch, Armies in Europe 

(London: Routledge, 1980), ch. 5. 
14 Arthur Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power: A History of British Naval Policy in the Pre-

Dreadnought Era, 1880-1905 (London: Frank Cass, 1964), ch. 2; William McNeill, The Pursuit of 

Power: Technology, Armed Force and Society since A.D. 1000 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), ch. 8; Jan 

Rüger, The Great Naval Game: Britain and Germany in the Age of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007). 
15 David Stevenson, óLand Armaments in Europe, 1866-1914ô in Thomas Mahnken, Joseph Maiolo and 

David Stevenson (eds) Arms Races and International Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 

pp. 41-60 (pp. 52-57).  
16 Frevert, óWarô, p. 428. 
17 Geoffrey Wawro, Warfare and Society in Europe, 1792-1914 (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 124. 
18 Daniel Pick, War Machine: The Rationalisation of Slaughter in the Modern Age (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1993). See also I.F. Clarke, Voices Prophesying War: Future Wars, 1763-3749, 2nd edn 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), ch. 4.  
19 Hugh Cunningham, óThe Language of Patriotism, 1750-1914ô, History Workshop Journal, 12 (1981), 

pp. 8-33 (p. 24). 
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naval expansion, conscription and economic protectionism to an extent which would have 

seemed inconceivable twenty years previously.20 In a society which had long prided itself on its 

small state and voluntary organisations, ónational efficiencyô emerged as the political catchcry 

of the early twentieth century, marking a distinct break with the language of orthodox 

Gladstonianism.21 The principle driver of this change was the feeling, widespread especially in 

Conservative circles, that Britain was a nation under military, economic and diplomatic 

challenge.22 Within this context Gladstoneôs 1894 resignation ï and his replacement by the 

óliberal imperialistô Archibald Primrose, fifth Earl of Rosebery ï is easily explained as a 

symbolic passing of the old untenable Liberal consensus that had governed British politics since 

the mid-1860s.23 In the age of high imperialism, Gladstonianism was simply óirrelevantô.24   

However, this interpretation suggests as many questions as answers. As Jonathan Parry 

observes, óthough he [Gladstone] complained that the naval increases of 1894 surrendered to 

militarist sentiment, Britain was hardly a militarist society.ô25 Far from struggling in the 

enlarged post-1885 electorate, Gladstone had proven himself óable to square the circle of 

making classical liberalism viable in a mass democracyô.26 The Liberal Party, and Gladstone 

himself, remained remarkably popular among the working classes, who continued to endorse its 

ideology of a small state, low-taxation and limited defence spending.27 In its refusal to 
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countenance mass conscription the United Kingdom had established itself as óthe most liberal 

country in Europeô in terms of personal freedoms, while pacific cosmopolitanism increased in 

popularity during the 1900s.28 The Liberal Cabinet of 1892 was itself largely óinternationalistô in 

outlook, most of its members ideologically adverse to large-scale defence spending. From this 

perspective, the near-unanimity of the Cabinet behind the Admiraltyôs 1894 demands appears 

curious, to say the least. 

This is not to suggest that the ótransformationô in attitudes to defence did not occur in Britain. 

However, the historiography of nineteenth century British politics is remarkably lacking in 

long-term perspectives on the resignation crisis; historians have neglected to reflect on how, 

considering the ideological confidence of 1880, Gladstone and his Cabinet found themselves in 

the situation they did in March 1894. There has, for example, been no real attempt to explain in 

concrete terms how the abstract concept of a more ómilitaristô society actually led to Gladstoneôs 

resignation. This is indicative of the fact that defence policy during the decade is largely 

neglected within the political historiography. The wider political discourse of defence during 

this time has not been closely probed; the role of the armed forces themselves remains murky; 

and the state of ópublic opinionô, despite historiansôheavy reliance on the term, remains limited 

to discussions of organisations like the Navy League or individual newspapers. Although work 

by military and naval historians has rewritten much of our understanding of Britainôs defence 

establishment and geopolitical position during this period, this new work has not filtered 

through into the political narrative. In seeking to address this historiographical gap, this thesis 

offers a fresh perspective on the origins and nature of the changes which, over the period 1880-

1894, rendered high politics ï if not popular politics ï an environment hostile to the ideals of 

the Midlothian campaign.  
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International Relations in Late-Nineteenth Century Britain 

It is necessary at this point to detail the nature of the clash in attitudes with which this thesis is 

concerned. Broadly speaking, contemporaries considered foreign policy in a strictly binary and 

oppositional context. These two competing approaches have been given many different names: 

óidealismô versus órealismô; óinternationalismô versus óimperialismô; a ócosmopolitanô policy 

versus a ónationalô one.29 In party political terms, by the last decades of the century these two 

approaches had become vital components of the ideology and self-perception of, respectively, 

the Liberal and Conservative parties. 

All British Liberals were, in the broadest sense of the term, internationalists.30 Nineteenth 

century internationalism was not, as it subsequently became, the antithesis of nationalism; nor, 

indeed, was it exclusively employed by any particular party, ideology or social group.31 British 

óliberal internationalismô was thus only one of many interpretations of the creed, although it was 

by far the most dominant internationalism within the United Kingdom during the 1880s. Nor 

was it necessarily óliberalô in the sense of being purely the preserve of the Liberal party.32 

During the first half of the century, when Gladstone himself was a member, the Tory party 

maintained its own form of órestrained internationalismô under Robert Peel.33 By the 1880s, 

however, there were few genuine internationalists left in the Conservative Party. Instead, driven 

to a great extent by Gladstoneôs leadership, the internationalist outlook had become an 

important unifying force within the Liberal coalition.  
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As delineated in the work of Casper Sylvest, British liberal internationalism was a broad 

interpretive framework built on the three principles of progress, order and justice.34 

Fundamentally idealist and optimist in outlook, it stressed the importance of international law, 

co-operation and arbitration over the use of violence and force in settling conflict.35 It was 

staunchly humanitarian, drawing inspiration from the powerful óconscienceô of Christian 

nonconformity which formed a vital pillar of the Liberal coalition.36 It looked to the future with 

hope, believing that the historical trend was towards the unification of humanity, socially, 

politically and technologically. In practical terms it attacked the control of foreign affairs by 

óvested interestsô, be they aristocratic, economic or ideological, preferring instead a more open 

approach which often ï though not always ï stressed the common-sense wisdom of óthe 

peopleô.37 It was, to be clear, much more of a ópolitical vocabularyô than a cohesive ideology, 

and as such it accrued a range of interpretations within the Liberal coalition.38 It was often split, 

for example, between those who believed that Britain should hold aloof from the rest of the 

world ï an attitude that could be indistinguishable from anti-imperialism ï and those like 

Gladstone who were more willing to advocate a ómoralô foreign policy, including military 

intervention in support of national self-determination if necessary.39 There is also truth in the 

view that liberal internationalism was as much a creation of its enemies as its supporters, a 

strawman stereotype at which to launch revisionist attacks on the direction of British foreign 

and defence policy. As such it is important to understand that this thesis does not regard liberal 

internationalism as a hard, coherent and consistent ideology. Yet, on balance, it is clear that its 

fierce crusading rhetoric unified Liberals more than it divided them, offering a óuseful beaconô 

by which individuals were able to navigate their own course. Indeed, paradoxically, its 

opponentsô strawman attacks often helped to harden and clarify many of internationalismôs 
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positions, as Liberals stepped up to defend ideas which they had previously held to only in 

theory. 

One figure who loomed especially large in the liberalism of the 1880s was Richard Cobden. 

Although he had died in 1865, one of the contentions of this thesis is that the words, deeds and 

ideas of Cobden formed a central point of ideological reference within the politics of national 

defence throughout the 1880s and beyond, in much the same way that Marxism acted during the 

twentieth century. A Manchester calico printer who came to prominence during the 1830s and 

1840s as the leader of the Anti-Corn Law League, Cobden became the  defining figure in what 

was known ï more to its enemies than supporters ï as the óManchester Schoolô of economics.40 

At the heart of his philosophy was a profound faith in the positive power of unrestrained free 

trade, which he believed would eventually bring the nations together in the spirit of friendly 

commerce. A firm believer in the principle of non-intervention, it is said that Cobdenôs 

favourite toast was óno foreign politicsô.41 Indeed, with its ability to bypass governments and 

scheming diplomats to forge direct and mutually beneficial relationships between peoples, 

Cobden regarded free trade as a natural, even divine law. óFree Trade is Godôs diplomacy,ô he 

once wrote, óand there is no other certain way of uniting people in the bonds of peace.ô42  

During his later life Cobden regularly found himself in a minority on matters of foreign affairs, 

and in high politics the óCobdeniteô outlook was often regarded as the óexcitation of the fewô, 

too radical for many mainstream Liberals.43 After his death, however, Cobdenism became a 

distinctive and crucial facet of British liberalism and especially popular Radicalism.44 As 

Anthony Howe has demonstrated, by the 1880s the óchurchô or ócultô of Cobden had recast him 
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as a popular hero, óthe successor of Cromwell, Wilberforce, and Cobbettô, while the Cobden 

Club ï motto: óFree Trade, Peace, Goodwill Among Nationsô ï worked to ensure that his ideas 

retained the strength and relevance to successfully resist protectionism prior to 1914.45 The 

more utopian views of the Manchester School were never fully accepted by a majority of 

Liberals, and Gladstoneôs own internationalism always remained distinct from Cobdenôs.46 

Gladstone distanced himself from the Manchester school during the Midlothian campaign, and 

was more comfortable with the idea of Europe as a ófamilyô or óconcertô of nations, rather than a 

fully integrated continental cosmopolis.47 Nevertheless the two men had grown close between 

1860 and 1865, a process which, ideologically, continued beyond Cobdenôs death.48 In his own 

words, by the 1890s Gladstone had become ófundamentally a Peel-Cobden Manô.49 A core 

argument of this thesis is that the órenaissanceô enjoyed by liberal internationalism during the 

1880s owed much to the surge of interest which Cobden enjoyed during this decade, from both 

his supporters and detractors.50 Whether or not they signed up to all of his views, Liberals found 

Cobden, much like liberal internationalism itself, an important reference point by which they 

could set their own views. 

Arrayed against this liberal coalition during the 1880s were the óanti-internationalistsô, 

represented principally by the Conservative party under its leader, Lord Salisbury.51 As Sylvest 

observes, the ideology of anti-internationalism is difficult to characterise, in part because it did 

not rely on a canon of works and thinkers in the same way as did internationalism itself.52 There 

was no Richard Cobden of realpolitik, although Bismarck and Palmerston were sometimes 

referred to as such. Nor did Disraeli easily fit the role. Although óBeaconsfieldismô provided an 

excellent strawman for Gladstone in 1880, Disraeliôs óforwardô imperial policy was too overtly 
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aggressive for most Britons to comfortably endorse, while his opposition to high military 

spending sat uneasily with many in his own Party.53 Opposition to liberal internationalism 

therefore differed markedly between individuals. Some were merely pessimistic regarding the 

future of Europe, while others ascribed to a fully-fledged ónew imperialistô and social-Darwinist 

view of the universe; most were isolationists to some extent, although a minority advocated 

aggressive imperial expansion.54 Nevertheless, there are a number of distinct elements which 

defined the órealistô outlook.  

In the first place, they were united in regarding Cobdenite liberal internationalism as naïve and 

dangerous. Their world was one of struggle and mutual suspicion: nations, many argued, were 

ónatural enemiesô and should be prepared and willing to exploit any weakness in their 

neighbours.55 Lord Salisbury, for example, argued that a willingness to engage in warfare was 

óthe point dôappui [fulcrum] of diplomacyô.56 As such, powerful armed forces were vital both as 

a diplomatic tool and as a reflection of national prestige. Put crudely, the world the realists 

inhabited ran on social Darwinian, not Cobdenite principles.57 This did not mean that they were 

necessarily opposed to free trade or international cooperation, although protectionist feeling was 

steadily growing in the Tory party throughout this period.58 They did, however, maintain a 

profound lack of trust in international law and arbitration. International relations were for them 

a matter of interests, not ethics.59 Indeed, they tended to doubt or even reject the notion of 

straightforward human progress, arguing that humanityôs jealous, self-interested and violent 

tendencies would not disappear and could not be controlled other than by force.60 While they 

were rarely openly aggressive, they argued, as we shall see, that warfare ï often unprovoked ï 

was a fact of international life. Many believed that a great war was on its way; all believed that 
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the British Empire should óplay safe, prepare for the worst, and secure by force what in former 

times she had preferred to secure more subtly.ô61  

Neither of these perspectives necessarily matched the reality of nineteenth century Europe. 

Liberal internationalism was and is easily accused of complacent utopianism and an uncritical 

belief in the coming millennium.62 There was much truth in the anti-internationalist riposte that 

warfare was unlikely to be abolished simply because nations were more easily able to talk and 

trade with one-another. On the other hand, the órealistô dystopian vision of the eternal struggle 

for survival, in which apparently friendly nations might launch a sudden invasion of a neighbour 

without warning, also carried with it an air of unreality. There was, in 1880, no obvious reason 

why Britain should be plunged into a war of national survival. Yet the anti-internationalists had 

the benefits of novelty and intellectual dynamism on their side. With international amity looking 

increasingly dated as war scares and arms races returned to Europe, this new, harder and more 

pessimistic outlook was well positioned to challenge liberal internationalism and become the 

dominant óspirit of the ageô. 

The Channel Tunnel, the Naval Defence Act and National Defence 

Using the binary opposition between liberal internationalism and anti-internationalism as its 

intellectual framework, this thesis provides a new perspective on the ótransformationô of British 

defence policy, 1880-1894. In order to trace this ideological struggle for the direction of 

Britainôs defence policy, the thesis uses two detailed case studies which have hitherto received 

only marginal attention from political historians. The first is the rejection of a proposal to dig a 

Channel Tunnel between England and France during the early 1880s, the result of an apparently 

widespread fear that it might be used by France to invade. The second is the 1889 Naval 

Defence Act, the culmination of at least four years of navalist campaigning which enshrined the 

principle that the Royal Navy must be equal to the next two strongest fleets. The only other 

historian to place these events into the same narrative is Parry, in a brief discussion towards the 

conclusion of his book The Politics of Patriotism (2006). For Parry, the Channel Tunnelôs 
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demise reflected the defeat of óCobdenite optimismô while the Naval Defence Act showed the 

strength of óAdmiralty lobbyists and imperial enthusiastsô.63 Both, he argues, demonstrated the 

extent to which anxieties about the national defences and fear of sudden French aggression 

governed British foreign policy during this period. Importantly, both events also had important 

implications for Gladstoneôs Midlothian vision: while the Tunnel controversy showed the limits 

of what internationalism was now able to achieve, the Naval Defence Act was a serious blow 

against the Gladstonian enthusiasm for low state spending.  

Examination of these two events therefore allows us to appreciate how the transformation of 

defence policy played out in practical terms within British politics. Such a study also brings to 

light a trinity of interlinked themes which this thesis argues were crucial to the wider political 

shift. The first and most important of these was ódefence pessimismô: the pervasive belief in the 

vulnerability of the British Isles to direct attack or invasion. Although without credible 

foundation, this anxiety, which was reliant on the anti-internationalist rejection of ócivilisedô 

warfare, spread throughout the political elite during the 1880s and offered the ultimate reasons 

for the rejection of the Tunnel or the passage of the Naval Defence Act. The second theme was 

the pivotal role of the armed forces in driving this anti-internationalist policy shift. In both the 

Channel Tunnel and Naval Defence Act, Army or Navy officers were directly involved in 

lobbying the government to change tack, going well beyond their roles as simple advisors to 

their civilian ministers. As such, this thesis has much to say about the nature of civil-military 

relations during this period, arguing that the 1880s saw a transformation in the power and 

influence of the service óprofessionalsô within the halls of government. Thirdly, as both changes 

in policy were presaged by public agitations, the Tunnel and the Defence Act also offer an 

important insight into how nineteenth century public opinion affected government decision 

making in defence and beyond. Ultimately, the thesis argues that the Channel Tunnel and the 

Naval Defence Act, often sidelined within the historiography, deserve to be regarded as 

important elements of the political narrative of the 1880s.  
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Furthermore, both case studies offer the historian a window into the outlook of the Liberal and 

Conservative parties, showing how the former struggled to arrest the internationalist retreat and 

the latter openly embraced it. This thesis is particularly critical of Gladstoneôs role, especially 

during the parliamentary passage of the Naval Defence Act, arguing that the Liberal leaderôs 

lack of interest in defence and obsession with the Irish issue left his Party directionless and 

unable to counter the anti-internationalist attacks. The obvious popular support for a liberal 

internationalist foreign and defence policy highlighted at the opening of this introduction was 

squandered, with the result that the illiberal ódefence pessimistsô dominated the British public 

sphere with a strength entirely out of proportion to their numbers. Although an enthusiastic 

ópro-Tunnellerô and opponent of naval armaments, Gladstone was forced to watch as the ideals 

which he held so dear were driven back as a consequence of his own failure to defend them 

effectively.  

Methodology and Sources 

Traditionally, historians of the British armed forces and British politics during this period have 

not made great use of one-anotherôs work. Military and naval historians tend to concern 

themselves only with those politicians who were directly involved in policymaking, neglecting 

the wider party-political and ideological contexts. Meanwhile the bibliographies of political 

historians often reveal a profound ignorance of an entire generationsô worth of work on British 

national defence policy, especially on the Royal Navy. As Chapter One explains, historians 

continue to rely on Arthur Marderôs 1940 study The Anatomy of British Sea Power, 1880-1905, 

despite the fact that many of its foundations have been comprehensively discredited by 

subsequent research, some of which is now itself over twenty years old. Where Marder assumed 

British weakness, historians now know the opposite to have been true; this fact has profound 

implications for our understanding of the political decisions taken during this period. One of the 

principal tasks of this thesis, therefore, has been to combine the political and military/naval 

historiography into a coherent whole and to consider the new perspective which emerges. The 

results of this process are then themselves viewed through the prism of the internationalist/anti-
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internationalist binary to produce some useful and revealing generalisations about the period as 

a whole. 

In support of this approach the thesis also contains a large quantity of new research in the form 

of the Channel Tunnel and Naval Defence Act case studies. In both of these the focus has been 

to create a narrative of the respective events which combines the official, parliamentary and 

public spheres into a single narrative, demonstrating how these three areas influenced and 

interacted with one-another. Decisions made around the Cabinet table are considered with an 

eye to subsequent parliamentary tactics and press reaction; similarly, movements of ópublic 

opinionô are evaluated with their effect on ministers always in view. Consequently this thesis 

draws from a very wide range of sources. Traditional archival and personal sources such as the 

Gladstone diaries are only one part of a project which also incorporates close readings of 

parliamentary debates and extensive use of newspaper and other published sources. In the case 

of parliament, not only have the debates themselves been analysed but the relevant Commons 

divisions, a source so rarely utilised by historians, have been reconstructed from the divisions 

lists held at the Institute for Historical Research in London. Through this process the thesis is 

able to show not simply how popular an issue was within the Commons as a whole, but also 

how the separate parties divided on the subject, rewriting, especially in the case of the Naval 

Defence Act, much of the accepted narrative. 

One of the most distinguishing features of the present work is its use of digitised newspapers 

and journals, principally The British Newspaper Archive, an archive which has continued to 

expand at an exponential rate over the four years in which research was conducted. No limit has 

been placed on the type of papers used, from London staples such as The Times to regional 

weeklies like the Whitstable Times and Herne Bay Herald. The benefits of using the latter not 

only include a greater understanding of local opinionï including more unconventional research, 

such as the survey of local debating societies made in Chapter Five ï but through their 

substantial coverage of London news these papers also offer a perspective and detail on 

metropolitan events which the London press sometimes lacked. More generally, the digitisation 
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of newspapers allows the historian to escape the reliance on contemporary politiciansô private 

papers for summaries of press opinion, a freedom which, in both case studies, has shown much 

of what previous historians assumed about ópublic opinionô to have been flawed.  These 

archives have also allowed this thesis to include a wide range of political cartoons from the 

satirical journals. The topical doggerel which heads each chapter is largely from the same 

source: for these the author offers no apology, merely the assurance that he has tried to avoid the 

inclusion of the very worst examples he discovered.  

Thesis Structure  

The thesis consists of three parts, one thematic and two case studies. Due to the wide range of 

historiographical areas engaged with, Chapters 1-3 and parts II-III each contain separate 

discussions of the relevant academic literature. Part I consists of three Chapters, one on each of 

the three themes identified above. The first theme, examined in Chapter 1, is the triumph of the 

ópessimisticô interpretation of Britainôs defence establishment over the óoptimisticô. Building in 

particular on work by naval historians, the chapter argues that the assumption of British 

weakness during this period was largely an illusion and that no contemporary European state 

posed a serious threat to the British Empire. The Royal Navy remained the strongest fleet on the 

planet and faced little danger even from foreign combinations; consequently, the fears and 

anxieties which predominated by the 1890s were internally generated and sustained, in part, by 

the failure of the óoptimistsô to effectively dispute them. Once the ómythô of British weakness 

had become firmly entrenched in political culture, liberal internationalist interpretations of 

international affairs rapidly became seriously destabilised.  

Chapter 2 examines the self-image and political world view of the British officer corps and their 

supporters. The armed forces were crucial to the shift in attitudes to defence policy, providing 

the intellectual framework for the ópessimistô case and pushing it in the official and public 

spheres. Drawing from academic literature on professionalism and expertise, the Chapter 

explains how, by exploiting their positions as ópatrioticô experts, these men attacked the 

authority of civilian politicians and succeeded in imposing their agenda in areas of 
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policymaking from which the óprofessionalsô had hitherto been excluded. By 1890, they had 

converted the Conservative Party wholesale to their opinions while also throwing Liberal 

defence policy into confusion.  

Chapter 3 considers the nature of ópublic opinionô and its importance to the defence debate. This 

period is often cited as the first in which the British people took a serious interest in the state of 

the national defences, and appeals to ópublic opinionô formed a vital plank of the defence 

pessimistsô claims to legitimacy. This chapter deconstructs this narrative of public enthusiasm 

and argues that apparent public support was reliant on the limited and exclusionary 

contemporary understanding of ópublic opinionô itself. By exploiting this understanding, 

alarmists succeeded in convincing the government ï and many subsequent historians ï that their 

cause was representative and popular and that the fear of a sudden foreign attack was therefore 

ónationalô in scope. Crucial to this was the idea that the public was an unpredictable and 

irrational creature, prone to dangerous ópanicsô against which the nation must protect itself just 

as carefully as against the French Navy.  

These themes and arguments are illustrated in two large case studies, which make up the bulk of 

the thesis. The first, Part II, is a study of the 1882 Channel Tunnel attempt, which was cancelled 

after Lieutenant-General Sir Garnet Wolseley successfully whipped up a media óscareô over 

fears of French invasion. Unlike previous histories this study gives equal attention to the pro-

Tunnel case, demonstrating that it was rooted in the internationalist philosophy of the mid-

century politician Richard Cobden. In this context the defeat of the Tunnel is seen not simply as 

a victory for British insularity and defence pessimism but also as a decisive rejection of liberal 

internationalism. In the first in-depth look at the state of ópublic opinionô, the study reveals that 

the nation was far from unanimously opposed to the Tunnel as historians have assumed. It also 

pays close attention to the decision-making process of Gladstoneôs government, which, in a 

move indicative of the wider malaise afflicting óCobdenismô during this time, made little serious 

attempt to defend a project suffused with the spirit of 1880.  
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Part III looks at the genesis and passage of the 1889 Naval Defence Act, which formally 

established the Royal Navyôs ótwo-power standardô. It is commonly believed that the Act was 

the result of a popular ónavalistô campaign for naval increases, led by Captain Lord Charles 

Beresford, and that it enjoyed widespread support both in and out of Parliament. This study 

completely rejects that assessment, and instead shows how Beresfordôs success relied not on 

public support, but on pessimistic hyperbole, a misrepresentation of the strength of the Navy 

and a lacklustre response from politicians, especially on the Radical wing of the Liberal Party. 

In a long analysis of the Billôs parliamentary passage, the thesis dramatically reverses our 

understanding of the Liberal Partyôs attitude to the Act, revealing that, although disorganised, 

the Party voted repeatedly against the programme. In its conclusion, the thesis follows this 

political shift through to the 1890s, providing a more nuanced interpretation of Gladstoneôs 

1894 resignation. 
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Part I 

Pessimism, Professionalism and Public Opinion 
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Chapter One 

Defence Pessimism and the Myth of British Vulnerability 

 

I donôt want to fight, 

But by Jingo if I do; 

I am in a woful plight, 

If what I read is true: 

And I cannot understand, 

When I see the money go, 

How my dear native land, 

Is not safe from a foe. 

I was proud to see my sons 

Going forth as volunteers; 

Of my big breech-loading guns, 

Frowning grandly in their tiers; 

My Iron-clads I thought, 

At a pinch, would ever be 

A match for navies brought 

From every other sea. 

And now Iôm coolly told, 

If an invader came, 

That England could not hold 

Her own. It is a shame! 

But you canôt believe one half 

Of what the papers say. 

It is bluster, bounce, and chaff, 

That makes the dailies pay. 

 

óEngland Defencelessô, Moonshine, 26 May 1888, p. 250. 
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Historians of the European Great Powers during the last two decades of the nineteenth century 

have commonly characterised the British experience as one of relative decline.1 Economically, 

industrially and demographically, other European nations were coming to equal or outstrip the 

United Kingdom.2 Crucially, or so the narrative inspired in particular by Arthur Marderôs 

enormously influential Anatomy of British Sea Power maintains, the Empire was under 

substantial military and naval pressure from the early 1880s onwards.3 This chronology is well 

rehearsed.4 Already outnumbered by every other comparable European force and overstretched 

by its colonial commitments, investigations during the 1880s revealed the British Army to be 

suffering from shortcomings in organisation and efficiency; the Channel Tunnel scare of 1882, 

the invasion scare of 1888 and long-running concerns about the defence of India were all 

symptoms of this feeling.5 This problem was made acute, or so it is argued, by the ówell-

justified alarm at the relative impotence of the Royal Navyô.6 In 1884, W.T. Steadôs Pall Mall 

Gazette exposed the óTruth about the Navyô: British ships were in poor condition, badly armed 

and armoured and the fleet as a whole had almost sunk to a level of equality with its French 

rival.7 Relative decline of British naval power continued for the rest of the century, in spite of 

attempts, such as the 1889 Naval Defence Act and the 1895 Spencer Programme, to reverse the 

trend.8 The British occupation of Egypt in 1882 multiplied the Navyôs responsibilities in the 

Mediterranean, while a large and growing trade deficit in foodstuffs caused further anxiety 

 
1 An excellent summary of this historiography is Keith Neilson, óóGreatly Exaggeratedô: The Myth of the 

Decline of Great Britain before 1914ô, International History Review, 13 (1991), pp. 695-725 (pp. 695-

696). 
2 A.J.P. Taylor, The Struggle for Mastery in Europe, 1848-1918 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1954), 

pp. xxiv-xxxii; Kennedy, Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, pp. 198-202, 224-232. 
3 Marder, Anatomy, esp. part II. 
4 Concise summaries include Gooch, Prospect of War, pp. 5-8; Searle, A New England?, pp. 243-252. 
5 Edward M. Spiers, The Late Victorian Army 1868-1902 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

1992), ch. 3, pp. 222-232; Aaron L. Friedberg, The Weary Titan: Britain and the Experience of Relative 

Decline, 1895-1905 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), pp. 212-224; Paul Kennedy, Great 

Powers, pp. 227-228. 
6 Gooch, Prospect of War, p. 5. See also Keith Robbins, The Eclipse of a Great Power: Modern Britain 

1870-1975 (London: Longman, 1983), pp. 35-39.  
7 Marder, Anatomy, pp. 121-122; Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of British Naval Mastery (London: 

Penguin, 1976), pp. 178-179.  
8 Friedberg, Weary Titan, pp. 144-167. 
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within the Admiralty.9 Finally, this position is contrasted with the more vigorous policies of 

Britainôs imperial rivals, principally France and Russia, who together appeared to possess the 

power to overthrow the Pax Britannica.10 The result was that by 1890 Britain was a nation 

óunder siegeô, firmly on the defensive in a world of hostile and predatory opponents.11 

It is important to understand that this narrative of British decline is drawn from a close reading 

of a wide range of primary sources ï mainly from the public sphere ï that emphasised British 

military and naval vulnerability. When Joseph Chamberlain, for example, famously 

characterised the Empire as a óweary titanô struggling under óthe too vast orb of its fateô in 1902, 

he was reflecting a deep well of contemporary opinion.12 In the language of international 

relations theory, many Britons during this time were labouring under a particularly bleak 

ógeopolitical visionô, which this thesis terms ódefence pessimismô.13 Convinced of Britainôs 

relative weakness ï not to say defencelessness ï in the new world created by steamship, railway 

and telegraph, pessimists were increasingly anxious that the countryôs great wealth was a 

tempting target for an unscrupulous and opportunist foreign state. This perspective implied an 

inevitable rejection of an internationalist foreign policy, for, as G.R. Searle observes, the 

óGladstonian creedô relied heavily on the assumption of British pre-eminence.14 In place of the 

relaxed internationalist outlook, the pessimists argued that Britain must be prepared for a óbolt 

from the blueô, a surprise invasion or naval strike launched, most likely, by France. This thesis 

argues that defence pessimism came to dominate the discourse surrounding national defence in 

Britain during the 1880s, pushing aside the liberal internationalist consensus and sealing the fate 

of the Channel Tunnel in 1883 and the Naval Defence Bill in 1889. However, the thesis 

 
9 Parry, Politics of Patriotism, pp. 351-355. Britainôs merchant marine constituted forty percent of the 

global tonnage between 1870 and 1914. Avner Offer, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
10 Friedberg, Weary Titan, p. 146; Robbins, Eclipse of a Great Power, p. 38. 
11 Bernard Porter, The Lionôs Share: A Short History of British Imperialism, 1850-1983, 2nd edn 

(London: Longman, 1984), pp. 119-129. 
12 This quotation provides the title for Friedbergôs Weary Titan. 
13 A geopolitical vision is defined as an óidea concerning the relation between oneôs own and other places, 

involving feelings of (in)security or (dis)advantage (and/or) invoking ideas about a collective mission or 

foreign policy strategy.ô Gertjan Dijkink, National Identity & Geopolitical Visions (London: Routledge, 

1996), p. 11.  
14 Searle, National Efficiency, p. 27. 
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approaches this narrative from a position which rejects the idea that Britain was faced with a 

genuine threat during this period. A defining feature of defence pessimism was that it bore little 

relation to reality.  

Historians of British decline have often added the caveat that contemporaries exaggerated the 

Franco-Russian threat.15 But it is only since the 1990s that the reality of the balance of power 

during the period 1880-1914 has been subjected to serious scrutiny. Keith Neilson and John 

Hobson have both demonstrated that the British Empire was hardly struggling during this 

period, economically or militarily, emphasising how its financial strength allowed it to maintain 

its pre-eminent position relatively cheaply.16 Compared to its principal rivals, Hobson argues, 

Britain suffered ófiscal-military understretchô: it was political reluctance, rather than financial 

pressure, which prevented the country maintaining, for example, an army of comparable size to 

its neighbours.17 At the same time, revisionist studies of Britainôs naval strength by John Beeler, 

Roger Parkinson and Robert Mullins have comprehensively rejected the idea of British naval 

weakness during this period.18 Not only have these scholars demonstrated that Britain easily 

outstripped its rivals in terms of both naval strength and spending, but they have also laid stress 

on the comparative weakness of those rival fleets.19 Using tools of quantitative analysis and 

qualitative evaluation, these historians have convincingly revised our view of Britainôs 

geopolitical position. What is more, they have concluded that, within the Admiralty at least, 

British naval supremacy was generally accepted and understood as fact.20 Their conclusions are 

stark and uncompromising: British vulnerability was a ómythô, a ógigantic deceptionô 

 
15 Kennedy, British Naval Mastery, p. 179. 
16 Neilson, óMyth of Declineô; John M. Hobson, óThe Military-Extraction Gap and the Wary Titan: the 

Fiscal-Sociology of British Defence Policy 1870-1913ô, Journal of European Economic History, 22 

(1993), pp. 461-506. 
17 Hobson, óMilitary-Extraction Gapô, p. 499. 
18 John Beeler, British Naval Policy in the Gladstone-Disraeli Era, 1866-1880 (Stanford California: 

California University Press, 1997); Roger Parkinson, The Late Victorian Navy (Woodbridge: Boydell 

Press, 2008); Robert E. Mullins, John Beeler (ed.) The Transformation of British and American Naval 

Policy in the Pre-Dreadnought Era (Palgrave, 2016). This literature is more closely surveyed in Part III, 

below. 
19 See especially Beeler, British Naval Policy, ch. 10; also Matthew S. Seligmann, óBritain's Great 

Security Mirage: The Royal Navy and the Franco-Russian Naval Threat, 1898ï1906ô, Journal of 

Strategic Studies, 35 (2012), pp. 861-886. 
20 See for example Beeler, British Naval Policy, pp. 270-76; Seligmann, óGreat Security Mirageô, p. 865. 

See also Part II, below. 
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perpetrated by interested parties in the armed forces, press and parliament.21 This is a theme 

which runs like a red line throughout this thesis.  

The implications that this new perspective has for our understanding of British history are far-

reaching. If, in reality, the Pax Britannica remained intact during this period, then defence 

pessimism and the fears, anxieties and scares it inspired including the defeat of the Channel 

Tunnel and the passing of the Naval Defence Act, can all be shown to have been unnecessary, 

óinternally generated and based on illusions that could have been refuted at the timeô, to quote 

Beeler.22 The triumph of anti-internationalism during the 1880s thus changes from a settled 

inevitability to a serious historical problem lacking a clear explanation. Unfortunately, most 

historians have not yet come to incorporate the órevisionistô perspective in their work. There has 

been no detailed attempt to explain the factors which allowed the pessimist attitude to flourish 

during the 1880s; nor has there been any serious attempt to delineate and deconstruct the 

pessimist outlook and deceptions. 

Building on this revisionist work, this chapter summarises and analyses the nature and 

development of British defence pessimism during the 1880s. It argues that much of its success 

can be attributed to the influence of the invasion scares which wracked the country during the 

mid-century, a formative period for the politicians of 1880-1900. In a short narrative of these 

events, it shows how they determined the outlook and tactics of the pessimists themselves and 

those of their óoptimistô opponents. As the main inspiration for this latter group, Richard 

Cobdenôs writings on the subject produced during the 1850s and 1860s are examined at some 

length. Not only was Cobden enormously influential in creating the ideological environment of 

the 1870s and 1880s, but his analysis, despite its flaws, provides a powerful interpretative 

framework for the historian. Cobdenôs optimistic belief in British security and óinternational 

moralityô thrived during the 1870s, embodied in part by the Gladstone government of 1868-

1874. After establishing this context, the chapter then examines how pessimist denunciations of 

 
21 John Beeler, óIn the Shadow of Briggs: A New Perspective on British Naval Administration and W.T. 

Steadôs 1884 ñTruth about the Navyò Campaignô, International Journal of Naval History, 1 (Apr. 2002), 

p. 3. 
22 Beeler, British Naval Policy, pp. 276-277. 
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the state of the nation became more overtly ideological during the 1880s, aimed at destroying 

the liberal internationalism which occupied a strong position in British thinking about 

international affairs. Attention is drawn to J.F. Mauriceôs 1883 book Hostilities without 

Declaration of War, which, it is argued, embodied and defined this new turn. Mauriceôs 

deconstruction of ócivilisedô warfare and emphasis on the danger of a sudden and unprovoked 

invasion provided the intellectual tools with which defence pessimists were able to misrepresent 

the reality of the French threat as it existed at the time, a reality which historians of British 

defence policy have rarely acknowledged. Therefore, in its final section, the chapter describes in 

detail the weakened position of France during the 1880s, demonstrating just how illusionary 

were British fears of attack from this quarter. Overall, it is shown how the pessimist case, built 

on memory, rhetoric, ideology and history, comprehensively obscured and distorted the military 

and naval state of the nation and that of its most likely ófoeô.  

The Mid-Century Foundations of Defence Pessimism 

Although perhaps a statement of the obvious, it is important to note that present-day geopolitics 

can only be interpreted through the lens of past experience.23 This was especially true for British 

attitudes to national defence during the last decades of the nineteenth century. Britons of the 

1880s were all too aware that their arguments and anxieties were echoes of a recent, traumatic 

past.24 In early June 1888, at the height of that yearôs óscareô, the Radical MP Jacob Bright gave 

exasperated and sarcastic voice to this feeling:  

The country was told that there was danger of invasion, and the country which was to 

invade us was France. It was always France. He could never recollect the time when we 

were not in danger from an invasion by France. He did not understand why this should 

be so, because France was not a country composed of men who were absolutely without 

sense.25 

Most obviously, Bright may have been referring to the experience of two decades of war with 

France between 1792 and 1815. This conflict, however, lay beyond the lived memory of even 

 
23 Dijkink, Geopolitical Visions, p. 139. 
24 See also Parry, Politics of Patriotism, pp. 35-36. 
25 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (hereafter Parl. Deb.), 4 June 1888, col. 1047. 
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the aged Member for South-West Manchester. Rather, he was reminding his audience of what 

Richard Cobden had named the óthree panicsô ï three substantial invasion scares and 

accompanying Anglo-French antagonism which occurred between 1840 and the early 1860s. 

Understanding these ópanicsô is crucial for appreciating later developments, as they provided a 

foundational framework within which the events of the 1880s developed and were interpreted 

by contemporaries. This is rarely stressed by historians, however, who tend to depict the last 

decades of the century as an entirely new óeraô. This section thus aims to re-establish this 

continuity. 

Although the immediate aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars had seen the United States and 

Russia as the next likely threat to the British Empire, as the steam age dawned it quickly 

became apparent that only France had the industrial capacity to compete with British naval 

power.26 Steam appeared to have transformed the British strategic position. No longer, it 

seemed, would an enemy fleet be at the mercy of the fierce Channel weather. In theory, an army 

embarked at a Continental port could be steamed across the sea in a matter of hours, while 

cruisers might attack the coastline with impunity. óNaval warô, observed The Times in 1844, óis 

now a new game.ô27 When, therefore, tensions between Britain and France rose over Egypt in 

1840, it was hardly surprising that the old British bugbear of the previous war soon rose its 

head: invasion.28 In 1845 Viscount Palmerston, then in Opposition, memorably caught the mood 

when he declared that óthe Channel is no longer a barrier. Steam navigation has rendered that 

which was before impassable by a military force nothing more than a river passable by a steam 

bridge.ô29 Added to concerns of French offensive power were anxieties, publicly articulated by 

senior Army officers, about the strength of Britainôs land defences. In 1846 the Inspector-

General of Fortifications Major-General Sir John Burgoyne produced a memorandum óon the 

 
26 C.I. Hamilton, Anglo-French Naval Rivalry, 1840-1870 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), pp. 

3-4; John Howes Gleason, The Genesis of Russophobia in Britain (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 1950). 
27 The Times, 18 May 1844, p. 6. 
28 Parry, Politics of Patriotism, pp. 152-156. For general introductions to the invasion scares of this period 

see Norman Longmate, Island Fortress: The Defence of Great Britain 1603-1945 (London: Pimlico, 

2001) pp. 303-352; Gooch, Prospect of War, ch. 1. 
29 Palmerston, Parl. Deb., 30 July 1845, cols. 1223-1224. 
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possible results of a war with Franceô.30 Burgoyne questioned the ability of the Royal Navy to 

prevent a hostile landing, seriously criticised the organisation and efficiency of the Army, and 

laid stress on the nationôs óabsoluteô lack of fortresses. The result was an authoritative and 

profoundly pessimistic document, which, by exaggerating British weaknesses and French 

strengths, set the tone for all subsequent alarmists. Burgoyne was supported in a private letter 

from the septuagenarian Commander-in-Chief, the Duke of Wellington, published in January 

1848, which maintained that the French could land 40,000 troops óat any time of tide, with any 

wind, and in any weatherô and seize London.31 The motivations ascribed to the French were 

brutally simple, almost one-dimensional: expansionist greed, jealousy of British power and 

determination to avenge the defeat of 1815.32 

This ófirstô invasion panic lasted only a few short months, but its conclusion did not end the 

ongoing Anglo-French antagonism.  Despite the grand talk of universal peace generated by the 

Great Exhibition, 1851 saw a reinvigoration of Francophobia in Britain as the Anglo-French 

naval arms race reached a new peak.33 In December Louis Napoleon staged a coup which placed 

the name most associated in the British mind with invasion at the head of a modern steam 

navy.34 With France in a state of some instability, one emerging fear was that Napoleon might 

attack Britain in an attempt to unify his own country, an anxiety which long outlived his ill-

fated reign.35 The ósecondô panic slowly died away during early 1853, finally dissipating in 

1854 after France and Britain found themselves allied during the Crimean War. Indeed, the 

conclusion of the war appeared to herald a new dawn for international law and co-operation, 

when in 1856 the Treaty of Paris outlawed privateering and recognised the rights of neutral 

 
30 Gooch, Prospect of War, p. 2; Longmate, Island Fortress, pp. 310. 
31 Jay Luvaas, The Education of an Army: British Military Thought, 1815-1940 (London: Cassell, 1965), 

pp. 73-76. 
32 Longmate, Island Fortress, 307-312. 
33 Hamilton, Anglo-French Naval Rivalry, pp. 53-54. 
34 Longmate, Island Fortress, pp. 313-16. 
35 Parry, Politics of Patriotism, pp. 206-207; Jonathan Parry, óThe Impact of Napoleon III on British 

Politics, 1851-1880ô, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 11 (2001), pp. 147-175. 
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shipping. Passionately supported by Liberal opinion in Britain, this declaration gave 

encouragement to Cobdenôs view that free trade would eventually abolish warfare altogether.36  

The events of 1858-1860 were to strike a severe blow at this new confidence, however. In 

January 1858, Italian nationalists attempted to assassinate Napoleon using a bomb made in 

Birmingham. Coinciding with friction over Italian unification and recent French naval increases 

ï including the launch of the worldôs first seagoing ironclad Gloire ï it was hardly surprising 

that these years saw the most severe peacetime invasion scare in modern British history.37 More 

than any other war scare the panic of 1859 was a watershed moment, leaving its imprint on both 

the British people and their landscape.38 It inspired the Rifle Volunteer movement, an attempt to 

turn middle England into óefficient exemplars of Guerrilla warriorsô which was taken up across 

the nation.39 It also moved Prime Minister Palmerston to fund a multi-million pound 

fortification programme, unmatched in the history of the British Isles, ringing Portsmouth and 

Plymouth with guns.40 Subsequently known as óPalmerstonôs folliesô, these forts became 

regarded as an example of the enormous financial and military damage which an invasion 

ópanicô could wreak: defence spending rose by almost a third between 1859 and 1861.41 

Nevertheless by 1860, with the exception of Cobden and his small group of followers, the 

outlook of the defence pessimists had become accepted across the British political spectrum.42 

Indeed, even Cobden was forced to give a sop to this feeling, assuring the Commons in 1862 

that, if the Navy was shown to be insufficient, óI would willingly vote Ã100,000,000 of money 

to protect our country against attackô, a statement that his followers would later come to regret.43 

 
36 Bernard Semmel, Liberalism and Naval Strategy, (Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1986), pp. 56-59. 
37 Hamilton, Anglo-French Naval Rivalry, pp. 81-84; Michael J. Salevouris, Riflemen Form: The War 

Scare of 1859-60 in England (New York: Garland, 1982), p. 3. 
38 Salevouris, The War Scare, p. 1; Longmate, Island Fortress, p. 324.  
39 John Bull, 10 Oct. 1859, p. 646; Hugh Cunningham, The Volunteer Force: A Social and Political 

History, 1859-1908 (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1975); Ian F.W. Beckett, Riflemen Form! A Study of 

the Rifle Volunteer Movement, 1859-1908 (Barnsley: Pen & Sword Military, 2007). 
40 Andrew Saunders, Fortress Britain: Artillery Fortification in the British Isles and Ireland (Liphook: 

Beaufort, 1989), p. 175. 
41 Longmate, Island Fortress, p. 337; Parry, Politics of Patriotism, pp. 234-235. 
42 Longmate, Island Fortress, pp. 322-323. 
43 Cobden, Parl. Deb., 7 July 1862, col. 1557; Semmel, Liberalism and Naval Strategy, pp. 79-81. 



36 

 

While the intellectual continuity between 1859 and later events is obvious, historians have not 

tended to emphasise the personal nature of this link. This is an important omission, because a 

perusal of the biographies of many prominent politicians of the 1880s reveals the óthirdô panic 

to have been a formative moment for many of them. Lord Salisbury, at this time a journalist, 

was deeply impressed by the danger posed by French desire for ómilitary gloryô.44 The future 

Liberal Cabinet members Joseph Chamberlain and Charles Dilke enthusiastically joined the 

Rifle Volunteers alongside many other serving and future politicians, both MPs and Lords.45 On 

the other hand, as Palmerstonôs Chancellor, Gladstone was forever haunted by his inability to 

prevent the fortification programme.46 In this respect it also had an important effect on Liberal 

Radicalism. For example Sir Wilfrid Lawson, an óadvanced Radicalô prominent in the peace 

movement during the 1880s, was first elected to the Commons in 1859 and never forgot either 

the cost or the popularity of Palmerstonôs fortification programme against which he protested 

alongside Cobden.47 These experiences left a profound impression on an entire generation. 

While politicians may have remembered the cost and ópanicô, for alarmists the period provided 

an important cautionary tale of what could occur if the defences were allowed to slip. This latter 

impression was given credibility by the fact that, during the 1850s, the French fleet posed a 

genuine, if exaggerated, technological and numerical challenge to the Royal Navy.48 Within 

naval circles this time was remembered as an óera of fortificationô when the Navy was neglected 

and the importance of sea power forgotten.49 It is no coincidence that the second half of the 

1860s saw the foundations laid for what would become the óblue waterô school of naval theory, 

which laid emphasis on the Navy as the first and only line of defence against invasion.50 

 
44 Roberts, Salisbury, p. 45. 
45 Denis Judd, Radical Joe: A Life of Joseph Chamberlain (Aberystwyth: University of Wales Press, 
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46 Salevouris, The War Scare, pp. 95-99. 
47 George W. E. Russell (ed.), Sir Wilfrid Lawson: A Memoir (London: Smith, Elder & Co, 1909), p. 51. 
48 Hamilton, Anglo-French Rivalry, ch. 3; Salevouris, The War Scare, ch. 5. 
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Equally important was the literary tradition left by the panics. By 1860, the vulnerability of 

Britain had become a profitable industry, and writing treatises on the subject a common pastime 

for retired or half-pay armed forces officers. Michael Partridge has identified well over a 

hundred such works published between 1845 and 1870, from sober theoretical texts on 

fortification to the hyperbolic Defenceless State of Great Britain (1850).51 In the aftermath of 

the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 this phenomenon was given a new impetus when Colonel 

George Chesney published his short story, The Battle of Dorking: Reminiscences of a Volunteer, 

spawning a popular genre of óinvasion literatureô that only lost its appeal after 1914.52 In a vivid 

account of the invasion and subjugation of Britain by Germany, the Royal Navy is destroyed 

and the British Army and Volunteers are routed by the efficient Prussian military. In the 

Carthaginian peace that follows, Britainôs trade and industrial power is usurped by the victor 

and the Empire is carved up by opportunistic imperial rivals. óTrulyô, reflects the narrator, óthe 

nation was ripe for a fall; but when I reflect how a little firmness and self-denial, or political 

courage and foresight, might have averted the disaster, I feel that the judgement must have 

really been deserved.ô53 An explicit critique of the dangerously contented ócommercialismô that 

Chesney regarded as a hallmark of the liberal outlook, the story added not only novelty, but also 

signalled an ideological turn in the arguments of the defence pessimists. From the 1870s 

onwards, they increasingly strove to attack not simply the ódefenceless state of Englandô, but the 

liberal world-view itself.  

The Cobdenite Critique 
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If the war scares of the 1840s and 1850s provided the foundations of the later defence 

pessimism, the parallel career and publications of Richard Cobden served as a model for the 

Radicals and peace campaigners of the 1880s. After the repeal of the Corn Laws, Cobden, along 

with his close friend and ally John Bright, became closely involved with the British peace 

movement.54 He was an important supporter of the 1851 Great Exhibition, protested 

Palmerstonôs foreign and defence policies by refusing a Cabinet position in 1859 and with 

Gladstoneôs support attempted to combat the war scare by negotiating a free trade treaty with 

Napoleon in 1860.55 The arguments against the invasion scares he constructed during these 

years came subsequently to pervade British intellectual and popular thought on warfare, 

something to which the lack of a proper academic study has blinded us.56 When Chesney came 

to pen The Battle of Dorking in 1871, for example, it was Cobdenôs outlook which he had in his 

sights. It is necessary, therefore, to summarise Cobdenôs principle critiques of the mid-century 

invasion scares in order to understand the ideological context in which the defence debates of 

the 1880s took place. 

For Cobden, war represented a fundamental collapse of human rationality.57 As far as he was 

concerned, the interests of both individuals and the state were directly linked to the peaceful 

maintenance of industrialism and free trade: war, by disrupting these ónaturalô processes, 

damaged the entire community.58 Armed forces, argued Cobden, should be maintained only for 

defensive needs. Any money spent on warlike preparations represented a waste of state 

resources and an unnecessary, even tyrannical, burden on the taxpayer.59 Interweaving his 

criticisms with an older anti-aristocratic Radical tradition, he maintained that wars were ógot upô 
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at the whim of diplomats and generals who had either an ideological interest in maintaining the 

European balance of power, or a personal interest in securing more funding for the military. 

Convinced that the interconnected world of the nineteenth century had rendered war and 

imperial expansion obsolete, Cobden argued for an essentially isolationist foreign policy, with 

Britain acting only to use its ómoralô influence to secure the expansion of liberty and 

commerce.60  

As part of his opposition to the invasion scares, Cobden produced two substantive works 

analysing and refuting the claims of the defence pessimists, 1793 and 1853, in Three Letters 

(1853) and The Three Panics (1862), the latter perhaps his most famous literary production.61 

Quick to analyse the óshoal of publicationsô that resulted from the scare of 1853, Cobden boiled 

down the pessimistic geopolitical vision to two essential ingredients:  

First, that we have made no provision for our defence, and, therefore, offer a tempting 

prey to an invader; and, next, that the French are a mere band of pirates, bound by no 

ties of civilization, and ready to pounce upon any point of our coast which is left 

unprotected.62 

Cobden did much to combat these assumptions. In the first instance, he meticulously compared 

French military and naval strength with the British, arguing that the British navy had long been 

maintained at a ratio of three-to-two over its French counterpart. 63 France, he suggested, had 

neither the financial, material nor industrial resources to pose a serious challenge. From the 

British ignorance of these facts he drew an important lesson about the psychological nature of 

the defence ópanicô. óIt seems to be the peculiar characteristic of these panics,ô he reflected, óthat 

they who fall under their influence are deprived of all remembrance of what has been already 

done for their security.ô64 
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In answer to the idea that the French would act as ópiratesô, Cobden argued that such fears were 

entirely at odds with the past and present conduct of that nation. Indeed, whereas alarmists 

insisted that history showed France to be constantly plotting against its neighbour, in Cobdenôs 

view it was the United Kingdom that had repeatedly ravaged French coasts, landed armies on 

the Continent and was now constructing an enormous navy despite the lack of any obvious 

threat.65 France, he insisted, was one of the most cultured, commercial and intelligent nations on 

earth. óThere is no instance recorded in historyô, he continued, óof such a country suddenly 

casting itself down to the level with Malays and New Zealanders by committing an unprovoked 

act of piracy upon a neighbouring nation.ô 66 Crucially, Cobden stressed the necessity of 

appreciating the situation from the French perspective, a point which hitherto had been 

conspicuously absent from the British defence debates. Relentlessly emphasising commercial 

factors and the interconnectedness of trade, he completely rejected the idea that France could 

make any profit out of an opportunist war. Not only would its own economy suffer, but Cobden 

believed it would face the combined wrath of European civilisation: 

Intelligent men in that country cannot believe that we think them capable of such folly, 

nay madness, as to rush headlong, without provocation, and without notice, into a war 

with the most powerful nation in the world, before whose very ports the raw materials 

of their manufactures pass, the supply of which, and the consequent employment and 

subsistence of millions of their population, would be immediately cut off, to say nothing 

of the terrible retribution which would be visited upon their shores, whilst all the world 

would be calling for the extermination of a community which had abdicated its civilised 

rank, and become a mere band of lawless buccaneers.67  

These appeals to civilisation pointed to a fundamental difference in attitude between the 

pessimists and the liberal internationalists. For the latter, struggles between states were 

conceived of almost as a óduel between honourable gentlemenô, with all the assumptions about 

legal processes the metaphor implied.68 War, it was argued, was limited by a range of 
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international laws and precedents, including the necessity to issue a formal declaration, respect 

for the rights of neutral powers and the condemnation of underhand tactics such as spying.69 In 

this ócivilisedô vision of war the óbolt from the blueô was impossible. For Cobden, this was an 

important flaw in the pessimist case: 

éthis hypothesis of sudden invasion is absolutely indispensable for affording the 

alarmists any standing ground whatever. Take away the liability to surprise, by 

admitting the necessity of a previous ground of quarrel, and the delays of a diplomatic 

correspondence, and you have time to collect your fleet, and drill an army.70 

Cobdenôs arguments provided an incisive and rational deconstruction of the invasion fear. He 

distinguished himself among contemporary commentators not only by his confident declarations 

of British strength, but also by his close attention to the French perspective. Appealing to 

perceived economic and diplomatic realities, he undercut many of the alarmistsô most ingrained 

assumptions. On the other hand, many of Cobdenôs criticisms are open to the charges of naivety 

and insularity. Cobdenite ólittle Englandersô were and are easily accused of existing in a bubble 

of total security created by the Channel and the Royal Navy, reasoning away all British 

weaknesses and foreign threats.71 Importantly, Cobden and his followers repeatedly 

demonstrated an inability to understand why capitalists might support belligerent policies for 

their own personal gain.72 Although he anticipated, in an important way, the more hard-headed 

economic arguments of Norman Angell half a century later, he still relied heavily on arguments 

from human morality which, if not in themselves weak, were like a red rag to the defence 

alarmists.73 Fundamentally, he failed to appreciate that technology, trade and communication 

were not always on the side of the peacemakers. Alongside the many strengths of Cobdenôs 

arguments, the idealists of the 1880s also inherited these weaknesses. 
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The óSilver Streakô 

From the nadir of 1859, Anglo-French relations slowly improved during the 1860s. Internal 

politics, the creation of a multipolar European order following the rise of Prussia and Italy, and 

the increasingly obvious superiority of the Royal Navy all contributed to a period of relative 

cross-Channel diplomatic calm, something cemented by Prussiaôs defeat of Franceôs in 1871.74 

Encouraged in part by this, the 1870s were a decade of relative optimism for Britainôs Liberals. 

óGladstone-Cobdenismô had triumphed in the 1868 General Election, ushering in a new era of 

hope for internationalists.75 This mood was caught by the Prime Minister himself in a famous 

essay of 1870, in which he exhibited his belief in Britainôs providential role as a nation which 

understood, more than any other, óduty, responsibility and conscienceô.76 Often missed by 

historians is the articleôs profound optimism, prominent especially in its conclusion, where 

Gladstone argued that a new moral force, more powerful than electricity or steam, was coming 

to characterise the spirit of the age:77 

Certain is it that a new law of nations is gradually taking hold of the mind, and coming 

to sway the practice, of the world; a law which recognises independence, which frowns 

upon aggression, which favours the pacific, not the bloody settlement of disputes, which 

aims at permanent and not temporary adjustments; above all, which recognises as a 

tribunal of paramount authority, the general judgement of civilised mankind.78 

This was, on the other hand, also a period of increased insularity. Because of its geography, 

Britain was able to maintain a small volunteer army, in stark comparison with the mass 

conscription that came to characterise Continental forces post-1870. While the British may have 

regarded Europe as a bastion of world civilisation, they were also quick to condemn its military 

ódespotismô, characterising France and Germany as little more than óarmed campsô, straining 
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under the massive cost of óbloated armamentsô.79 óHappy England!ô wrote Gladstone in the 

same article: 

éhappy, with a special reference to the present subject, in this, that the wise 

dispensation of Providence has cut her off, by that streak of silver sea, which passengers 

so often and justly execrate, though in no way from the duties and the honours, yet 

partly from the dangers, absolutely from the temptations, which attend upon the local 

neighbourhood of the Continental nations.80 

Though he may have been mocked for the complacency of this essay, the phrase ósilver streakô 

immediately entered the lexicon not only as an alternative name for the Channel, but also as a 

signifier of British exceptionalism and security.81 It reflected, too, a newfound confidence in the 

Royal Navy. As Gladstone pointed out, the United Kingdom possessed the finest ironworks and 

shipbuilders in the world and was entirely self-sufficient in coal.82 Over the following years, 

until Steadôs campaign of 1884, this confidence only grew. Even in the gloomiest of scenarios 

there was no navy or conceivable combination of navies which might have challenged British 

sea power during the 1870s, while the capacity and resources of British shipbuilders meant that 

any attempt to engage the country in a naval arms race would have been ófutile to the point of 

foolishnessô.83 

Gladstone, of course, could never completely live up to the hopes of his 1868 victory. Despite 

his best efforts spending on the Army slightly increased, while Britainôs foreign policy was 

accused of drift and impotence.84 Disraeliôs victory of 1874 and the rise of European 

protectionism following the economic depression of the late 1870s offered much over which 

Liberals might despair.85 Yet Liberal confidence in Britainôs present and future remained 

buoyant, a feeling which Gladstone was able to exploit in his Midlothian campaign at the end of 

 
79 Jºrn Leonhard, óNations in Arms and Imperial Defence ï Continental Models, the British Empire and 

its Military before 1914ô, Journal of Modern European History, 5, (2007), pp. 287-308 (pp. 288-291). 
80 Gladstone, óGermany, France, and Englandô, p. 588. 
81 Parry, Politics of Patriotism, pp. 285-286; Cynthia Fansler Behrman, Victorian Myths of the Sea 

(Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1977), pp. 45-46. 
82 Gladstone, óGermany, France, and Englandô, pp. 389-390. 
83 Beeler, British Naval Policy, pp. 208-209, 253. 
84 Jonathan Parry, óGladstone, Liberalism and the Government of 1868-1874ô in David Bebbington and 

Roger Swift (eds), Gladstone Centenary Essays (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press), pp. 94-112.  
85 Howe, Free Trade, pp. 169-170. 



44 

 

the decade. The victory of 1880, although significant in terms of seats, was won on a small 

enough margin of votes that to ascribe it to any specific policy is difficult.86 Nevertheless the 

peace movement, which had expanded the number of its own advocates in parliament, was 

convinced that the event marked a victory for peace and internationalism.87 In the immediate 

aftermath of the victory, óGladstonianismô was used as an antonym for jingoism.88 At that yearôs 

jubilant meeting of the Cobden Club ï of which twelve of the fourteen new Cabinet ministers 

were members ï the Liberal success was celebrated as a victory for the ideals of its hero: óthe 

political nightmare was overô.89  

Hostilities without Declaration of War 

As a Prime Minister with an established record of opposition to armament spending, it was 

hardly surprising that Gladstoneôs election heralded the return of defence pessimism. Inspired 

by the increasing ómilitarismô which was now appearing in mainland Europe, military and naval 

writers were quick to dust off the fears of Wellington and Burgoyne and present them to a 

generation more aware of the advance of technology than any before. No pessimist diatribe was 

complete without an introduction dwelling on the growth of international tension. England on 

the Defensive (1881), for example, one of the earliest of the new wave of publications, 

introduced its subject with a discourse on the power of science, the fragility of peace, óthe 

increasing perfection of continental organization and equipment, and the direful celerity of 

modern war.ô90 Three years later Colonel Sir Charles Nugent, an inveterate critic of the state of 

the nation, began a lecture on the same note: 

Look where we will throughout Europe, there is cause for grave anxiety;ï a vague 

feeling of uneasiness and mistrust prevails everywhere. Nation watching nation, all 
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stand armed to the teeth in painful expectancyéOn every side the elements of strife 

abound.91 

Most famously, in 1887, Sir Charles Dilke published óa tract for the timesô in the form of The 

Present Position of European Politics.92 óThe present position of the European worldô, he 

began, óis one in which sheer force holds a larger place than it has held in modern times since 

the fall of Napoleon.ô The 1880s, he reflected, had become óa period of despair to the disciples 

of Richard Cobden.ô93 

Once again, steam was pointed to as negating British insular protection. In a direct attack on the 

legacy of Gladstoneôs 1870 essay, retired naval officer Edward Plunkett, 16th Baron Dunsany, 

dismissed the silver streak as nothing more than a ódelusion as dangerous as any which has 

deceived a nation.ô94 óNo naval officerô, he declared, ówould contend that in a war with France 

alone, our present ironclad navy could protect our colonies, our commerce, and our 

communications with India, and likewise provide a superior force to defend our shores.ô95 By 

1888 there had developed a vocal movement, led by the respected Lieutenant-General Sir 

Edward Hamley, relentlessly arguing that the next great war ówill, in all probability, be fought 

out on English soilô.96 The óinvasion scareô of that year marked the opening of a public and 

official debate on invasion defence that did not subside until the end of 1914 [Figure 2].97  

These new concerns were not completely removed from the international situation. By 1880 

France had rebuilt its armed forces, and was obviously imbued with a new sense of 

confidence.98 In 1881, French forces swiftly and easily annexed Tunis, foreshadowing the 

Anglo-French break over Egypt the following year [Figures 3; 4]. Colonial tensions steadily 
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increased during the rest of the nineteenth century, peaking in 1898 when the two nations came 

close to war.99 Complimenting this newfound imperial energy was a vociferous public debate 

about the future of the French navy. Most prominent was the name of Admiral Hyacinthe Aube, 

who was Minister of Marine in 1886 and 1887. Aube advocated for an aggressive strategy of 

commerce warfare and the mass deployment of torpedo boats, a strategy subsequently known as 

the Jeune École.100 Although in retrospect an admission that France could never hope to equal 

the Royal Navyôs battleship strength, Aubeôs ideas garnered great attention in Britain, where he 

was often used by alarmists to illustrate Franceôs hostile intentions towards the Empire.101  
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Figure 2: óThe Unprotected Female!ô 

An image from the 1888 scare. Britannia, surrounded by smashed arms and óbroken 

contractsô, clings to ópatriotismô as her only weapon. Punch, 26 May 1888, p. 247. 
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Figure 3: óVive la Gloire!ô 

France re-accustoms herself to military glory, exchanging her Phrygian ólibertyô cap for a suit 

of armour in the aftermath of the 1881 occupation of Tunis. Punch, 21 May 1881, p. 234. 
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Figure 4:óThey manage these things better in Franceô. 

 A British soldier, who has lost an arm in Zululand and a leg in the Transvaal, indicates the ease 

with which the French occupied Tunis to a mounted Duke of Cambridge, the Commander in 

Chief of the British Army. Moonshine, 28 May 1881, pp. 257-258. 
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Although these anxieties owed much to the scares of the mid-century, there was an ideological 

undercurrent common to the works of the 1880s which the pessimism of previous decades had 

rarely featured. As we have seen, Gladstonian Liberalism was more than simply parsimonious. 

Its world-view, reflected in the slogan ópeace, retrenchment and reformô, stood fundamentally at 

odds with that held by the defence pessimists. The Gladstonian political consensus which 

combined low-spending commercialism and liberal internationalism was regarded by them as 

dangerous utopianism, placing the United Kingdom in a profoundly vulnerable position:  

Well worth plundering, rich and vulnerable; exciting the envy of her neighbours; 

unreliable as an ally; unwilling to march a soldier or move a ship, save in defence of her 

own selfish interests; loudly proclaiming her selfishness to the world; trusting to her 

own inoffensiveness and meekness under insult to save her from attack ï she offers a 

tempting prize to her poorer and possibly less scrupulous neighbours, who still seem to 

retain more faith in big battalions than in the doctrines of the international arbitration 

society.102 

Above everything else, this perspective was defined by an absolute disavowal of the idea of 

ócivilisedô warfare. In the period since Cobden had written The Three Panics international law 

had grown in confidence and popularity, and during the 1870s there emerged in Europe a 

genuine feeling that war could be óhumanisedô through legal restrictions.103 One important effect 

of this development was the belief that conflict between states could not occur without a formal 

declaration of war being issued.104  Surprise attack, it was argued, was now practically 

impossible, prevented by diplomatic conventions, intelligence gathering, technological 

developments and óinternational moralityô. This view was summed up by the Liberal 

Manchester Guardian in 1882, in an echo of Cobdenôs observations two decades earlier: 

Nations as a rule do not go to war without some preliminary diplomatic skirmishing, 

and even the great military Powers would find it difficult, if not absolutely impossible, 
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to organise a powerful expedition with a secrecy which would elude all observation. 

This being so, there would be ample time to prepare for an enemy.105 

This, of course, did not sit well with the pessimist outlook. As Cobden perceived in 1862, the 

óhypothesis of sudden invasionô was utterly crucial to the cries of óEngland in Dangerô. In the 

face of legal, political and cultural confidence in the declaration of war and the impossibility of 

surprise attack, pessimists needed more than mere rhetoric to give their arguments intellectual 

weight. This they acquired in 1883 through the work of Colonel J.F. Maurice. 

In January 1882, during Lieutenant-General Sir Garnet Wolseleyôs interview before the Board 

of Trade Committee on the Channel Tunnel, the committeeôs Chairman and determined 

Cobdenite Thomas Farrer treated with scepticism the likelihood that the country could be 

attacked óout of a clear sky without any previous strain or notice that a quarrel was impendingô. 

óHas thatô, he wanted to know, óhappened on any single occasion within the last 50 or 100 

years?ô106 Struck by this question and his own difficulty in answering it, Wolseley 

commissioned Colonel John Frederick Maurice of the War Office Intelligence Branch to 

conduct research into the matter. The result was Hostilities without Declaration of War: an 

Historical Abstract of the Cases in which Hostilities have occurred between Civilized Powers 

prior to Declaration or Warning from 1700 to 1870, provided as evidence to the 1883 

Parliamentary Joint Select Committee on the Tunnel. At the end of 1883 it was published by 

order of the Secretary of State for War, óaccessible to the public at a low priceô of two 

shillings.107 

According to Mauriceôs introduction, the findings of Hostilities surprised even the author 

himself. Far from a few isolated cases, Maurice identified 107 examples between 1700 and 

1870 where European war had occurred without a formal declaration, and fewer than ten cases 

where the opposite was true; as far as he was concerned, the practice of declaring war prior to 
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aggressive action had very little precedent in history at all.108 Insofar as official declarations 

served any purpose, Maurice argued they had traditionally been used by the government of the 

aggressor nation to inform its own people, rather than to notify the country that had been 

attacked. Far from the progress of science reducing bellicosity, he argued that his findings 

showed how new technologies tempted, encouraged and rewarded pre-emptive strikes.109 He 

was, he wrote, aware that his book óalmost assumes the form of an attack upon the national 

morality of the modern worldô.110 Yet he was keen to stress how, at the time they occurred, 

these apparent breaches of international law went uncondemned by the international 

community, contradicting Cobdenôs assumptions that such ópiracyô would be swiftly punished 

by the community of nations.111 For him, the modern feeling against surprise attacks was drawn, 

not from a reading of history, but from the plays of Shakespeare or wars of classical antiquity.112 

óSympathiesô, Maurice concluded, ódo not alter factsô. 

Although his preface insisted that the book contained no moral, Maurice was obviously 

concerned with drawing lessons from the past which might be applicable to the present British 

situation. For example, in discussing those cases where surprise had been achieved, Maurice 

assured his readers that óthe surprise, which overtook the assailed country, was as complete as 

would be the effect if to-day, or at any time during this last year and a half, a foreign army had 

landed on the shores of England.ô113 To reinforce this point, much of the bookôs introduction 

was dedicated to a comparative discussion of ópeaceô as experienced in Britain and on the 

European mainland. As far as Maurice was concerned, only in England and the United States 

could peace be said to óreignô. óThe profoundest peace in which the Continent ever livesô, he 

argued, ódoes not present the equivalent of English placid security.ô To support this assertion he 

gave a practical example from everyday life: while Continental fortress guards went on duty 

with loaded rifles and orders to shoot trespassers, their British equivalents were not even issued 
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ammunition and were reliant on the local police to deal with civilian intruders.114 To those who 

believed that Britain would never be attacked during a period of óprofound peaceô, Maurice 

retorted that such an argument ignored this important difference in meaning which the phrase 

held either side of the Channel. Rarely had Britainôs insular exceptionality ï both its benefits 

and drawbacks ï been articulated with such lucidity. 

Although recognised as providing óquasi-official backingô to the idea of surprise attack or 

invasion, Mauriceôs work has generally been neglected by historians.115 This is surprising, not 

least because its importance was readily recognised upon publication. The Conservative 

Morning Post was effusive in its praise, declaring that óthe patriotic opponents of the scheme for 

ñinvasion made easyò will do well to peruse and digest ñHostilities without Declaration of 

War.òô116 The St. Jamesô Gazette considered it a fatal blow to the complacent assumption that 

wars rarely began without a formal declaration.117 In a significant retreat from its former 

position, the Manchester Guardian recommended the óremarkable and spiritedô book, observing 

how it proved neither public nor international opinion were to be depended upon as a ósafeguard 

against the recurrence of high-handed proceedings in times of national excitement.ô118 The book 

continued to influence military thought into the twentieth century. In 1905, the Secretary of the 

Committee of Imperial Defence complained that high-ranking Army officers were continually 

citing it in support of a larger Army for defence against sudden invasion.119 It was one of two 

works cited by the Royal United Services Institution when it awarded Maurice the prestigious 

Chesney Gold Medal in 1907 and in his obituary in 1912 The Times referred to Hostilities as a 

óclassicô worthy of the attention of contemporary military opinion.120  
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On closer analysis, however, Mauriceôs work contained a number of problems. In particular, he 

had failed to differentiate between attacks that had occurred with total surprise, and the great 

majority which, while not preceded by any formal warning, had nevertheless taken place during 

a period of strained relations, when the defenders were not taken unawares.121 This was the line 

taken by the London Standard in 1883, which expressed surprise that the Intelligence 

Department appeared willing to spend so much of its time óforging such terrific thunderbolts 

against the peace and comfort of human society.ô122 So many of Mauriceôs examples, argued the 

paper, occurred during periods of general European warfare or tension; more importantly, recent 

European conflicts such as those of 1859, 1866, or 1871 could hardly be said to have fallen out 

of a clear sky. óIt seems somewhat absurdô, it continued, óto go back a century and a half, when 

international morality was almost unknown, and was habitually ignored; but the writer in the 

Intelligence Department sets such store by the action of Frederick the Great in entering Silesia 

without a declaration of war, that one might think it happened yesterday.ô Hostilities without 

Declaration of War, it concluded, was ódifficult to treat seriously as an official documentô.  

It is hard to deny that Mauriceôs version of history had not been carefully edited and presented 

to support his views about present-day óinternational moralityô. But this should not distract from 

the fact that he had introduced a level of academic rigour which had hitherto been lacking from 

the arguments of the defence pessimists.123 Over the following years, soldiers and sailors 

increasingly turned to the events of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to inform and 

support their own theories of how wars should be fought and the state should be defended, a 

genre which saw itôs most famous output in 1890 with the American A.T. Mahanôs Influence of 

Sea Power Upon History.124 A good example of this trend was C.B. Normanôs 1887 book, The 

Corsairs of France. Although the bulk of the text provided a history of French privateering, its 

express aim was to illustrate how vulnerable Britain would be in a future commerce war with 
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France. Tellingly, the only map attached to the book depicted Anglo-French naval bases in 

1887. For Norman, there was no question that wars of the present would follow the lines of 

those of the past. Dismissing the 1856 Treaty of Paris, he presented a vision of óuncivilisedô 

warfare which owed much to Mauriceôs example: 

Treaties are still made to be broken, and I presume no sane man in the United Kingdom 

harbours the most distant hope that Privateering will not be vigorously resumed in the 

next great war in which England is engaged. These pages show how we suffered at 

hands of our hereditary foes in earlier days; the map which heads the volume shows 

how easy it would be for France to inflict a like damage in future years. Her naval 

stations dominate every commercial route we possess, and yet our coaling stations are 

unfortified and our swift cruisers unbuilt.125 

Certainly, Britain was slightly deficient in fast cruisers in 1887, but, as discussed in Part III, the 

nation was hardly as defenceless as Norman maintained.126 If it demonstrated anything, 

Normanôs map showed the weakness of the French, not the British position: with so many of its 

naval bases stationed close to major British colonies, it appeared unlikely that they would 

remain in French hands for long following the outbreak of an Anglo-French naval war. By 

emphasising Franceôs historical tradition of commerce raiding, Norman thereby concealed the 

contemporary weaknesses of the country. This, besides a lack of faith in the home defences, was 

a defining feature of the British pessimistic outlook: a total failure to rationally appreciate the 

real position of France. Considering the importance that the myth of French strength played in 

the political developments of the 1880s, it is worth taking some time to examine how the 

geopolitical situation looked from the other side of the Channel.  

The French Threat: Reality and Perception  

The driving fear behind the British invasion and naval scares of the 1880s was that the country 

would find itself in a position of military and naval weakness from which it would be 

impossible to recover during wartime. For contemporary France, this situation was, in many 
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respects, a reality.127 On the high seas the French Navy was in a position of permanent 

inferiority to its British rival.128 If the British Admiralty struggled with the balance of forces in 

the English Channel and Mediterranean, the French position was even more acute, forced to 

spread its smaller number of ships to defend not only both shores of France but also North 

Africa against the nightmare combination of Britain and the rising naval power of Italy.129 On 

land the situation was little better. Although its army enormously outnumbered the British, 

relative to the other Great Powers Franceôs population declined during the nineteenth century, 

leaving it trailing Germany in terms of military manpower, while the more numerous German 

reservists were generally better trained, organised and supported than their French 

counterparts.130 Unsurprisingly the French economy, which in almost all measures was eclipsed 

by Germany during the 1880s and 1890s, struggled to maintain armed forces which could 

defend the country from three potential rivals.131 These serious geopolitical, demographic and 

economic problems were compounded by political instability. France had no fewer than ten 

separate Ministers of Marine during the 1880s, and by the 1890s the regular policy changes had 

left its fleet óthe least homogenous in the worldô.132 Meanwhile the Army suffered óa succession 

of incompetent War Ministersô and growing political disunity, which culminated in the óDreyfus 

Affairô of the 1890s.133 This is not to say France lacked strengths, not least a strong 

psychological belief in its own fighting ability which lead to increasingly confident and 

aggressive war planning across the period.134 Nevertheless, the challenges it faced were in most 

respects far greater and more complex than Britainôs. Most revealingly in the context of British 

defence fears, despite occasional belligerent outbursts from individual officers it was not until 

1897 that the French army put any serious thought into planning an attack on the United 
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Kingdom, and even this proposal for a small expeditionary force was roundly rejected by a 

French navy convinced of its own inferiority in the face of the British.135 

If France alone struggled to offer a concrete threat, the other great British bugbear of the period, 

a Franco-Russian combination, also collapses under scrutiny. Certainly, the Russian threat to 

India caused serious consternation in both London and Delhi, and the issue brought the two 

nations close to conflict in 1885.136 Concern about the Russian navy was also substantial, not 

least because a lack of intelligence served to conceal its true potential from the British.137 The 

danger to the British Isles itself from such a combination was easily exaggerated, however. The 

Russian Navy was seriously compromised from the top down, suffering problems of 

organisation, technology and personnel.138 Indeed, suggestions that the French and Russian 

Fleets might work together to destroy the British in the Mediterranean were dismissed by the 

French, who found nothing to praise in the Russian fleet and baulked at the distances involved 

in any cooperation.139 The fact was that a Franco-Russian alliance was never likely during the 

1880s, and was only signed in 1894.140 More generally, it was obvious to any competent 

observer that Germany remained the overwhelming focus of both the French and Russian armed 

forces throughout the later nineteenth century; a war with the British would leave either country 

exposed to attack from this quarter.141  

The French therefore had much to be concerned about during this period, and as in Britain, this 

occasionally manifested itself in defence scares. In January 1894, for example, at the same 

moment that British pessimists were putting pressure on Gladstoneôs government over the 

future of the Royal Navy, a series of órevelationsô about the state of the French Navy were 

published in the Paris press condemning the ópresent deplorable state of thingsô which prevailed 
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in the fleet.142 Punch took the opportunity to poke fun at a situation in which admirals on both 

sides of the Channel were doing their utmost to condemn their own navies, producing a cartoon 

showing British and French sailors glumly ócomparing scaresô [Figure 5].  

 
142 The Times, 15 Jan. 1894, p. 5; A.G. Gardiner, The Life of Sir William Harcourt, vol. II (London: 
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Figure 5: óConfidencesô. 

John Bull and Jean Crapaud lament the strength of their respective navies.  

Punch, 10 Feb. 1894, p. 67. 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































