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Introduction

While British conservatism had a 200-year-old heritage, its American counterpart
appeared in the twentieth century largely as a response to the challenges of a
post-Second World War world. In both countries, conservatism was contested,
evolving, and amorphous. How should so intellectually elusive a phenomenon
as twentieth-century conservative thought be studied in each country? By what
methods can the contents and coherence of the concepts, their intentions and
effects, their changes and continuities, and the historical conditions to which they
belonged be made transparent? Who were the most representative and influential
people who held and promoted those ideas? Any attempt to grasp the meaning
of conservatism and its various contexts tends to be frustrating because political
ideas, embedded in competing traditions of analysis, judgement, and memory,
are intrinsically enigmatic. Most historians agree that there are no models or
lists of desiderata for finding the method that will probe political thinking
most competently. Model-like hypotheses are useful only when applied to one
case, while each project undertaken may elicit different principles of selection,
procedure, and judgement. Every approach to history has a working, if chronically
shifting, consensus about what constitutes an appropriate enquiry and acceptable
explanations. The most satisfying, least distorted, most probable resurrection of
events, material and mental, relies on eclectic, imaginative methods. In attempts
to examine the substance and effect of conservative ideas, different scholars from
different disciplines have chosen very different methodologies. In this book, I
rely upon the interdisciplinary approach of intellectual history to illuminate five
decades of twentieth-century conservative ideology in Britain and two decades in
America.

The idea of ideology is often used, even by non-Marxist historians, in Marx’s
sense of a rationalization, or justification, or encoding of interests. Boyd Hilton
has asked, provocatively, is temperament the same as ideology? Does a given
personality, shaped by psychological or aesthetic or cultural preferences, lead
ineluctably to preference for a particular ideology?’ Or are ideologies chosen
pragmatically or even randomly from among competing complexes of ideas
according to what appears most accessible or perhaps most familiar at any
given cultural moment? Independently of the motives for certain ideological
preferences over others, ideology may be best understood, I think, as a systematic
ordering of concepts that allows heterogeneous and confusing events to become
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comprehensible. That constructed order is possibly, but not necessarily, rational
and often is derived from habitual or cultural organizations of experience.
Political ideologies tend to share with religion a moral core seated in the
believer’s understanding of ‘the good’. Rather than simply representing interests
or personalities, political systems of ideas may be fundamental to an individual
or a group’s larger view of the meaning and purpose of life, or at least to the
immediacy of their own lives. In spite of the differences that separated particular
conservatives in Britain and in America, a repeated conservative emphasis upon
character, instincts, attitudes, institutions, religion, nation, traditions, and habits
was essential to a conservative ideology.”

As an intellectual historian, I presume that ideas are most clearly attached to
historical circumstances when they occur in the conversations and practices of
intellectual communities. In earlier periods it may have been possible to be an
isolated thinker working privately and secreting results for considerable lengths of
time. Intellectual seclusion became almost unthinkable in the twentieth century
because of the enormous proliferation of knowledge and, perhaps as important,
the continuously growing number and kind of intellectual communities. Those
communities, although often independent of each other, interact and overlap at
the juncture where ideas receive some measure of public clarification. Within
those collegial bodies, very often defined by profession or by what Thomas Bender
has called the ‘cultures of intellectual life’, an internal grappling with ideas enables
an examined life.™ Traditional concepts can be rearranged and refurbished, and
newer ones can be introduced and tested for their capacity to explain and endure.
Accounts of those struggles, their causes and their consequences within any one
“culture” and without it, have been among the most valuable achievements of
historical enquiry.

Conservative thought has been studied through a variety of disciplines, often
reliant on implicit and unstated methodologies. Philosophers have inquired about
epistemological, ontological, or ethical issues; students of politics concentrate
more on the uses and abuses of power and place. The boundaries among various
approaches can dissolve into one another or they can turn out to be impermeable.
Scholars sometimes pursue one method through historical inertia—it is what
they have learned and it seems efficient to them. Others attempt syntheses among
various methodologies that appear to open new perceptions. Among those forms
of inquiry, an exploration of conservatism that looks at the intellectual community
of conservative historians, who were also polemical public intellectuals, appears
to be especially promising." Beginning in 1913 in Britain and 1940 in America,
conservative historians played a prominent role in the debates about the heart,
soul, and mind of conservatism. Although concentrating on differing sequences
of time, different individuals, and disparate groups in two countries, this is not a
book of independent essays. Instead, each part and every chapter is connected to
the others by constant themes, recurring actors, impinging historical events, and
the pursuit of common questions and concerns.
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Part I, ‘Intellectual History, Political Thought, and Conservatism’, is meant
to serve two purposes. First, it explores the advantages of intellectual history
in comparison with other approaches to political thought generally, and to
British and American conservatism particularly. It is not meant to be either an
exhaustive or even a reasonably complete view of the purposes or historiography
of intellectual history. Instead, this discussion is both an introspective affirmation
of the special perspectives of intellectual history and an attempt to make explicit
the ways in which political ideas have been considered and valued. Why should
intellectual history be an especially perspicuous approach to conservatism in
twentieth-century Britain and America in preference to other types of historical
inquiry? Does intellectual history have particular advantages as a pellucid view
of our recent and overwhelming past? One of the goals of intellectual history,
especially when reliant upon historiography, is a revelation of the presumptions
and organizing principles that inform a particular study. Possibly more than
other approaches, a history of ideas secks multiple dimensions that satisfy
intellectual, emotional, and even aesthetic criteria—we take pleasure in finding
that thinking in the past had a discernible, coherent meaning. The study
of thought encourages the dismantling of familiar ideas so that they can
be deconstructed, reconstructed, and appropriated in ways that allow us to
understand them in a new way. Even in our own particular work, widely
diverse methods are possible because access to different subjects ranges from the
seemingly simple and obvious to the difficult and uncomfortably obtuse. Ideas
are inextricably cerebral, imaginative, intuitive, and material events. What we
can know about historical events of every kind, whether apparently random or
clearly attributable to identifiable causes, is determined by our selection of time,
place, and participatory agents.

The second purpose of Part I is an explanation of why, among all the
conservatives writing during these inter-war and post-war decades, I chose
four British and four American historians as central figures in the definition,
representation, and propagation of conservative thought. These figures were
selected because of their coherent and accessible statement of conservative
ideas, and because of their demonstrable success in reaching large and varied
audiences. The validity, or coherence, or rectitude of their historical writing
is not at issue here, nor is the immediate or recent appraisal of their work
within the historical profession. I am only interested in the ways in which their
presentation and interpretation of the motives, activities, and effects of their
subjects provided a cautionary narrative that justified their conservative causes.
The British conservative historians F. J. C. Hearnshaw (1869-1946), Keith
Feiling (1884-1977), Arthur Bryant (1899-1985), and Herbert Butterfield
(1900-79) were praised by many of their professional peers, but their reputations
suffered with the passage of time. In America, both Daniel Boorstin (1914-2004)
and Rowland Berthoff (1921-2001) were accepted, and Boorstin even acclaimed,
by other historians, but they, too, have not survived subsequent professional
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judgement. Peter Viereck (1919-2006) and Russell Kirk (1918-94) were always
considered to be polemicists and social critics more than historians because they
were not pursuing what was approved professionally as ‘objective’ history. No
matter what the profession thought, it was their standing as ‘historians’ with
an identifiable, often popular, following that gave them the authority to adopt,
develop, and propagate conservative ideas and policies. The British and American
conservative historians were heard additionally by powerful politicians, and there
is considerable evidence of a reciprocal relation between political leaders and
these conservative historians especially in Britain, as Parts II and III reveal. The
periods of concentration are different for the British and the American historians
because the contexts varied significantly.

British conservative historians drew upon established conservative ideas and
rhetoric already familiar to most of their audience since at least the 1870s. In
America, conservatism had little lineage. It was the conspicuous achievement of
the American conservative historians to introduce conservatism into American
political conversations that transcended small group of intellectuals speaking
to each other. Although courted infrequently by statesmen, in contrast to
their British counterparts, the American conservative historians enjoyed two
large and sometimes overlapping audiences. Their first and greatest audience
was popular readers, who turned Boorstin, Viereck, and Kirk into bestselling
authors and media personalities. A second constituency, perhaps more important
because more impressionable, was that of students enrolled in institutions of
higher learning where they were compelled to study ‘great minds’, a subject
characteristic of American curricula in the three decades after the Second
World War. Beginning in 1953, students in these general education courses
were very likely to discover a historical, coherent discussion of conservatism
in Viereck’s Conservatism. From John Adams to Churchill or in Kirk’s The
Conservative Mind. From Burke to Santayana, both published that year and
reprinted many times subsequently. While we cannot know how many of those
students were persuaded to become conservatives, let alone how many actually
read what was assigned to them, we do know how many copies were sold to
universities—with many more being read as they were recycled from one student
class to another—and we have some testimony about their influence as Part IV
demonstrates.

Part II, “The Inter-war Decades’, is set within Britain when, to the educated
and even semi-educated reading public, the study of history carried the same
patina of truth-telling that was to shift to the hard sciences by the 1950s.
Historians were understood as purveyors of disinterested truth who presented
the given, inescapable facts.

At the end of the nineteenth century and just before he became his party’s
prime minister, A. J. Balfour, that most philosophical of Conservative politicians
asked: “Will anyone who has studied our national history not admit that it is
an upward progress, from which, so far as the conscience of the nation could
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achieve it, tyranny, corruption, and injustice have gradually been banished?
Balfour may have been the last conservative intellectual to accept an essentially
Whig view of British history. The Great War was the beginning of the end
of that national and international order which had given British conservatives
their personal and professional identities and their privileged status. From their
perspective, a political, social, economic, and cultural dénouement had changed
Britain irrevocably for the worse. As Richard Thurlow and many other historians
have pointed out, the Great War deepened a sense of crisis for many ‘who
fele threatened by the continued decline of British pre-eminence’."" It was felt
that the flower of an entire generation of young men had died tragically, a
catastrophic loss with negligible gain, and that the Armistice did not bring peace,
honour, or prosperity. Instead, there was a devastating economic depression,
unemployment, and the appearance of new totalitarian regimes that defiantly
rejected traditional solutions for national cohesion and European stability. An
increasingly precarious society before 1914 was transformed for the worse,
conservatives generally believed, by the demands of the war and the awkward
adjustments to an even more precarious post-war society. Conservatives feared
social, economic, and political anomie at home and growing tyranny, corruption,
and injustice abroad.

Among those transformations, the most troubling were the appearance of
entirely unprecedented social, economic, and political tendencies, suspect because
historically untested. In the two decades following the Armistice, many felc
uneasiness and guilt about the punitive nature of the settlement. Additionally,
conservatives worried about the future of the Empire; the rise of fascism in
Italy and Germany; and, the successes of socialism and communism in Russia
and, briefly, in Spain. They also resented America for exacting a financial
burden from Britain in payment for the war. International costs, which damaged
Britain’s finances and its national pride, were exacerbated by cumulative domestic
problems such as unprecedented strikes and labour unrest, the uncertainty of the
gold standard, threatening class conflict, the electoral reality of a Labour Party,
and the abdication of Edward VIII. In the Boer War, huge crowds had poured
into London streets to celebrate the British victory at Mafeking."™ It was not
lost on liberals as well as conservatives that a similar crowd might have filled the
streets in angry protest rather than in joyful commemoration. Demonstrations in
the streets, hardly a novelty, were used for at least 400 years to sway or intimidate
the powerful, whose attention was otherwise preoccupied. What was new about
‘mafficking’ was its size and extent. By 1918, when the suffrage was amended,
almost everyone in those crowds, including most women over 30, could use their
vote to change political institutions and challenge those who controlled them.
Eight years later, sporadic working-class protests were translated into a nationally
paralysing General Strike.

British conservatives saw another unwanted consequence of the Great War in
the introduction of a quasi-managed state, which imposed limited, ad-hoc
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planning. Conservatives resented state intervention in the economy as an
intrusion upon personal privacy and, even more seriously, as a weakening
of individual spheres of action and responsibility. For them, war accelerated
the erosion of a traditionally hierarchical society and those institutions meant
to restrain and guide the destructive forces of human nature. The war had
confirmed the most basic conservative assumptions about human nature and its
limitations. More lamentable yet, the inter-war years demonstrated the triumph
of statism in the communist Soviet Union and the emergence of socialism as
a political reality in Britain. While communism was considered too foreign to
be acceptable to the British people, conservatives abhorred the Labour Party,
which had adopted a socialist constitution in 1918. Labour emphasized common
ownership and presented itself as a class government, which challenged the
natural and disinterested leadership that conservatives identified with their ideal
of national unity. It is not surprising to find a variety of conservative polemics,
attempting to define the desirable qualities of conservatism in opposition to
socialism, prominent from the mid-1920s to the late 1930s when the reality
of Labour governments was no longer simply a topic for Conservative club
rooms and dinner parties. Apprehension about socialism grew when the Labour
government achieved its first, if brief, ministry in 1924, and again in 1929,
when a Labour minority government was formed that lasted to 1931. Although
conservatives supported national governments in the inter-war years, they dis-
trusted them as dangerous liaisons with a Labour Party dedicated to socialist,
and then, possibly, communist agendas. Conservatives found Spanish and Soviet
experiments with communism chilling, cautionary tales bound to have violent,
unhappy endings.

When the emergence of successful totalitarian regimes in the 1930s added to the
depression’s economic, social, and political precipitate, new political movements
developed within Britain. They included a rising radical Left, articulate but small
in numbers, and a still smaller, less reputable, radical Right. Idealists found the
Left especially promising. Those few British historians who admired the radical
Left in the 1930s, such as the young A. J. P. Taylor, argued that a more just
society depended upon a reconstruction of British political, social, and economic
institutions.™ The larger confrontations between the Left and Right, magnified
in importance by the Spanish Civil War and the rise of Mussolini in Italy,
Hitler in Germany, and Stalin in the Soviet Union, led to a new debate about the
meaning of justice, citizenship, the state, and the origins and exercise of power.™
Conservatives set out to win that debate.

A clear legacy, that constituted a ‘conservative’ atticude towards politics and
society, had begun in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and
developed consistently in defence of hierarchical authority, paternalism, defer-
ence, the monarchy, Church, family, nation, status, and place. Conservatives in
Britain possessed power, throughout the nineteenth century and well into the
twentieth, derived from land, local authority, money, inheritance, and religion.
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In great part, British conservatism coalesced in defensive reaction against the
appearance and extension of new classes, a shift from land to capital as a means
of measuring wealth, and the steady erosion of privilege and power. In 1836
Benjamin Disraeli had defended the monarchy, privilege, property, and the
exercise of ecclesiastical, educational, and cultural authority by the Church of
England as the basis of national strength. That Conservative understanding of
nation was extended to embrace Greater Britain with the adoption of imperial
ambitions during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. In his famous Crystal
Palace speech of 1872, Disraeli brought his party up to date by adding Empire
to the Conservative standard.* As late as the Abdication Crisis of 1936 Stanley
Baldwin was cheered by a receptive audience of the faithful when he attributed
the endurance of conservatism to an alliance of Church, throne, Empire, and
Christian truths.® For at least six decades of the twentieth century, Disraelian
Tory democracy was invoked to define and defend the Conservative right to
ascendancy. Even though the Conservative Party had made great efforts to
broaden its membership, the selection of Harold Macmillan as prime minister
in 1957 was still presided over by an impeccable aristocrat, the fifth Marquis
of Salisbury. Those who believed in the rectitude of Conservative ascendancy
continued to exercise prerogatives through more than half of the twentieth
century.

A distinction has to be made in Britain between the appeal and success of the
Conservative Party and ‘conservatism’ as a fundamental mediator of beliefs and
practices. Throughout the twentieth century, the Party represented itself as the
historic protector of law, order, and property rights within a nation unified by
ancient institutions. Between 1880 and 1991 that message won the Conservatives
sixteen of the twenty-eight general elections. The Party’s electoral success rested,
in great part, on its compliance with changing circumstances. A slow shift
from landed to commercial wealth, begun in the nineteenth century, continued
during the inter-war years to allow Conservative MPs to remain a plutocracy.
Although many post-war changes were not really effective until the 1980s, the
post-war Party moved from ‘both local and Parliamentary elites of squires and
business magnates to leaders and representatives drawn from professional and
managerial backgrounds’. By the 1970s, these groups were joined ‘increasingly
by the ranks of professional politicians’.* ‘Christianity’ continued to inform
conservative political thought and to be ‘seen as essential for the bonding
and well-being of society.™™ Protestants, who were not Anglican, as well as
Catholics and even Jews found the religious emphases of the Conservative Party
congenial. While the Conservative Party demonstrated considerable pragmatism
in its appeal to a changing electorate, ‘conservatism’ as a basic set of beliefs
endured remarkably unchanged. At the heart of those beliefs lay a continuing
understanding of history as a significant narrative about the maintenance and
transmittance of those institutions, laws, prescriptions, and proscriptions that
guaranteed a distinctly British society. The conservative historians’ exposition
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and elaboration of this historical narrative makes them especially important as
transmitters of conservative values and policies.

While its fundamental commitments were remarkably constant, conservatism
was never monolithic or unchanging. On the contrary, while a consensus was
crafted by Conservative policy-makers who needed to present a coherent pro-
gramme to voters, individual conservative thinkers moved from their shared
assumptions to often divergent analyses of the current state of the nation and
the most appropriate responses to national problems. In the making of myth
and ritual about the Great War, that continued well into the 1930s, conservat-
ive historians reflected and promoted the inconsistent and ambivalent attitudes
towards that war characteristic of all shades of political opinion. Attitudes towards
the war included various mixtures of public sanctification, grief, and reprehen-
sion as was evident in the best-selling novels A. S. M. Hutchinson’s If Winter
Comes (1921), Ernest Raymond’s Tel! England (1922), and Warwick Deeping’s
Sorrell and Son (1925), as well as R. C. Sherriff’s play, journey’s End (1928).*
On one hand, there was a patriotic national mood that celebrated heroism and
resurrection. At the same time and often in the thinking and activities of the
same person, there was also a strong revulsion against the Great War based on its
mismanagement, terrible personal toll, and the seeming ineptitude of the whole
misadventure. That revulsion drove many conservatives to argue persistently for
peace with Nazi Germany so as to avoid another devastating war and the further
decline of Britain.

Although the great depression created a crisis of faith for politicians and for
those without prospect of work, established historians were less apprehensive.
J. H. Clapham, who still dominated the Cambridge teaching of economic history
in the 1920s and 30s, was notorious among his students for dismissing the
economic crisis as a historical mishap, sobering, but transient. Historians, like
Clapham, who were assured of Britain’s historically successful trajectory, found
reassurance within the 1930s of Britain’s economic stability and flexibility in
comparison to the Continent.™ Britain, they maintained, continued to dominate
the world’s economy because its Empire, and subsequent Commonwealth,
spanned the earth to encourage and guarantee trade, international community,
and power. Domestic ingenuity and imperial power demonstrated successful
British national strengths. Conservatives especially welcomed these assessments.
In the inter-war years, many conservatives hoped that the rise of fascism
and communism would remain political marginalia alien to the larger scheme
of British national evolution. These revolutionary movements reflected, they
wanted to believe, what could go wrong in countries that lacked political and
institutional stability developed throughout its history by great and selfless leaders.
In their attitudes to what they perceived as political aberrations and to politics
generally, conservatives prided themselves on their sensible, non-ideological
positions.
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That deliberately commonsensical stance led many historians of Britain, until
very recently, to treat conservatives as supporters of a ‘stupid party’ to whom ideas
were anathema. Even though British conservatives said repeatedly throughout
the first six decades of the twentieth century that they distrusted all ideologies,
that was unequivocally an ideological position. Systematic ideas mattered for
conservatives, as they did for liberals and labour, often more than personalities,
habits, interests, or institutions. Conservatives and conservatives, in common
with everyone else, depended upon ‘ideas’ to understand, discuss, and hold their
beliefs; to discover and act upon standards of conduct; to establish enduring
relationships; to interpret the past and plan for the future; and, most importantly,
to communicate meaningfully with others. Any kind of identity, and especially a
political one, has rarely been created or maintained successfully through merely
utilitarian, expedient, or even customary practices.

Hearnshaw, Feiling, and Bryant, all born before the twentieth century began,
were conspicuous in their persistent and committed combination of scholarship
and polemics that actempted to address the dramatically challenged years between
the two world wars. Each of them felt themselves to be living in unprecedented
times, characterized by multiplying crises. Their special knowledge and their
elite status obliged them, they were convinced, to explain to wide audiences the
causes of economic failures, social upheaval, national and international political
instability, and the rise of totalitarian regimes. Although their membership in an
‘elite’ was, for some, an accident of birth, wealth, or family connection, they each
attributed their status rather to their own accomplishments, and especially to
their demonstrated merit as historians. They believed that their understanding of
current problems was derived from an expert knowledge of the past. They were
all convinced that a necessary connection existed between the study of history
and the direction of practical affairs. Setting out to make the substance and
consequences of historical events intelligible to the largest possible public,
they considered themselves fit to give advice on policy in public lectures, news-
paper columns, on the BBC, and in popular books and essays. Their study of
history confirmed, for them, the rectitude and inevitability of their principles
by revealing the essential meaning of the historical record. In their choice of
subjects, research, and writing, they concentrated upon the actions of great men
and the resolutions of historical conflicts from the Middle Ages through the
centuries that followed, to provide lessons for the treatment of contemporary
national failings and the qualities required for national leaders. Each one thought
that their polemical conservatism rested on objective scholarship and they ten-
ded to support the same broadly conservative principles, but their positions
were complex and often internally contradictory in keeping with the fluctu-
ations within inter-war conservatism that they reflected and shaped. During the
inter-war decades, the conservative historians’ common themes illuminate broad
areas of agreement within twentieth-century conservative thinking before the
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Thatcher era, while the ways in which they differed expose the fault lines. In
Britain, in spite of fundamental disagreements about what conservative prin-
ciples ought to be, there was, from the early twentieth century, a growing
rhetorical and theoretical currency that intellectuals and Party leaders used to
evaluate the conservatism in which they believed. The conservative historians
made this currency more solvent by setting consistent conservative doctrines
within a broad historical context that reached out to a much wider audience
than the few conservative intellectuals often more concerned about strategies
than about the underlying ideas, policies, and practices that conservatism
represented.

The third Part of this book considers conservative responses in Britain
to the unimagined cataclysms of the Second World War and its Cold War
aftermath through the 1960s. Although post-Second World War conservative
historians had been deeply affected by the unprecedented developments of the
inter-war years, the Great War had become increasingly mythical. The Second
World War, in the immediate present, was far more traumatic. It was not
only holocausts, genocides, and atomic and nuclear weapons, terrifying as they
were, but additionally the new historical contingencies that they created. British
conservatives gloomily perceived the post-Second World War legacy as the final
erosion of Britain’s status as a great power. There was no longer any question
about the disappearance of the Greater Britain exemplified by the British Empire.
Especially after the Labour victory in 1945, conservatives experienced a lacerating
crisis of confidence. Until 1951 and even after their electoral victory that year,
the Conservative Party was threatened by a weakened political position and
conservatives faced the possibility of becoming a minority force in British pol-
itics while their country became a peripheral player in world affairs. After the
Second World War, Hearnshaw and Feiling had become historical figures them-
selves without a message appropriate to the new times. Bryant’s popularity with
his public remained, but his discontent with the Conservative endorsement of
the European Economic Community estranged him from Party circles and he
drew nearer to Labour leaders who were rejecting Britain’s overtures towards
the Continent. For many conservative intellectuals, especially after the Second
World War, the marginal victory of good over evil became a further cautionary
lesson about the futility of optimistic future goals.

An extension, elaboration, and revision of inter-war conservatism was exem-
plified by Herbert Butterfield (1900-79), who diffused an important strain
of conservatism, even more explicitly Christian and with a stronger emphasis
on ‘realism’, in both domestic and international affairs. Although born at the
beginning of the twentieth century, and a well-established historian before 1939,
Bucterfield did not become a polemical Christian conservative historian until the
Second World War, when his deeply Augustinian pessimism informed everything
that he said and wrote. At Cambridge, that reading of conservatism was per-
petuated by Butterfield’s personality and powerful academic reach. A distinctive
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spiritual and political itinerary informed and transcended his technical subjects,
and his agenda was carried out in his lectures in British, American, and European
universities and on the BBC; in his writing; in his remarkable personal influence
within British and American intellectual life; and in his seminal contributions to
policy-making think-tanks on both sides of the Atantic. More than any other
historian of his time, Butterfield set out deliberately to transform the post-war
study of history according to his fundamentally religious and conservative views
of both past and present.

The Second World War accelerated Butterfield’s genuine suffering from
the consequences of historical introspection, and he returned continuously to the
dilemma of the historian’s part in ‘the drama of human life in time’*" That
was not true of other conservative historians at Cambridge such as his col-
leagues Geoffrey Elton (1921-94) at Clare College, and George Kitson Clark
(1900-75) at Trinity, who are also treated in this Part. Butterfield joined Kitson
Clark, Elton, and other conservatives in relying upon corrective and restraining
institutions produced by a selective constitutional process that determined the
uniqueness of English character. But beyond human contrivance, Butterfield
put his greatest trust in the mysterious hand of God. His Christian conscience
and fear of human nature led him to discover historical confirmation for
the desirability of reconciliation and compromise in place of rigid ideological
stances.

Unlike the British, whose position after the Second World War was marked
by defeat as well as by victory, America emerged as the world’s unchallenged
superpower. The definitive role played by a uniquely American conservative
historiography in launching a new discussion about conservatism in Cold War
America is the subject of Part IV. During the eatly twentieth century and
throughout the inter-war years, conservative idealizations of national harmony
had little resonance. Although there was never a significant socialist party that
attracted large numbers of working-class adherents, the expanding gulf between
rich and poor, and the inequity many suffered as ethnic immigrants, was all
too apparent to those at the bottom. The American Left, as embodied in
the Progressive movement, both populist and intellectual, found, as the Left
did in Britain, a national historical record marred by injustice, inequality,
and greed. In contrast to working-class perceptions as well as to those of
Progressives, post-Second World War conservative intellectuals, including the
rare conservative historian, described America as an open society with increasing
economic opportunity and independence for its citizens. Socialists, and especially
communists, increasingly became the target for conservative attack because they
were seen as advance agents for the collectivism and central planning that was
occurring in post-war Europe and Britain. Those statist activities were seen as
alien to the American experience. America, the conservatives argued, promised
all its citizens and immigrants extraordinary opportunities for a satisfying life.
Rejecting the legacy of the New Deal, which had translated such promises
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into federal legislation, American conservatives atctempted, without great success,
to find an alternative conservative tradition with which to ally. America had
no consistent conservative legacy that persisted from earlier centuries and no
Conservative Party. Without an accepted conservative political party until the
1980s, some conservatives valued ideas as aggressive weapons in a political and
cultural warfare for national, moral authority. Other conservatives concentrated
on pragmatic experiment and empirical strategies to achieve similar ends.
Conservatives generally, including conservative historians, had far less influence
on political leaders than did their British brethren because, until the late 1970s,
there were few politicians within or without the Republican Party in search of
a ‘conservative’ set of principles. It was only with the rise of Ronald Reagan
that ideology became important to his Party. The Reagan era, and especially the
intensification of the Cold War from 1981 to 1989 made an ideological Right
politically tenable.

In 1940 Peter Viereck was the first conservative to define what conservatism
meant. Thirteen years later, Viereck and Russell Kirk attempted to reach a much
greater audience by placing their messages in an explicit historical tradition that
imported and superimposed British conservatism upon recalcitrant American
development. Eristic public intellectuals, they independently overcame the lack
of an authentic American conservative intellectual legacy by finding a Burkean
historical tradition and an identifiable conservative mind in the history of ideas.
The contents of those ideas contained, for them, values that were originally
developed by the British, but subsequently became distinctly American in
application. Other conservative historians, such as Daniel Boorstin and Rowland
Berthoff, insisted upon an unequivocally American conservative inheritance
that explained the uniqueness of American experience as well as its hegemony.
Boorstin, a major figure, and Berthoff, a minor one, provided a celebratory,
exceptionalist reading of American history and traditions. Rejecting British
and European models and the role of abstract ideas, each man produced an
often personal and proudly patriotic conservative historiography, eulogizing the
unprecedented achievements of American empiricism. Between 1940 and the
1960s, these two parallel traditions of conservative historiography developed in
reaction, above all, to the spectre of communism. Each tradition represented the
divisions and conflicts that characterized American conservative thinking and
they were, simultancously, protests against departures from essential social and
cultural values.

A brief Epilogue, while disavowing any historian’s ability to predict, reflects
upon the future of the conservative past by considering the effect of the con-
servative historians on British and American political thinking, attitudes, values,
and policy. Despite very different chronologies, the similarities of American
and British conservative values, analyses, prescriptions, and failures are as strik-
ing as their differences. While conservatism was essentially a reactive doctrine,
based largely on the preservation of the successes of the past and the structures
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and institutions that protected and continued them, each of the conservative
historians in both countries attempted to anticipate policies that addressed the
problems of the present and future. They were each critics of contemporary val-
ues, mores, and political positions, who based their authority on their standing
as historians. I stop before the Thatcher and Reagan years, when conservatism,
its most influential advocates, and the world changed irrevocably.

Although each conservative historian in both countries wrote about different
subjects and times, their historical studies and their expositions of conservatism
were governed by their common assumptions about human nature, society,
the state, and religion. They were not the only conservatives writing about
the meaning of conservatism, but as prolific, influential historians, who were
also self-conscious and polemical public intellectuals, they drew upon what
appeared to be expert knowledge for their pronouncements, whether historical
or political. Religious faith, which they found essential to human achievement,
taught them about human limitations and powerlessness. In great part, they all
distrusted change from a fear of clumsily interfering with God’s greater design.
They attempted to apply what they perceived as immutable principles of human
nature and society to nations irretrievably transformed by the experiences and
consequences of twentieth-century warfare.

Convinced of the reality of human incapacity either to plan competently
or actually to carry out such plans, they found communism and socialism
morally feral. For limited progress to occur, they trusted genuinely conservative
institutions and statesmen whose education, status, and personal commitment
led them to understand and achieve what was best. Although admitting that such
natural leaders were not necessarily different from ordinary people, conservatives
endowed them with a superior ability to recognize and control their own
failings, while strengthening their characters, capacity for work, and sense of
duty to others. History demonstrated to the conservative historians that a few
individuals had greater merit and virtue than others. This conviction led them
to write about the intelligent, hard working, energetic, strong, and dependable
who were models of what could be done with human material. Repudiating
optimistic expectations, they attributed social, economic, and political evils
primarily to human weaknesses that, unlike the environment, were implacable.
Their understanding of historical successes and failures, they believed, made
them additionally fit to guide others. They all trusted a competent, socially
responsible, patriotic and meritocratic few, inspired by religious morality, to lead
the weaker majority. In describing a desirable governing elite, the conservative
historians were describing themselves.

While philosophy, political science, or politics provide revelations about
conservatism, a study of systematic historical writing has a deeper and more
ambient historical terrain. Among the various strategies pursued by intellectual
historians, the most accessible may be a tripartite exploration of how history
is written, who wrote it, and why it was written. The subjects, motives, and
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personal and intellectual origins of historians who were also successful public
intellectuals, as well as an appreciation of their historical setting, reveal their
historical moment, so that its contours and contents become better defined. The
richness of that context enables us to move inquiringly among the individuals,
institutions, traditions, texts, pretexts, and audiences that contributed to an
understanding and acceptance of conservatism. Intellectual history, I believe, and
especially its subgenre of historiography, is adept at treating these components
in elite and in popular thinking contextually rather than in isolation from
each other. Contemporary historians of the twentieth century have described
and defined conservatism through many different and valuable perspectives.
Historiography, which is singularly revealing in an attempt to understand British
and American conservative thought within historically explicit times and places,
has been neglected.™" This book remedies that neglect.

NOTES

i Boyd Hilton, The Age of Atonement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991),
Preface.

ii See Soffer, ‘British Conservative Historiography and the Second World War’, in
Benedikt Stuchtey and Peter Wende (eds.), Traditions, Perceptions and Transfers.
British and German Historiography, 1750—1950, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000); “The Long Nineteenth Century of British Conservative Thought’, in George
Behlmer and Fred Leventhal (eds.), Singular Continuities: Tradition, Nostalgia, and
Society in Modern Britain (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000); ‘Commitment
and Catastrophe: Twentieth-century Conservative Historiography in Britain and
America’, in Fred M. Leventhal and Roland Quinault (eds.), Anglo-American
Attitudes: From Revolution to Partmership (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000); and E. H.
H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism and Ideologies of Conservatism (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002).

Thomas Bender, Intellect and Public Life. Essays on the Social History of Academic
Intellectuals in the United States (Baltimore, Md.: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1993), p. xiv.

iv In Michael Bentley (ed.), Companion to Historiography (London, 1997), there are
473 pages of interesting text covering the earliest historiographies, the medieval
world, early modern historiography, the modern age, and contexts for the writing of
history. While other countries and regions throughout the world receive a chapter,
including Italy, India, the U.S., Japan, the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, and others,
there is not a word about Britain. Two years later, Bentley’s Modern Historiography:
An introduction (London, 1999) provided an account of historiography from the
Enlightenment to the present with two chapters devoted to British traditions. In
2005, Bentley’s Modernizing England’s Past: English Historiography in the Age of
Modernism, 1870—1970 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005) remedied
earlier omissions in its devotion entirely to English historiography.

=

ii



Introduction 15

v Lord Balfour of Burleigh, “‘University Training and National Character’, the Rectorial

A%

vi

vii

.

=

i

ix

X

xi

.

=

Address delivered by Lord Burleigh of Balfour, 14 March 1899, The Student
Supplement, 5.

Richard C. Thurlow, Fascism in Britain, A History, 1918—1985 (Oxford: Blackwell,
1987), 20. See, too, Colin Holmes’s important Anti-Semitism in British Society,
1876—1939 (London, 1979), which discusses the long and shameful history of
attitudes towards Jews in Britain and contends that Anti-Semitism was increased
after the Great War as a means of identifying ‘the causes of unrest and instability
in an uncertain post-war world’, 151.

See Softer, Ethics and Society in England: The Revolution in the Social Sciences,
18701914 (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1978), 229-30.

A.]. P. Taylor, A Personal History (London, 1983), 124.

For a discussion of the 20th-century meanings of citizenship in Britain, see Michael
Freeden, ‘Civil Society and the Good Citizen: Competing Conceptions of Citizenship
in Twentieth-century Britain’, in Jose Harris (ed.), Civil Society in British History.
Ideas, Identities, Institutions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).

In 1836 the young Benjamin Disraeli wrote ‘England has become great by her
institutions. Her hereditary Crown has in a great degree insured us from the
distracting evils of a contested succession; her Peerage, interested, from the vast
property and the national honours of its members, in the good government of the
country, has offered a compact bulwark against the temporary violence of popular
passion; her House of Commons, representing the conflicting sentiments of an estate
of the realm not less privileged than that of the Peers, though far more numerous, has
enlisted the great mass of the lesser proprietor of the country in favor of a political
system which offers them a constitutional means of defence and a legitimate method
of redress; her ecclesiastical establishment preserved by its munificent endowment
from the fatal necessity of pandering to the erratic fancies of its communicant,
has maintained the sacred cause of learning and religion, and preserved orthodoxy
while it has secured toleration; her law of primogeniture has supplied the country
with a band of natural and independent leaders, trustees of those legal institutions,
which pervade our land, and which are the origin of our political constitution’.
“The Spirit of Whiggism’ (1836), in William Hutcheson (ed.), Whigs and Whiggism.
Political Writings (New York: Macmillan, 1914), 327-8. See, too, ‘Vindication of
the English Constitution’ (1835), in Whigs and Whiggism, 111-232, and the Crystal
Palace Speech, 24 June, 1872, in R. J. White (ed.), The Conservative Tradition (New
York: New York University Press, 1957), 238—40.

Baldwin’s ‘Albert Hall Speech’ also brought him a large ‘fan mail’, which included
statements of gratitude from all the Christian faiths’ leaders. See Baldwin Papers:
A Conservative Statesman, 1908—1947, ed. Philip Williamson and Edward Baldwin
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 435-6.

Byron Criddle, ‘Members of Parliament’, in Anthony Seldon and Stuart Ball
(eds.), The Conservative Century. The Conservative Party since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994), 166, 165. See tables indicating occupations of MPs on
147, 152, and 160. For the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, see Peter
Marsh, The Discipline of Popular Government: Lord Salisbury’s Domestic Statecraft



16 History, Historians, and Conservatism in Britain and America

1881-1902 (Hassocks: Harvester Press, 1978); Michael Bentley, Lord Salisbury’s
World: Conservative Environments in Late-Victorian Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001); and E. H. H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism: The Politics,
Economics, and Ideology of the British Conservative Party, 1880—1914 (London,
1995).

xiii Peter Catterall, “The Party and Religion’, in The Conservative Century, 670.

xiv For a discussion of this literature, see ch. 4, nn. 11-12.

xv See Soffer, Discipline and Power. History, the University, and the Making of an English
Elite, 1870—1930 (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1995), esp. 46—52
for a discussion of the reactions of various historians to the Great War; and for
J. H. Clapham, 156.

xvi Herbert Butterfield, Christianity and History (New York: Scribner, 1950), 23;
‘conservative historian’, without at the same time acting as a conservative polemicist,
is unique. See ch. 7.

xvii See Part I.



PART I

INTELLECTUAL HISTORY,
POLITICAL THOUGHT,
AND CONSERVATISM



This page intentionally left blank



1
Intellectual History, Political Thought,

and Conservatism

The study of the twentieth century— the most recent and rapidly changing of
all centuries—is far less manageable than the study of more remote periods.
The successively overwhelming events of the twentieth century took place in
our immediate past. Massive wars and their terrible tolls were simultaneously
justified and denounced. Proliferating and conflicting ideas overflowed into
aesthetic movements, experimental literature, religion, science, technology, and
attempts at social science. Perceptions and politics simultaneously responded
to, and attempted to, control changing relations among men and women and fam-
ilies in the midst of a transformation of opportunities, as well as of social,
economic, and educational institutions. The erosion and emergence of new
kinds of status as well as of mutating religious and secular identities were aided
and abetted by the increasingly rapid manufacture and distribution of opinions.
Lost certainties created unprecedented opportunities for the development and
adoption of new ideological movements which competed for political acceprance
and ascendancy.

A wide diversity of twentieth-century studies contributes to increased under-
standing of the substance and trajectory of those movements. Every historian,
no matter what their disciplinary preference, struggles to wrest significance from
their studies. That struggle, while always problematic, occurs for some in a much
smaller physical and intellectual world. The medievalist, for example, suffers
from a paucity of evidence; the twentieth-century scholar is buried in avalanches
of information. The differences between them are not a matter of kind, since
both have to evaluate and use evidence in the same way. Even so, the modernist,
confronting an overwhelming quantity of different kinds of evidence clamouring
for equal attention, faces the troubling decision of which categories of material
to accept and which to reject.

Intellectual history attempts to organize evidence and explain its significance
by borrowing liberally from the other disciplines within history in order to create
as broad a context as possible. Ignorance of the kinds of insights provided by
these other disciplines severely limits any grasp of the forms and contents of
ideas under study. Each kind of study, including intellectual history, has its
proprietary virtues, vices, and predilections. When we have some understanding
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about the modus operandi of these other approaches, we are in a better position
to adapt or reject their applicability to the enquiry we are pursuing. The most
obvious problem is the decision about a methodology for collecting and ordering
evidence. Amongst the variety of importunate voices, which kinds of testimony
are essential and which peripheral? Choices, always contestable and personal,
are governed by the subject studied. That will, in turn, decide the meanings
eventually attributed to that subject.

One of the goals of intellectual history, especially when applied to histori-
ography, is a revelation of the presumptions and organizing principles that
historians bring to a particular study. An understanding of the ways in which
intellectual history offers a perspective different from that of other disciplines can
begin by considering what intellectual historians imagine that they are doing.
To reveal the hidden imperatives that animate other historians, it is helpful to
consider our own undeclared commitments. Historians today, as in the past,
may deceive themselves and their readers about the unexamined agendas they
bring to their work. An introspective and historiographical reckoning with our
motives, intentions, and subjects for study involves unpacking the ideological
baggage intellectual historians carry so that the enterprise becomes visible both
to the authors and their audience.

Intellectual history interrogates individuals who live within identifiable cul-
tural communities and cope with particular historical events by assigning them
some sort of meaning. These varieties of meaning and their forms of expression
can be pursued by examining the connections between their origins, reception,
influence, competition, corroboration, and consequences. Ideas and their rep-
resentations have inertial powers of endurance, but within historical time they
are constantly challenged by circumstances that require either reaffirmations
or altered perceptions and formulations. While historians of all kinds tend to be
attracted to a period of time when it promises to fulfil lacunae in knowledge,
understanding, experience, or, perhaps, teleology, these promises are seldom
fulfilled for intellectual historians because they tend to ask questions for which
there are few unimpeachable answers. If satisfactory answers remain elusive,
partial understanding is greatly to be preferred to ignorance.

When intellectual historians read discursively, they are often compelled by new
information and perceptions to jettison or at least re-examine what they believed
they had understood. Close examination of our own habits of thought, although
essential, can be daunting. If the result is concentrated brooding, no matter
how delusional it may occasionally be, that is part of the process. Uncomfortable
reflection sustains born-again scepticism, the faith necessary to historians of ideas.
Intellectual history is hardly a reified practice with a contents and methodology
accepted by all its adherents, but it has distinct advantages in offering a flexible,
self-conscious entrée to the disparate kinds of ideas that complicate political
thinking. Intellectual historians concentrating on the sixteenth to the nineteenth
centuries have pursued this kind of fruitful exploration. In marked contrast,
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students of twentieth-century political ideas have tended to be almost exclusively
philosophers and political theorists.!

Why choose a particular subject and a particular organizing principle and
eliminate others that may have similar utility or strong demands for attention?
Aside from gratuitous, but not unimportant, factors such as personal taste, or
the ease of finding sources, or familiarity with a foreign language, there may be
unacknowledged compulsions. Even the most conventional and least speculative
historian is hardly free of presuppositions. Historians need tentative hypotheses,
often unstated and still more often unconsciously held, to begin their search
and then to organize what they find. Without such hypotheses, we would be
awash in a torrent of apparently unrelated incidents. For intellectual historians,
there is the additional problem of confronting intractable problems of definition
and organization more easily solved when history is pursued as chronological
narratives. When compared to historians of politics, society, economics, and
even culture, intellectual historians are at a still greater disadvantage. Other
historical disciplines can evoke an existing structure, often already given in the
subjects studied. The separations between political, social, economic, cultural,
and intellectual history are not clearly defined and the borders are very permeable.
What does separate them are their intentions and their perceived purposes— they
set out, often, to address very different kinds of historical problems. In so doing,
they ask different questions and the answers they receive are largely determined
by the contents, forms, intentions, and limits of the questions asked.

For the intellectual historian, unlike the political philosopher or theorist,
putative thinking about politics is tested for its success empirically. Empiricism
is a tarnished, buc still sterling, standard in intellectual history because empirical
events, although mediated by levels of perception and interpretation, are all that
we can agree to agree about. Political thought, no matter how abstruse in origin,
is a vital component in an actual world rather than in any imagined one. In
both past and present, political concepts serve specific interests and ends. Our
pragmatic appraisal of political issues enables us to navigate the slippery realities
of the world, past and present, in which we cannot help but live practically as
well as intellectually. To study political thought, the intellectual historian must
invoke the larger intellectual, social, political, economic, and cultural events of
the time in which that thought occurred. Even though intellectual history shares
boundaries with political theory, it is firmly rooted in the historical experience of
real, identifiable people. Political theory can soar among all kinds of hypothetical
political situations and normative desiderata, while political thought is anchored
to given historical realities. This book is about conservative political thought,
not conservative political theory. In contrast to the canonical view of political
thought as essentially theoretical, J. A. Pocock correctly defined a history of
political thought as the history of ‘men and women thinking’.2

Political thought is an aspect of a larger political life traditionally studied by
historians who often rely upon a pre-existing, continuous plot told as a series or
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sequence of events. If the narration itself becomes an explanation, the historian
may avoid any explicit theoretical or thematic apparatus to impel their story.
Although historians do not have a historical text ‘given’ to them in the sense that
the story already exists in the objective world, they tend to construct their reports
within familiar boundaries recognized by other scholars and by educated readers.
Political history achieves a certain privileged perspective by permitting armchair
scholars to move intimately or even aggressively through the talking and killing
fields of power. This is especially true of the traditional studies of high politics,
with its emphasis upon those figures that wield genuine political power. Political
historians, whose opinions are rarely heeded today by those who actually make
history, can imagine themselves powerful by illuminating how, why, and to what
ends authority and power are organized, exercised, justified, and received.

Whenever we compare American and British historical writing about twentieth-
century political thinking, the problems of scale and size of audience intrude.
There are more studies of iconic political figures by American historians because
there are so many more American historians studying twentieth-century Americ-
an history, as well as a greater consuming public among other scholars, university
students, and general readers who remain interested, especially, in political
biographies.? In Martin Gilbert’s impressive and monumental political bio-
graphy of Churchill, told nearly in real time, his richly detailed account makes
the author appear almost a participant in the events he describes. Among Amer-
ican biographers, Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s three-volume study of Franklin Delano
Roosevelt comes closest to Gilbert in its richness of detail, but may be more
significant in the breadth of its analysis, but that, too, has been challenged by
Robert Dallek in his studies of Roosevelt.5 If we compare the number of serious
studies by American historians of FDR to those of Churchill by British historians,
there are over 730 American authors writing about FDR and 78 British authors
who have written about Churchill.¢ Given the commonality of language and
the ease of professional discourse, it is not always easy to separate American
and British scholars. Dallek, who spent his academic life at the University of
California in Los Angeles, at Columbia University, at Boston University, and at
the University of Texas, was also the Harmsworth Professor at Oxford, 1994-5
and received an Honorary MA there.

Alternative narratives of political history tend to place politics within specific
social and economic contexts.” Before the Second World War, twentieth-century
American political history was dominated by the Progressive historians, whose
social and economic purposes shaped their political studies. After the war, Amer-
ican political historians challenged the ‘conflict’ tendency of their predecessors to
find a greater ‘consensus’, in their country’s recent development, while still later
recent studies find neither synthesis acceptable. Persistent concerns for American
political historians in the twentieth century have been: America’s involvement in
the two world wars; the relationship between the three branches of government;
the conflicts between the states and the federal government; the meaning of the
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constitution; demographic shifts; voting patterns; and the role of the city. In
each of these areas, American historians compete with political scientists.?

Other departures from high politics in both Britain and America discuss
literature or religion or art or even science as essentially political issues.? In
some cases, evidence is considered empirically persuasive because it can be
organized demographically, prosopographically, or statistically.10 A weaker form
of empiricism occurs in studies of institutions, sub-structures, administrations,
voters, political parties, political factions, citizens, and the relationships among
opposing and co-operating interests. Some political historians examine the ways
in which political entities originate, become established, and then function;
others rely on group biographies. Those political historians, who find theoretical
inquiries more congenial, organize their investigations around the meanings and
uses of class, or gender, or various kinds of marginalized and hidden political
assumptions and processes.!!

In Britain, a ‘new political history’, sometimes combining the perspective
of Gareth Stedman Jones and post-structuralism, seeks to replace a social and
economic interpretation of politics with a recognition of ‘political culture’ where
‘discontinuities between political and popular visions and the way in which
the relationship between political language and practice and the wider society
is constantly renegotiated’.’? This is most evident in the work of Stephen
Fielding, Lawrence Black, Jon Lawrence, James Epstein, and James Vernon, who
have disparately combined social and linguistic interpretation to concentrate
on the construction and reception of political language.' Scholars like Philip
Williamson analyse political rhetoric to provide impassioned defences of ‘high’
politics as a sophisticated study of political leadership, while others such as Patrick
Joyce attempt, through a ‘material turn’, to incorporate more varied forms of
social history into political history.14

Even though the subject of political history has become more disputatious,
most political historians in America and Britain continue to assemble their
arguments, evidence, and conclusions in a form recognizable as a story.!5 For
intellectual historians, too, a narrative form of exposition remains an essential
organizing principle because ideas and events occur concurrently and serially,
in specific historical time and place. Chronology is as important in intellectual
history as in any other approach for the obvious reason that events, whether mental
or material, have consequences whose origins and explanations can be pursued
from the present back to the past as well as from the past forward to the present.
For the conservative historians, who all confronted the immensely accelerated
time that characterized the twentieth century, chronology and the selection
and elevation of particular dramatic events within that process was especially
critical. They all discarded a Whig or Progressive view of history and their major
concern, as historians and polemicists, was to extract from history the lessons that
would prevent the erosion or direct challenge to those institutions, practices, and
traditions they believed were essential and exceptional to Britain or to America.
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The appropriation and exploitation of power, explored by diverse approaches
to politics, also remain central to any study of political ideas. Moreover, the
concept of ‘political culture’ has always interested intellectual historians who
look as well for ‘social cultures’, and every other kind of ‘culture’ that appears
pertinent to an enquiry, because they tend to understand a ‘culture’ as a thick,
coherent, retrievable context that can be identified and investigated. Intellectual
historians of the twentieth century are interested, additionally, in social history
that differentiates layers of dense social realities in which thought develops and
disperses; in economic studies that address behaviour and motivation as essential
components within economic institutions and processes; and in a cultural history
that adopts a reflective stance and reveals perspectives neglected by historians of
ideas. This species of cultural history keeps company with intellectual history in
studying the manufacture, diffusion, and consumption of art, images, and values,
and most especially the ways in which these phenomena and epiphenomena
reflect, and are created by, thought.

Ideas are not autonomous events. It is difficult, if not impossible, to ima-
gine independent or unrelated events because they all belong in an interwoven
tapestry with material, psychological, and conceptual texture. Although often
interacting and overlapping, ideas have identifiable, historically specific contexts
that cannot be reduced to universal myths. Obscurity need not be confused with
incomprehensibility. As an intellectual historian, in common with other kinds of
historians, I recognize that absolute objectivity and complete disinterestedness are
neither possible nor desirable. That recognition is compatible with a treatment
of ideas as real entities with substance and meaning independent of, and often
antagonistic to, relationships of power or rhetorical confrontations. The stability
of a bridge between a conceptual construction of the past and present worlds in
which we live and have lived depends upon foundational definitions, or interpret-
ations, of the meaning of political ideas such as ‘conservatism’ in the changing
circumstances under examination. In America, far more so than in Britain, there
was, and still is, a great deal of confusion about what ‘conservatism’ means.16

We may not be able to recover precisely what individuals or groups have
thought, because the testimony that remains is always partial and often false.
The fugitive past, no matter how far or near in time and memory, eludes us as
we attempt to understand it. Sometimes, the remaining records were intended to
delude us; at other times, the creator of those records deluded themselves. That
does not mean that the motives for their thinking, as well as its form, content,
essence, and consequences are irrevocably lost. It is undeniable that attempts
at recovery blunder over all sorts of unknowable and unpredictable obstacles.
Although stymied by the randomness of what remains, the accident of what we
stumble upon, and by our own cultural and personal limitations, we are far from
helpless.

As a distinct category of study, the history of ideas often disappears into
sub-disciplines that subsume or elide cultural history. These genres include not
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only historiography but also the history of science, literary criticism, law, and
religion, along with excursions into anthropology, sociology, and psychology.
Studies of the construction of language can conclude in an attempt to find the
meaning of historical ideas and experiences in the interpretation of images.!”
Any separation of these different fields and methodologies in history is bound to
fail because boundaries among the disciplines and sub-disciplines are porous and
constantly shifting. Moreover, humanistic studies do not agree upon well-defined
prescriptive procedures that all investigators follow faithfully. Intellectual history
has neither a unique or a defining methodology and I have borrowed liberally
where I found instruction and rejected what appeared as tangential or irrelevant.
Whatever we learn is sifted through inherited traditions of professional practice,
which guide our research and inform our writing. As we understand the origins
and purposes of those practices, as well as of their consequences, we become more
able to adopt, adapt, or ignore them. In a book that focuses upon historiography,
the historiography of intellectual history provides a critical review of the field
that we have decided to rely upon. When searching for insights and methods,
it is important to understand the failed approaches as well as those that have
succeeded. There is no comforting Whig historiography of intellectual history
and later developments are not always better.

Within the Anglophone world, intellectual history or the ‘history of ideas’
accepted by historians, began first in America when James Harvey Robinson,
the pioneer of the ‘New’ or ‘Progressive History’, issued a manifesto to the
profession in the decade before the First World War. Robinson called for an
alliance of history with science, subordination of the past to the needs of the
present, and commitments to social reform. At the heart of his appeal was the
conviction that ideas should be studied as revelations of the reality of progress.18
A generation later, in 1933, Arthur Lovejoy gave the William James Lectures
at Harvard on the historical construct of a great chain of being. That was
not what Robinson had in mind, and Lovejoy’s lectures had little effect upon
other historians.!® It was not until after the 1940s, as Thomas Bender recently
indicated, that intellectual history came to prominence within American history
as the ‘synthesizing subfield’ representing a ‘national mind or culture’.20 The
Journal of the History of Ideas was first published in 1940 and twelve years later,
the American émigré Peter Gay began a sophisticated project in European intellec-
tual history and politics that he gradually expanded to include avant-garde cultural
and psychological history.2! Fifteen years after that, Hajo Holborn’s presidential
address to the American Historical Association urged historians to think more
introspectively about the practice and viability of intellectual history and ‘the need
for social history in conjunction with the history of ideas’.22 A more theoretical
effort began in 1960 with publication of the journal, History and Theory.23

The kind of appeal made by Holborn had no resonance in Britain, either before
the 1940s or in the two subsequent decades.2 Literary scholars such as Basil
Willey in 1934 and E. M. W. Tillyard in 1943 pursued the history of thought, as



26 Part I: Intellectual History, Political Thought, and Conservatism

Lovejoy was doing, as an empyrean dialogue among the great thinkers occurring
at the edge of the empirical world.?> R. G. Collingwood, the classical historian
and philosopher of history, asserted provocatively in 1936, that all history was
the history of thought, which the historian was compelled to ‘rethink’.26 British
historians largely ignored Collingwood’s challenge to conventional, essentially
political history, and few showed any interest in the history of ideas as defined by
Lovejoy or by the literary scholars. Recently, there has been a call to revive the
‘great texts’, although modified by the negotiations of recent years, as a dialogue
between the past and the present. This process is explained as an effort to see
how people have made sense of their perceived worlds, through a ‘concern’ with
‘the internal coherence and logic of the structures of mental reference or the
languages which it studies’.?” It is not clear if this is a post-modernist return
to the kind of enterprise advocated by Lovejoy, Willey, and Tillyard. Would a
resurrection of the internal architecture of great texts be a significant rejection or
an affirmation of the emphases begun in the mid-1960s by Quentin Skinner and
J. G. A. Pocock? Intellectual history began relatively late for British historians
with the advent of Skinner and Pocock, and it diverged, initially, from social and
political history as well as from literature.28

Quentin Skinner, trained in the University of Cambridge, proposed a meth-
odology for intellectual history in 1965 that depended upon philosophy as
much as upon history. A student of seventeenth-century political thought and
subsequently Regius Professor of Modern History at his university, Skinner
attempted to create a manual for the study of ideas that transcended the conven-
tions of social and political history as well as the more traditional and historically
disembodied grand narratives of ideas perpetuated by Willey, Lovejoy, and
Tillyard. Skinner tested his proposals in two kinds of essays—one examined
the epistemology of ideas, and the other applied that epistemology in studies
of Hobbes’ political thought. Both efforts discarded four traditional approaches
found in studies of ideas: the search for a descent of ideas that contributed to a
canon; attempts to find coherence in incoherent thinkers; the imposition upon
the past of concepts which belong to a subsequent time; and the anachronist-
ic assumption that the past and present are similar. Additionally, he rejected
emphases upon text and context to urge instead that the crucial elements in
understanding were the intention of the author and the intellectual conventions
of the time that governed the use of language.2? One of the difficulties with
Skinner’s persuasive argument is that traditions of political thought persist so that
ideas continue to have influence beyond their original purpose or the author’s
intentions. In those traditions, the work of earlier authors continues to interest
later generations because of the important issues they invoked.30

In 2002, Skinner published Visions of Politics, a three-volume collection of
new and rewritten essays, with emendations, afterthoughts, and responses to his
critics. In the first volume, Regarding Method, he attempted to clarify his views
on the role of an intellectual historian, or perhaps it would be more accurate
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to say a historian of philosophy. Although he writes ‘mainly’ as ‘a practising
historian’, he starts with theories of epistemology and meaning derived from
philosophers such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, W. V. O. Quine, John Searle, and
A. L. Austin. Skinner was particularly impressed by Wittgenstein’s contention
that ‘words are deeds’ and by Austin’s inquiry into the ‘use of words as opposed
to their meaning’.3! Skinner’s method makes three important assumptions. The
most basic one, that language is a form of social power, is hardly contentious.32
Skinner is especially interested in the ‘normative vocabulary available to us
for the description and appraisal of our conduct’.33 The second assumption,
about a necessary relationship between language and reasoned contrivance,
is more controversial. Skinner’s disinterest in his subjects’ psychological and
emotional life is rooted in a rationalist bias that expects people to use language
to accomplish calculated ends. Their success in an enterprise, he agues, as was
true for Max Weber’s eatly capitalists, required a rational use of language to
make their behaviour legitimate.3* Most intellectual historians tend to believe
that in the reading of texts, questions should be asked about what a text means
and about what its author may have meant. This is insufficient for Skinner
because his third assumption is that any complex text ‘will always contain far
more in the way of meaning than even the most vigilant and imaginative author
could possibly have intended to put into it’.35 David Wooton’s review of the
three volumes maintains that while Skinner was undeniably seminal, he failed to
consider religion, social and technological change, and the reciprocal relationships
between ideas, emotions, psychology, and behaviour.3¢ Still, an understanding
of those relationships, as well as of their historical contents and contexts, remains
undeniably dependent upon an understanding of the words in which they were
conducted. Intellectual history, because it deals with the expression, as well as
the formulation, of ideas, can hardly be indifferent to linguistic turns and twists.

Many directions in intellectual history, including this book, share an interest in
the different uses of language as they occur in historical conversations and in the
construction (or deconstruction) and dissemination of intellectual information.
Another member of the ‘Cambridge school’, the New Zealander J. G. A. Pocock,
has been enormously influential since 1960 in urging an approach to political
thought that recognized the ‘plurality of specialized languages’ about politics
characteristic of a ‘complex plural society’.3” Pocock identified himself with
‘Cambridge’ historians of historiography who ‘see historians as situated at
moments in history, which present them with narratives to be told and with the
need to retell them’. Although concerned with what Oakeshott has described as
the ‘practical past’, historians of historiography will discover, he expected, that
‘pasts did not exist as relevant to presents but to themselves’.38

Recently, Jonathan Rose has tried to reverse ‘the traditional perspective of
intellectual history’ and concentrate on ‘readers and students rather than authors
and teachers’. His ‘audience history’ asks ‘how people read their culture’ to
include all aspects of their experience. Rose does this by using library and
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educational records and opinion polls to check the testimony in autobiographies
and archives of oral histories. In response to the debate about ‘whether meaning
is inherent in the text or created by the reader’, Rose concludes: ‘obviously, it is
a matter of one working on the other’.3?

Rose’s conclusion is useful as a beginning because one of the greatest difficulties
in the study of thought, and particularly in the study of political ideas, is the
demonstration that ideas actually have influence within their own time or in a
later period. It is a formidable, often unattainable, undertaking to prove that
expressed ideas actually reached particular audiences. It is a further speculative
leap to discover what those audiences wanted to hear, what they actually heard,
and further still what they made of what they imagined they heard. While an
author’s intention may be stated explicitly in a preface or introduction, or in
some other sort of testimony, there is generally room for ambiguity, so that
different kinds of audiences and different members of the same audience will find
a variety of meanings, often contradictory, in any writing or speech. A distinct
advantage in studying conservatism through the work of conservative historians
is that demonstrable connections exist between them and distinct, recognizable
audiences.

Since the 1970s, there has been an ongoing series of methodological re-
examinations in intellectual history, largely by historians studying countries
other than Britain.4® These experiments have included adaptations of such post-
structuralist ideas as Roland Barthes’s dictum about the ‘death of the author’. In
the U.S., David Harlan has argued that an analysis of either authorial intention
or context is impossible, and that the intellectual historian should rather let
‘the present interrogate the past’.4! Among the newer European methods of
approaching ideas, Germans have emphasized ‘Begriffsgeschichee’, a revision of
idealistic or Hegelian intellectual history, and the related pursuit of ‘conceptual
history’, popular especially in Holland, France, and Finland. They can be seen
as alternatives, or national variations, or descendants of both the Skinnerian
tradition of ‘speech acts” and Pocock’s concern with linguistic discourses. Within
Germany, these emphases are most evident in the seven volumes published
between 1972 and 1992 of the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. Historisches Lexicon
zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, edited by Reinhart Koselleck, Otto
Bruner, and Werner Conze, and the fifteen volumes published since 1985
of the Handbuch politisch-sozialer Grundbegriffe in Frankreich, edited by Rolf
Reichardt and Eberhardt Schmitt.42 In Britain these movements have proved
interesting to Michael Freeden who has adapted, expanded and transformed them
intriguingly.43 In America, Melvin Richter made a ‘case for conceptual history’
as ‘a unique form of knowledge, providing detailed information about key shifts
in the vocabularies of politics, government, and society’.44 Apart from Freeden
and Richter, the German project has had only a marginal effect upon the study
of British or American intellectual history. Quentin Skinner found common
ground with the German group, but he suggested that if a history of conceptual
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changes ‘were to have any explanatory value, the explanations would have to be
given at the level of social life itself’. But Skinner readily admits that he ‘lacks
any talent’ for writing a social history that covers long-term transformations.4>
Whether transformations in ideas are short term or long term, they are always
embedded within a social and cultural context that often requires excavation of
layers of strata before it is clearly seen.

Methodological issues, such as those discussed above, may ultimately be
epistemological and even ontological, and a considerable literature attests to
that.46 Those issues are intriguing, but the actual procedures that enable us
to do research and write about them are more immediately practical in their
demands. A particular method proves its suitability, at least in the instance
under examination, when we understand more at the end of the inquiry than
we did at the beginning. The utility of any method and the results it yields
can only be tested through trial and error. Ultimately, assumptions are validated
by the thoroughness of research; the coherent organization of what is known;
sustained and consistent argument; scholarly consensus; and even the elegance of
an interpretation. None of this is foolproof because we can be tempted to ignore
critical qualms when seduced by the intellectual promise of a novel approach. The
kinds of evidence that enable intellectual historians to grasp historically specific
but evasive ideas have to be extracted from a combination of texts, contexts, and
other representations of thinking which may be implicit rather than explicit. A
reading of these various kinds of ‘texts’ depends upon the reasons that lead us to
them. In the study of political thought, it is helpful, and perhaps even necessary,
to appreciate how other scholars arrive at credible explanations of a concept and
practice such as conservatism.

The current historiography of conservatism reveals that some scholars pay
attention to the thought of specific individuals, while others emphasize the
ideas held collectively by a delineated group. Some, either in individual or
collective biographies, deal exclusively with political thought; some with political
thinking within the larger setting of people’s lives; and others with the still
broader stage of complex issues affecting the various intellectual communities
in which these thinkers thought and moved. The biographical technique, when
sufficiently contextual, may tell a great deal about the figures studied and about
the practical and intellectual worlds to which they belonged as participants or
as acute observers. Julia Stapleton’s Political Intellectuals and Public Identities in
Britain since 1850 (2001) is an example of an engaging, provocative collective
study in the broad and meaningful context of the life and times of a variety of
political thinkers whose instincts were conservative. In America, Jeffrey Hart, a
senior editor since 1969 of the leading conservative journal the National Review,
believes that the history of modern American conservatism is coterminous with
the history of the Review since its founding in 1954.47 Peter Novick’s Thar Noble
Dream: The ‘Objectivity Question’ and the American Historical Profession (1988),
an ambitious and successful treatment of American historiography, set a new
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standard for elegant and revelatory reflection about intellectual biography and its
larger cultural environment.

Other scholars have arrived at definitions of conservatism by studying traditions
of political thought they believe exist implicitly awaiting the analytic scholarship
that will make them explicit. Michael Freeden and John Barnes have each tried,
with interesting results, to define persistent qualities and attitcudes that they
believe differently make up a consistent ‘conservatism’.4®¢ A similar method,
used by George Nash, collects and compares disparate strands of American
conservative thought to determine whether they are coherent, consistent, or
evolving in some discernible pattern.4® Both of these approaches may be useful
initially in providing working hypotheses. The common problem they present
is that they require continuous adjustment to make sense of them as time and
issues change.5° Another approach isolates a major element persistent throughout
an extended period of political thinking such as Phillip Lynch did for Britain
in his study of the Conservative politics of nationhood.5! Other analysts, such
as Ewen Green, effectively integrated a discussion of politics, economics, and
ideology, as is evident in his absorbing study of the weakened Conservative Party
of the Edwardian period. Then, in his treatment of the history of Conservative
thought in relation to the party’s political economy, Green explained the
Ideologies of Conservatism through a series of case-studies of individuals like
Balfour and Arthur Steel-Maitland; of political events centred on the phenomena
of Thatcherism or the Treasury resignations of 1958; and, by analyses of the
relation between correlative sets of ideas such as conservatism, the state, and civil
society.>?

Some students of conservatism question the value of examining conservative
ideology on the grounds that conservatism is inherently anti-ideological. Instead,
they argue that common interests, rather than common ideas, determined
conservative political loyalties. In his perceptive studies of twentieth-century
British institutions and politics, John Ramsden has maintained that conservatism
was a pragmatic, often opportunistic, response to changing social, economic,
and political circumstances. Robert Blake shares that perspective.5? Jonathan
Schoenwald has argued that the rise of ‘modern’ American conservatism after
the Second World War depended upon the translation of conservative ideas into
social and political action that appealed to ordinary Americans.>4

It is the historian’s intentions as much as those of the author being studied
that determine an interpretation of a text and its context. Selection of both
appropriate methodologies and the criteria for judging conclusions in intellectual
history require the investigators to consider the purposes that underlie their
particular research and writing. The value of any method depends upon both the
historian’s interests and the uses to which that method will be put. That does
not mean that distortions or eccentric readings are acceptable, but rather that
we have trouble understanding what we are unprepared to understand. Different
readings result if we search for the author’s intention and meaning; or for a
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particular kind of testimony contemporaneous to that text; or for the effect of a
text upon subsequent inspiration, or reflection, or activity. To understand and
explain twentieth-century conservative thought in Britain and America, I intend
to do all three kinds of reading.

The history of conservative ideas may benefit from a personal encounter with
the interior lives of these historians who lived in what L. P. Hartley called
‘another country’.55 As John Burrow has shown admirably, we can enter that
foreign place and put ‘the reader in the position of an informed eavesdropper
on the intellectual conversations of the past’ while recognizing that there is no
unifying coherence but rather ‘thematically overlapping circles’. Burrow advises
historians to deal with any piece of evidence by ‘uncovering’ the ‘layers of its
intellectual archaeology’.56 We know further that the mental geography of the
historian’s time and place can be charted and known to a satisfying degree of
approximation. Assuming that some aspects of the past are more transparent than
others and that degrees of transparency can be achieved, we conclude that their
ideas mattered, as much if not more, than interests, personalities, or economic,
political and gender imperatives.

Accepting these caveats and the relative intransigence of obstacles, how then
should intellectual historians study political thought? It is relatively easy to
eliminate the unsatisfactory strategies: neither general models nor paradigms
illuminate the historical realities of conservatism in twentieth-century Britain
or America. To recreate the context in which conservative thinking occurred, it
is necessary to expose hidden assumptions, identify different kinds of thinking,
and suggest why that thinking responded to, or anticipated, particular events.
A disconcerting complexity of conversations and discourses, disconcerting when
they occurred and even more so now, attempted to define conservatism. Con-
servative ideology was never concealed in a sacred text perpetuated by the
faithful few. Instead, conservative thought had constant, contradictory, and
mutating components, some appealing to specific issues and others to more
general values. Those components were selected, adopted, and transformed
by disparate people with conflicting interests who were often unaware of the
reasons that led them to hold particular political views. Among those groups
the conservative historians merit special attention because of the substance of
their thinking, its representative qualities, and its effect upon a variety of elite
and popular audiences. As historians, they described, explained, and justified
what they believed was the historical inevitability and fitness of quintessential
conservative ideas.

Conservative historians were not all of equal importance in terms of either
the content of their thought or its influence. Among those conservatives which
ones merit the most attention? On what grounds should certain ‘conservative’
historians be selected as subjects while others are eliminated? What are persuasive
criteria for inclusion and exclusion? How does a study of conservative political
thought avoid arbitrariness or even personal favour in studying particular
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thinkers, while dismissing others who may have compelling claims to attention?
Why study historians instead of other kinds of academics, or public intellectuals,
or journalists, or politicians, or party leaders, or local constituency workers, or
opponents?

Obviously, some thinkers are more conspicuous than others for altering
the ways in which issues are understood and treated. These kinds of original
speculators subvert conventions and substitute new beliefs and possibly policies.
They can set the agendas and discourses for contemporaries and successors,
even though they may have been myopic, or deluded, or just plain wrong.
Alternatively, they can also provide bulwarks for retaining existing opinions and
practices. The worst possible outcome for their ideas is that, even if inspired and
incisive, they become unheard cries from the lonely and neglected periphery.
Other thinkers, while not necessarily novel or even profound, represent the
common denominators of thinking at any given time. They are important
because they can summarize prevailing thoughts and opinions and present them
lucidly and systematically. In an enquiry that is historical and not essentially
theoretical or philosophical, original thinkers and popularizers both deserve
the same reception that they had when they were heard in their time. What
mattered most, for me, was whether they successfully developed and delivered
‘conservative’ messages.

Before I decided to write about conservative historians, my first criterion for
choosing conservative thinkers was the nature and extent of their influence. Was
it more important to affect the leaders of a political party, the party faithful,
independents, the greater voting public, the media, or powerful elites? Three
conditions for inclusion appeared promising to me. First, the candidate had
to have an effect that was both practical and intellectual. Influence solely on
disciples, no matter how important they were, was not sufficient. The conservative
theorists also had to be heard by the public, policy-makers, and other engaged
thinkers. Whether they were accepted did not seem as important as whether
they had a wide and diverse audience. Those who disagreed as well as those who
applauded might be part of an ongoing discourse that addressed both continuing
and new problems. Contemporaries had to find these conservatives’ written texts
and oral performances persuasive, and there had to be concrete evidence that
they did, indeed, reach the constituency for whom the message was intended.
Bestselling authors, with a loyal readership certainly had a following. Sometimes,
readers and listeners recorded their responses to these authors in the local press or
as minutes of regional political party meetings or in pamphlets meant to solicit
support for contentious issues. If the conservative wrote weekly leaders or regular
columns for major newspapers and journals, it is not too great a stretch to infer
that a significant proportion of subscribers read them. When they consistently
addressed local political meetings throughout the nation, it is again reasonable
to believe that they were heard by those present, and that their speeches, printed
verbatim in the local and national press, were read by even more people. Those
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who spoke regularly to the BBC or to other captive audiences in Britain and
America cast an even wider net.

In some instances their contributions might be entirely or largely normative
suggestions to guide what they considered to be appropriate conduct; in others,
they provided prescriptions for contemporary disorders. Independently of the
question of the connection between rhetoric and activity, it is helpful to have a
measure for gauging what an audience accepted among the ideas presented to
them. If policy-makers and those with demonstrated access to the shaping of
public opinion tell us directly, through private papers or public admissions, that
they acted upon some of the ideas of these thinkers, then the problem becomes
simpler. Occasionally, there is dramatic evidence of a thinker’s broad public
appeal in the enormous quantity of fan mail received, and saved, from prominent
and ordinary people, as was true for a figure like Arthur Bryant. For the major
conservative historians that I chose—Hearnshaw, Bryant, Feiling, Butterfield,
Viereck, Kirk, and Boorstin—written texts, personal actions, and the testimony
of political leaders corroborate a reciprocal intellectual relationship between these
thinkers and varied constituencies.

Besides the question of influence, my selection of important conservative
thinkers considered the kinds of justification they offered for the substance and
conclusions of their conservative assumptions. The historians that I eventually
chose presented their ideas as objective realities proven through the historical
survival of tradition, their ultimate pragmatic test. Interestingly, it turned out
that their conservatism shaped the ways they acted within their professions and
within the greater world. Adherence to conservative principles affected the ways
in which they thought about issues that were not political: there was no separate
intellectual compartment labelled ‘politics’. Instead, these conservatives held fast
to a systematic set of values that were the bedrock of their political views as
well as of their larger understanding of ethical, social, political, economic, and
cultural issues. In common, although their ideas were developed disparately,
they viewed their political convictions as essential to the accomplishment and
maintenance of a moderately good life for them and for the rest of the British or
American nation.

While these disparate historians often differed in their policy prescriptions,
they shared at least three common qualities that made them unequivocally
conservative. The first and most fundamental characteristic binding them together
was the traditional conservative’s profound suspicion of human capacities for
reason, planning, and amelioration. The second common act of faith was their
understanding of history as the story of survival against overwhelming odds.
Those odds were weighted against the individual’s reason and will by the
religious burden of the problem of evil, compounded by secular ineptitude. The
past was the testing ground for sorting out those institutions and qualities of
character that were historically resilient. History was, thus, a more trustworthy
guide to understanding what was possible in human life than any utopian belief
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in a future that would supposedly correct the mistakes of the past. The third
shared trait, their professions as historians, explained their reliance upon history
as a guide to a reasonably sustainable life. Their sharp distinctions between what
was practically reasonable and what was an unrealistically rationalized ideal were
corroborated for them by what they believed to be their informed exposition of
their national pasts.

The study of history was especially congenial to conservatives because the
validation of conservative ideas is rooted in the past. The conservative historian’s
choice of careers, then, is hardly surprising. It is also hardly surprising that I was
drawn to them since my most recent work was historiography, and historians
choose to study what they think they know least badly or what most interests
them. That does not mean that my choice of representative conservative thinkers
was a sleight of mind. On the contrary, the thought of these historians represented
the range of conservative thinking for two generations in Britain and one in
America. Although not the only writers about the meaning of conservatism,
they were certainly among the most persistent, dedicated, and prolific. They
were not part of a special group, but belonged rather to a wider, more diffuse,
intellectual community. Although known to each other by their work, some
were additionally friends, others were acquaintances, and a few loathed each
other. Each of them spoke, wrote, and acted as individuals who expected to
gain a hearing because they possessed extraordinary knowledge. The conservative
historians provided an allegedly authentic record that supported, transmitted,
and often reified controversial political thought as if it were accepted political
fact. Their passionately promoted faith was presented as an unequivocal reading
of the past.

Finally, there is a fourth factor. Except for Berthoff, who had a narrower audi-
ence, Hearnshaw, Bryant, Feiling, Butterfield, Viereck, Kirk, and Boorstin were
what Julia Stapleton has described so well as ‘public’ or ‘national intellectuals’.5”
In addition to their recognized reputations as historians, they participated ubi-
quitously in national affairs as prolific and popular authors and lecturers, who
spoke as specialists to students, to the public, and to political leaders. Among
them, Bryant and Butterfield played important parts in the larger arena of inter-
national relations within Britain, other English-speaking countries, and Europe.
Each of the historians in both Britain and America was convinced that the excep-
tional qualities of their nation were historically demonstrated. In both their irenic
and their historical work, they crafted paeans of tribute to their country’s just and
well-balanced institutions; the heroic, ethical, hard-working, and self-sufficient
character of her people; her unique social culture; and, the virtuous self-sacrifice
and practical wisdom of those who ought to be her leaders. They attempted,
through the historical record, to prove to a wide educated audience that thinking
and policy, rooted in conservative thought, were superior to competing liberal,
socialist, or communist formulations. In common, they set out to prove that the
individual and communal values of conservatism were historically irresistible.
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The consistent conservative meaning extracted by these historians from their
studies was not the product of isolated individual speculation. Instead, it was
part of the conservative vocabulary and culture familiar to Conservative leaders
as well as to intellectuals seeking an alternative to the ideas of the Left, university
graduates aiming for a career in politics, letters and journalism, and some of
the upwardly mobile young intending to improve their prospects and status by
aligning themselves with the traditional side.

Why have I included Hearnshaw, Feiling, Bryant, and Butterfield but not
other equally conservative British historians active during these six decades?
In America, inclusion and exclusion were not problematic because except for
Viereck, Kirk, Boorstin, and Berthoff, there were no other conservative historians
until the late 1970s. In Britain, there were many conservative historians but
only the four studied here had the audience and influence that mattered.58
G. M. Young and Lewis Namier immediately come to mind as possible candidates
for consideration. Young, best known for his Victorian England: Portrait of an Age
(1936), was omitted because he was a nineteenth-century parochial Englishman.
Born in 1882, he survived to 1959 with his insular, Victorian sensibilities
intact. Classically educated, Young was briefly a Prize Fellow at All Souls
before becoming a civil servant at the Board of Education, a diplomat, and a
man of letters. His contributions to conservative causes included an approving
biography of Baldwin in 1952 and, that same year, a lecture on conservatism at
Oxford.5®

Lewis Namier, a more serious candidate, and unlike Young a professional
historian, was left out because he never climbed to the higher echelons of
the intellectual and political elite. As a Jewish émigré from a wealthy Polish
family, he struggled for income and status among the English elites he admired
so deeply. His longing for a fellowship at Balliol was denied. Neither his
expectations nor his ambitions were appeased by his chair of modern history
at Manchester University.5° As late as 1953, after receiving recognition and
honours, he still thought of himself as ‘the doyen of the rejected.’s? While
the other conservative historians were ‘insiders’ either by birth or acceptance.
Namier’s robust identification with a secular Judaism, in common with problems
of personality, kept him outside of those circles of power and influence that
he wanted so desperately to enter. The Namierite School of interpretation and
methodology was often discussed and debated, and Namier’s name came to be
synonymous with a structural and quantitative analysis of interests represented in
Parliament. Even so, his effect upon historical studies was significant essentially
for its methodology rather than in the definition and perpetuation of a new
field.62 Namier repudiated, as Butterfield was to do, the Whig narration of
history as an erroneous celebration of the progressive shaping of English liberties
in spite of the recalcitrant attempts of monarchs and Tories to resist this natural
direction. Instead, in common with the other British conservative historians
(except for Hearnshaw, who, uniquely, believed in the value and causality of
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ideas), he lauded the empirical, sober, political traditions of England, which
he attributed to the pursuit of practical interests. When he did try, repeatedly,
to act upon a larger world stage in passionate pursuit of Zionism, he failed
humiliatingly.63

Another obvious conservative historian, Max Beloff, born in 1913, with con-
siderable influence in international and Conservative Party affairs, is omitted
because he did not become a Conservative until the early 1970s, when he
resigned from the Liberal Party over education policy. The decades after the
1960s, with markedly new directions for conservatism, lie outside my purview.
It is worth mentioning Beloff’s career briefly because he shared so many of the
values of his predecessors. Until his death in 1999, he advocated conservative
traditions of liberty, common law, and constitutional evolution. Staunchly in
the libertarian conservative camp, he vigorously opposed both state intervention
and the movement towards a federal Europe that would deny British exception-
alism. In common with Butterfield, he extracted from history demonstrations
of the efficacy of a balance of powers, nationally and internationally. Unlike
Buctterfield, his understanding of human nature and the state were not infused
with the Augustinian problem of evil, but depended instead on a pragmatic
reading of the evolution, structure, and administrative functions of the British
state. In 1981 he went to the House of Lords and his extraordinary activity
there and in journalism and historical writing led his obituarist in The Times to
describe him in 1991 as ‘one of the leading lights of what was then called the
New Right’.64

The enterprises of influential conservative historians in twentieth-century
Britain until the late 1960s, as historians and as conservative propagandists,
contributed to a widely accepted definition of ‘conservatism’. While there was
no invariant list of conservative beliefs subscribed to by each historian and
accepted by their audiences, there were fundamental, defining ideas that recurred
consistently among both Conservatives and conservatives. The disparate views
that separated them and the common ideas that ultimately defined their reading
of conservatism reflected and influenced conservative thought and policy in
Britain. A correspondence, hardly coincidental, exists between those ideas and
the principles elaborated by the historians.

Did the historians influence the politicians or did the politicians propose the
ideas for which the historians then found historical evidence? Sometimes, and
these instances can be documented, historians did influence specific political
figures such as Stanley Baldwin and his right-hand man, Lord Davidson, as well
as Neville Chamberlain, Quintin Hogg, Rab Butler, Anthony Eden, Harold
Macmillan, and media moguls such as Beaverbrook. At other times, historians
made a case for the historical authenticity of ideas expressed by these political
leaders, as Bryant did for Baldwin and Chamberlain. The evidence for their
influence upon Conservative leaders and conservative public opinion appears
in journalism, Conservative Party tracts, and national and regional efforts
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to disseminate conservative ideas within the constituencies. Private papers,
correspondence, and the records of Conservative politicians document the
remarkable access of the British historians to those in power. In common, they
emphasized the value of existing institutions that had grown gradually through
a selective constitutional process that determined the uniqueness of English
rather than ‘British’ character. They also produced historical evidence for the
values of reconciliation and compromise in place of rigid ideological stances.
Further, they demonstrated an ideological affinity between politicians in need of
considered concepts and the means for translating them into political support
and conservative historians eager to provide both ideas and strategy.6>

In America, the dearth of an ideologically conservative position among aspiring
conservative leaders and among those looking for viable conservative causes made
the work of the conservative historians even more important than that of
their British counterparts. The American evidence points to the primacy of the
historians as political polemicists and cultural critics whose ideas were borrowed
and endorsed by politicians and other conservative opinion-makers. Apart from
an extremist conservatism, represented by groups such as the John Birch Society,
moderate conservatives had no organized or appealing set of principles and
practices before the early 1950s. Conservative historians in America were also
not thick upon the polemical ground. Viereck, Kirk, and Boorstin were the only
post-war historians who held and promoted bellicose conservative views that
reached a popular, professional, and political following. A fourth conservative
historian, Rowland Berthoff, had a much smaller and less significant audience,
but he is worth considering because he proudly and uniquely declared himself
‘a conservative historian’. The articulation of powerful conservative ideas by
Viereck, Kirk, and Boorstin, echoed by Berthoff, were heard, remembered, and
adopted by conservatives in search of a coherent set of beliefs and policies,
as well as by political leaders, intellectuals, and influential journalists. Viereck,
Kirk, and Boorstin each became cultural, as well as political, icons for national
leaders as well as for lesser but powerful politicians locally and nationally. Kirk
was a confidante of Barry Goldwater, Richard Nixon, and Ronald Reagan and,
as Viereck did, transmitted his ideas in the leading newspapers and journals of
opinion, as well as through radio, television, and lecture circuits. In so doing,
they created an American conservatism of the faithful, who have testified to the
enduring impact that their words had. Boorstin, as a bestselling author of popular
American history and, subsequently, as Librarian of Congress, had a consistent
bully pulpit. The American conservative historians’ versions of a ‘usable past’
provided American conservatism with a historical pedigree that succeeded for
many in conferring a new legitimacy and respectability to their assumptions
about human nature and society.

An understanding of each conservative historian’s thought requires a critical
examination of what that particular person said and did. While such an examin-
ation is necessary, it is far from sufficient. Unless we also appreciate the ways in
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which their backgrounds and experiences informed their responses to historical
and contemporary events, we miss the full dimension of their intellectual life in
its time. All of these factors, when mediated by circumstances, opportunities,
and choices, fashioned their conservative world view and its application to their
thinking as well as to their professional and political activities. Of course, they
thought and acted within an environment governed in great part by fortuitous
events and the determinism of habit and tradition, but their appreciation of the
tribulations marking their times and their reactions to them have a personal as
well as an ideological history. Appreciation of their predicament does not require
a penetrating psychological analysis, a formidably difficult enterprise best left to
those fit to do it. Instead, the discussion of their ideas can be located within
the specific social and cultural milieu to which they belonged. Although they
shared an ideological context of preconceptions, perceptions, and prescriptions
that were identifiably and confessedly conservative, each one had a distinct and
unique background that affected and informed their conservatism.

Only two of the conservative historians, both in inter-war Britain, were
unequivocally ‘insiders’.6¢ Feiling and Bryant, with elite families and back-
grounds, defended the values and history of their intellectual caste as an essential
part of a just and satisfactory social and political order. In contrast to them,
Hearnshaw and Butterfield in Britain, and Boorstin, Viereck, Kirk, and Berthoff
in America, were rank ‘outsiders’ both in the kinds of history they chose to
write and in their social and economic status. Their welcome into the heart of
the English and American conservative establishments, unlikely as that might
initially appear, was almost inevitable.

In Britain where class, education, and religion mattered far more than
they did in America, the conservative historians each grew up in social and
economic circumstances that ranged from the deprivations of poverty through
the advantages of aristocratic connections. A commitment to Christianity, with
the exception only of Geoffrey Elton, who is discussed but was a minor figure
in national circles, was integral to their shared views of the past, present,
and future, but their religious affiliations also differed. Butterfield, a practising
Methodist began as the poorest with the most clearly non-established religious
tradition as a Methodist lay preacher. Hearnshaw, a rung higher in status,
came from a lower middle-class family. Also a Non-conformist in religion, he
supported the national position of the Church without becoming an Anglican.
Both Feiling and Bryant were Anglicans, who came from privileged families
and were given the best possible opportunities. In the small world of British
intellectual life, despite the fact that Hearnshaw and Butterfield were ‘outsiders’
and Feiling and Bryant were ‘insiders,” once they were established as historians
and conservative pundits, they lived in the same professional, political, and social
circles. Those contacts provided an elite status; mutual intellectual and financial
support through appointments, lectures, and mutually laudable book reviews;
and provision of work.
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All of the conservative American historians began as ‘outsiders’ who were
warmly embraced by conservative political leaders and intellectuals because
they were historians with polemical credentials. Viereck had to overcome the
disadvantage of a father imprisoned during the Second World War for his
active Nazi sympathies, but he had a mandarin education and very comfortable
social and economic circumstances. Kirk came from a poor working-class family
and, even with a scholarship, had to work strenuously to complete a third-
rate college. Both Viereck and Kirk began as Protestants who believed in a
Providential determinism, although Kirk converted to Catholicism when he was
in his mid-forties. Boorstin was a Jew and Berthoff was partially Jewish at a time
when Jews were unwelcome both in higher education and in political life. Their
abilities and their conservatism made it possible for them to become prominent
and for Boorstin, uniquely influential.

A general explanation of why these historians succeeded so well in entering
positions that might have been expected to exclude them depends upon an
understanding of their situations and development. In any explanation of ideas,
contexts of thought are as important as seminal or typical texts. Those contexts
include communities of practice; relations among elites; connections between
elite and popular thought; the setting of standards of judgement and value;
the adapration of ideas within professions and institutions; and the contents of
varying kinds of opinion and practice. Within these varied settings, identifiable
people propagated specific ideas and, when they were effective, those ideas were
disseminated to identifiable audiences. Another level of discrimination examines
the intrinsic consistency and coherence of those ideas as well as their effect. The
circumstances and ideas which allowed even Methodist scholarship boys and
small-town Jews to become as much a conservative pundit as those born and
reared to privilege are explored in the remaining chapters of this book.

NOTES

1. There have, of course, been notable exceptions such as John Burrow, Stefan Collini,
and Ewen Green, discussed in this chapter.

2. J. G. A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce, and History: Essays on Political Thought and History,
Chiefly in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985),
1-2. Pocock’s distinction, which has made converts throughout the Anglophone
world, did not appear compelling to the editors of The History of Political Thought
in National Context. Instead, this volume attempted to locate the history of political
thought in its ‘more natural place’ within British academic life as part of the discipline
of ‘politics’. They argued further that the history of political thought has become
political theory, a form of ‘discourse through which a society asks itself philosophical
questions about politics’. A ‘vertical’ dimension in the history of political thought,
although ‘tempered’ by the ‘contextualist revolution’, addresses questions asked
by predecessors quite differently from the more ‘horizontal’ interests of cultural
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or intellectual history. Dario Castiglione and Ian Hampshire-Monk (eds.), 7he
History of Political Thought in National Context (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001), 6—7. Both editors hold university positions in political theory. In
the concluding essay to this volume, Stefan Collini’s discussion of the ways in
which political thought has served contemporary political interests demurs from the
editors’ view by suggesting that ‘the less tight the connection with the contemporary
practice of a particular discipline, the readier its historians have been to recognize
that they are inescapably involved with a wider intellectual history’. Stefan Collini,
‘Postscript. Disciplines, Canons, and Publics: The History of the History of Political
Thought, 297. See, too, his ‘Discipline History’ and ‘Intellectual History’: The
History of the Social Sciences in France and England’, Revue de Synthese, 109: 3—4
(1988), 387-99; Public Moralists. Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain,
18501930 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991); English Pasts: Essays in History and
Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); and Absent Minds: Intellectuals in
Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).

. The Organization of American Historians, the professional body founded in 1907,

had, as of June 2007, 11,000 members, and it publishes the Journal of American
History, the OAH Newsletter, and the OAH History Magazine.

. Martin Gilbert, The Challenge of War, 1914—1916 (London, 1971); The World

in Torment, 1916—1922 (London, 1975); Prophet of Truth, 1922—1936 (London,
1990); The Wilderness Years (London, 1981); Finest Hour, 1939—1941 (London,
1983); Road to Victory, 1941—1945 (London, 1963); Never Despair, 1945—1965
(London, 1988).

. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Roosevelt, 3 vols., vol. 1 The Crisis of the Old Order,

1919—1933; vol. 11 The Coming of the New Deal; vol. 111 The Politics of Upheaval
(Boston, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin, 1957-9). Robert Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt
and American Foreign Policy, 1932—1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981);
Franklin D. Roosevelt as World Leader: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered before the
University of Oxford on 16 May 1995 (New York: Clarendon Press, 1995). Dallek’s
reputation is based on his original work as a historian of presidents.

. After eliminating hard- and soft-core sensationalism, family memoirs, vanity presses,

repeated citations, and the contributions of both Franklin Delano Roosevelt and
Winston Churchill, T extracted these numbers from the random entries of the
combined libraries of the University of California campuses, a reliable and usually
exhaustive reference. The search for Churchill went through all 858 titles provided
and my count revealed that slightly less than 10% were by British authors. The
hunt for FDR indicated that 3,660 titles were available. I counted the first 1,000 to
discover that about 20%, or 191 fit my criteria. The figure of 732 was reached by
taking 20% of the complete 3,660 listings.

. Marxist- or class-based explanations of economic determinations of politics are at

their best in British scholars and especially in Eric Hobsbawm. See, e.g., his Industry
and Empire: From 1750 to the Present Day (Cambridge University Press, 1991);
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describe themselves as Marxists tend, as Eugene Genovesee has done, to study earlier
periods in American history such as the Civil War. For sophisticated studies of
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see esp. Peter Clarke, The Keynesian Revolution in the Making, 1924—1936 (Oxford
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ography for ch. 8, where it serves best as an introduction to American conservative
thought.

. These kinds of study tend to be done by scholars of periods eatlier than the twentieth
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New Britain? (London, 2003). James Epstein, Iz practice: Studies in the Language and
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a few months before Holborn’s address in Kurt H. Wolff and Barrington Moore, Jr.
(eds.), The Critical Spirit: Essays in Honor of Herbert Marcuse (Boston, Mass.: Beacon
Press, 1967), 106—20.
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readers. See, e.g., Intellectual History Review, published in Britain with British and
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(eds.), Post-war Britain, 1945—64: Themes and Perspectives, (London, 1989), he
never mentioned intellectual history and described cultural history as best served by
biography, 229.
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Conservatism as a Crusade:

F.]J. C. Hearnshaw

In 1918, a particularly climacteric year for British conservatives, a substantial
number of women entered the electorate and the British Labour Party adopted a
socialist constitution. A small and disorganized radical Left in Europe and Russia
had appeared irrelevant to British political, social, and economic traditions. But
the left swing of Labour at home and the emergent communist powers abroad
appeared to conservatives as a messianic threat to the way of life that they
considered distinctively British. Five months before the Great War was brought
to a problematic close for Britain, the new Soviet government had signed the
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. That treaty ended the Soviet’s war with Germany and
left them free to establish their new and potentially powerful Bolshevik state. The
Bolshevik Revolution played a decisive role in Fossey John Cobb Hearnshaw’s
repudiation of the socialistic emphases of Fabianism, which had attracted him as
a young man. When, in early January of 1918, he began his Democracy at the
Crossways: A Study in Politics and History with Special Reference to Great Britain,
he was concerned essentially with the ‘extinction’ of democracy by ‘victorious
Prussian militarists and treacherous Bolshevist fanatics’. By the time he concluded
the book, in September 1918, ‘Bolshevism’, which included for him, ‘Marxian
Socialism, revolutionary Syndicalism, and communist anarchism’ had ‘rapidly’
become the ‘graver danger’ to be confronted by democracy. Bolshevik success in
Russia appeared to him as a licence to ‘poison patriotism, to foment class war,
to foster sectional interests, to stimulate syndicalist strikes, to destroy national
unity, to discredit the democratic cause’ in the countries outside their borders,
including Britain.! In December 1922, when the USSR was established, many
conservatives, including Hearnshaw, feared that the horrors of the Great War
could be resurrected by the expansionist ambitions of the Soviets. Hearnshaw was
always deeply affected by contemporary history and his conservative polemics
were each responses to particular crises.

The oldest of the inter-war conservative historians by a generation—Dborn in
1869 and still an active conservative polemicist to 1942—Hearnshaw did not
belong to that intimate community that worshipped, inter-married, and largely
governed Britain and the Empire. Feiling was a blood member of the Anglican
intellectual aristocracy and he joined the titled classes when he was knighted
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in 1958. In marked contrast to Feiling’s easy access to greatness, goodness,
and power by virtue of his connections to Eton and Balliol College, Oxford,
Hearnshaw was the son of a Wesleyan minister very much outside the religious
and intellectual establishment. Fortunate enough to attend grammar school in
Manchester, Hearnshaw matriculated as a Historical Scholar at Peterhouse, a
small, then undistinguished, college at Cambridge, with a Master and 10 Fellows,
many of whom were non-resident, and 55 undergraduates.?

While a Cambridge undergraduate, Hearnshaw was deeply affected by
J. R. Seeley, Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge from 1868
to 1894. Hearnshaw accepted Seeley’s identification of history as past politics
with lessons for the present and future, as well as Seeley’s insistence that study-
ing contemporary history involved active participation in contemporary affairs.?
Attempts to demonstrate that teachers influenced students are always problematic
because students focus their attention promiscuously. Hearnshaw appears to have
heard Seeley clearly and critically. He rejected his mentor’s view of history as
‘merely past politics. . . in the narrowest sense of that term’ and stressed instead
‘religious moral intellectual social economic’ factors in ‘historic development’.4
At the same time, he endorsed Seeley’s argument that historical research had
already produced reliable knowledge on the basis of which university graduates
could ‘take a side’ on controversial national issues.>

At the beginning of his career, in 1900, Hearnshaw was not yet in a position
to take a side with any effect. Instead of moving into a post at either Cambridge
or Oxford, as Feiling did easily, Hearnshaw became Professor of History at the
Hartley Institution in Southampton, which, two years later, became University
College, Southampton. During his ten years there, he published six books—four
of them based on Southampton’s rich, but neglected, city archives—and he
founded and directed the Southampton Record Society. From 1910 to 1912, he
was in the Chair of Modern History at Armstrong College in the University of
Durham, and from 1912 until his retirement in 1934 was Professor of Medieval
History at the recently secular King’s College, the University of London.¢ Until
the Great War, with the exception of a series of lectures on colonial affairs
that he co-edited and introduced, Hearnshaw’s historical work was centred
on traditional research and writing.”

After Hearnshaw moved to London to take up the Chair of Medieval
History in 1912, he transformed himself into an even more prolific and
wide-ranging writer, editor, and teacher, who was ready and able to achieve
greater national ends. Leaving behind his youthful affiliation with Fabian
socialism and a brief interest in free trade liberalism, he adopted a life-long
allegiance to a meritocratic reading of conservatism in which a small, effective
elite was to be responsible for leading the weaker majority. That principled
position was consistent with his own advancement and his achievement of
a status that appeared to him commensurate with his own capacity, drive,
performance, achievement, and merit. At the same time, his early admiration of
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Fabianism was retained in his emphasis upon the state’s managerial capacities,
and upon the reciprocal relation between meritocratic paternalism and communal
obligation. To fulfil his paternalistic responsibilities, he became an enthusiastic
and committed intellectual impresario who organized and delivered public
lectures on historical and contemporary subjects. Those lectures were attended,
from their inception, by ‘notable assemblies of lawyers, bankers, and city
men generally, on the way from their offices to their homes’ and by political
figures.8 Hearnshaw intended to provide a varied, interested audience, beyond
the historians and students who had been his primary focus, with a historical
context that would allow them to act knowledgeably. His ‘Social and Polit-
ical Ideas’ series, analysing the intellectual biographies of great men, influential
in politics, were edited and published to reach an even greater audience so
that they could learn to participate more effectively in responsible citizenship.?
Hearnshaw assumed that most people, when properly informed, would support
the right or historically proven conservative ‘side’ and reject liberalism, radicalism,
socialism, or communism because they were historically inadequate or just
plain wrong.

Hearnshaw’s public lectures, novel because of their scope, contents, and often
contemporary emphasis, were approved and encouraged by the new Principal
of King’s, Montague Burrows. The year that Hearnshaw arrived, King’s began
its effort to be the centre of imperial studies in the University of London, with
lectures on colonial problems as the first in a new public lecture series. In his
Introduction to the published lectures in 1913, Hearnshaw wrote that the colonial
‘lectures taken together present a typical and representative picture of the kind of
problems, legal, social, constitutional, economic, historical, and administrative,
that imperial statesmen are called upon to face to-day. They help us to make
clear that close connection between history and practical affairs in which such
a pioneer as Professor Seeley was never tired of investigating. They show that
it is by means of a careful and unprejudiced study of the past that the future
can be faced with confidence.’10 Hearnshaw understood Seeley’s injunction that
the study of history should be ‘the school of public feeling and patriotism. . .
the school of statesmanship’, to mean that education for citizenship, whether
in schools or public forums, should be directed towards every individual.!! In
addition to extending Seeley’s project of civic education, Hearnshaw attempted
to realize Disraeli’s goal of preserving valuable traditions and encouraging timely
reforms. History teachers at Oxford and Cambridge, until well after the Second
World War, turned out the governors of Britain, the Empire, and the Church,
as well as leaders in finance, commerce, industry, and the professions.!? As a
Cambridge graduate, Hearnshaw was well aware of the top-level positions that
most Oxbridge graduates entered. That left, in Hearnshaw’s mind, a national
and imperial obligation to educate the second-order elite, who would become
teachers in public and state schools as well as clergymen, lawyers, bankers, local
councilmen, magistrates, and other professionals.
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King’s College, London was uniquely qualified, he believed, to fulfil that
responsibility not only for men but for women, too, because women were
unable to receive degrees from Oxford until 1920, or from Cambridge until
1947.13 Hearnshaw envisioned King’s, with its propitious central location on
the Strand, as able to accommodate students of both sexes and any age. It
appeared to him that those who came to learn at the University of London
deserved every encouragement because they were the most self-improving part
of the most populous, vital, and rapidly growing city in Britain. Moreover,
graduates who studied in London and lived and worked there were uniquely
placed to exercise influence among the interconnecting networks of people in
the metropolis to which they belonged. Hearnshaw wanted that influence to be
conservative. When A. F. Pollard was planning his long and successful campaign
to make the University of London the centre for advanced historical research in
England, he rightly saw Hearnshaw as an ally.!4 As soon as Hearnshaw arrived
at King’s in 1912, Pollard put him on the Board of Studies then involved in
establishing a curriculum and direction for historical studies.!> While Oxford and
Cambridge still were reluctant to teach history past the 1870s, the colleges of the
University of London were providing the public with lectures on recent history.16
Hearnshaw, at King’s, was critical in this effort. The Cambridge History Faculty
considered itself, with some justification, more ‘modern’ in its curriculum than
Oxford. Even Maurice Powicke, Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford
from 1929, the first Regius Professor to attempt to understand the thinking
and purposes that led his predecessors to define historical studies, never succeeded
in moving the History curriculum forward in his university.!” As late as 1944,
Powicke was complaining still that he envied Cambridge for their ‘broad and
liberal interests’.18 Before 1928, those interests at Cambridge could not compete
with the University of London. In spite of Seeley’s eminence and his insistence
upon history as the training of statesmen, and the European interests of his
successor, Lord Acton, it was not until 1928 that the Special History Subjects for
Part II of the History Tripos at Cambridge were finally were extended from 1878
to 1914.12 Hearnshaw was providing public lectures in contemporary historical
problems as early as the Great War.

Hearnshaw was too old to be drafted, but in 1915, as part of his war
effort, he wrote his first explicitly polemical work—three essays for the Morning
Post—intended as a historical explanation and endorsement of conscription to a
reluctant, disaffected public. The following year, together with three additional
essays, his patriotic appeal appeared as Freedom in Service. Six Essays on Matters
Concerning Britain’s Safety and Good Government (1916).2° In that book and
in all of his subsequent work he struggled, as did most other thoughtful
conservatives, liberals, and labourites to resolve the problematic conflict between
the individual and the state. That conflict became increasingly pertinent during
the Great War when the state exercised extraordinary powers over individuals,
beginning with the first compulsory draft of 1916. Freedom in Service, in
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which ‘freedom’ meant political freedom and ‘service’ universal military service,
departed conspicuously from earlier conservative formulations about ‘liberty’.
Salisbury had maintained consistently that a new generation would turn to the
Conservatives ‘to whom has fallen the defence of individual liberty and the rights
of property, of the sacredness of religion, and of those institutions by which
liberty, property, and religion have hitherto been so marvelously preserved’.2!
Instead, Hearnshaw developed a historical and pragmatic case for the death of
laissez-faire individualism and the limitation of liberty and property rights in
favour of state supremacy during wartime.

The first three essays, because they originally appeared in the Morning Post and
because the first was adopted by the National Service League, received the greatest
circulation as part of the contentious discussion about whether the imperatives
of war required new relations between individuals and the British state. In
the first essay, ‘Ancient Defence of England’, Hearnshaw tried to prove that the
historical origins of military service developed as ‘the mark of freedom’ and were
therefore a right as much as a duty.22 The second, ‘Compulsory Service and
Liberty’, compounded from both Hearnshaw’s study of intellectual history and
his conservative dilemmas, considered the possible meanings of political liberty.
He described the characteristics of liberty as freedom from foreign control,
a responsible government guaranteeing its citizens certain protections, and a
general absence of restraint. He then argued that any plea for absolute freedom
would result in a chaotic Hobbesian state of nature from which people were
saved only by ‘restriction’ and ‘compulsory law’. Natural liberty, within society,
yielded to ‘civic liberty’ and became in Montesquieu’s ‘luminous definition’ the
‘right to do all that the law allows’. English liberty was perfectly consistent with
compulsory registration just as it was with ‘vaccination, education, taxation,
insurance, inspection and countless other legal coercions’. This discussion was
too vague to be controversial, but when he continued that opportunity for
military service became a positive aspect of liberty, he asserted the more debatable
position that freedom must be understood as a communal and not an individual
need. Only ‘in an organized society’ could man ‘attain his highest development’.
Hearnshaw characterized government as an organizing as well as a restraining
power, which places its subjects where they can ‘most effectively aid one another
and work together for the common weal’.23 The other side of the meritocratic
paternalism that Hearnshaw advocated was not voluntary but rather requisite
communal obligation.

In the third essay Hearnshaw dismissed “The Voluntary Principle’ as the
‘disreputable relic of the extreme individualism of the Manchester School of the
early nineteenth century which taught a political theory that has been abandoned
by all serious thinkers’. Everyone now admits, he maintained, ‘that it is the
function of the State to secure as far as it can the conditions of the good life
for its citizens’. The ‘logical and inevitable corollary’ of that alleged consensus
was that that it was the ‘duty of every citizen to support and safeguard the
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State’. Moreover, the ‘State does not and cannot submit the validity of its
enactments to the private judgement of its subjects’. To reconcile the interests
of the individual and the state, Hearnshaw’s approving perception of Hobbes
found that the state expressed and enforced the ‘general will and it does not
leave to the choice, or even to the conscience, of the individual an option as
to which of its commands must be obeyed, and which not’. Conflict between
individual assertions of rights and the needs of the state would ‘bring to an
end the reign of law’ and ‘plunge the community once again into that primal
chaos of anarchy from which in the beginning it painfully emerged’. Hearnshaw
made his case even more strongly by asserting that the ‘State demands, and must
necessarily demand, implicit obedience’. Admonishing those who, like Bertrand
Russell, were willing to go to prison rather than support the war, Hearnshaw
maintained that passive resistance was rebellion and never justified against a
democracy. Pacifists were suspect on ‘mental and moral grounds’ because they
did not understand that force had a ‘proper and necessary place in the ethical
sphere’ because it was impossible to reason with men who ‘have deliberately
chosen evil to be their good, and have made a binding compact with the
powers of darkness’. War ‘has once again quickened . . . the idea of the State, has
revived the spirit of patriotism, has restored the national unity, and has enforced
the principle of civic service’. Hearnshaw’s study of the history of ideas, and
especially of political theory, convinced him in 1915 that men naturally organize
themselves into groups—families, clans, tribes, sects, societies, churches, guilds,
trades unions, clubs. The ‘state’, then, was not to be feared or distrusted because
it was nothing more than ‘a federation of groups rather than an association of
isolated individuals’. There is a logical gap between Hearnshaw’s admiration of an
authoritarian ‘general will’ and his definition of the state as a loose organization
of organizations. To close that gap, Hearnshaw explained that as ‘constituent
members of the community’ all its members have autonomous powers in ‘virtue
of the permission of the general will’. What that meant in practice was that
the ‘Democratic National State’, in the last resort, was ‘supreme’.24 Although the
purpose of Freedom was to persuade Britons to a patriotic sacrifice of traditional
freedoms and possibly of their lives, the argument could easily be extended into
any civil conflicts during times of peace.

The relations between the individual and communal groups, including the
state, remained a troubling conundrum for Hearnshaw throughout his life.
In 1916, when there was a need for a unified national community to resist
German aggression, he argued for the autonomy of the state. Then, increasingly
after the late 1920s, he became apprehensive about the rise of authoritarian and
dictatorial states, especially in Nazi Germany as well as the possibility of a socialist
state at home. In 1925, when the pressing needs of the war had disappeared,
Hearnshaw worried about peacetime emphases upon the priority of the state,
and he examined Machiavelli critically to repudiate a glorification of the state
as an end in itself. The state, Hearnshaw argued fifteen years after he wrote
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Freedom in Service, was ‘merely the means to the good life of its members
individually and collectively. It is a moral institution whose supreme purpose
is the definition and maintenance of justice.” Moreover, Machiavelli’s estimate
of human nature, which justifies an authoritarian state, was radically mistaken
because while men were weak and unreliable they were not ‘entirely bad’.25
After the General Strike of 1926, he deplored the trades unions for dictating
false communal values instead of fostering realistic individual opportunities.
Real communal values, he suggested in his Conservatism in England (1933),
were endorsed by conservatives because they were based upon reverence for the
past; an organic conception of society; national unity; constitutional continuity;
opposition to revolution; cautious or evolutionary reform, which accepted and
applied the doctrine of organic evolution; a religious basis for the state; a
recognition that legitimate authority had a divine source; the preference of duties
to rights; the importance of exceptional English character; loyalty to religion,
king, country, and Empire; and last, but far from least, common sense, realism,
and practicality.2¢

Hearnshaw never satisfactorily solved the problem of potential clashes between
the state’s claim to sovereignty and an individual’s appeal to conscience. In his
lectures of 1930—1 at King’s on The Social and Political Ideas of Some Represent-
ative Thinkers of the Age of Reaction and Reconstruction 1815—1865, Hearnshaw
followed John Austin in deciding that ‘ultimate sovereignty must reside, and
ought to reside, in the State’ because it was the only institution to represent
the community as a whole. However large an autonomy the state ‘may leave to
Churches, to trade unions, to universities, and to other voluntary associations
of a sectional kind, in the last resort its authority must, in the interest of the
community as a whole, override them all’. What happened when the alleged
interest of the community conflicted with individual moral judgement? Hearn-
shaw wrestled with that dilemma to conclude that the ‘supreme values of truth
and righteousness’ concern ‘the individual conscience alone’. The ‘lonely soul will
have to decide whether or not the ineluctable claims of truth and righteousness
demand that the authority of the community be defied and the higher authority
of the individual conscience be obeyed’. Hearnshaw assumed that a lonely soul
who was aware of such a conflict was also introspective, intelligent, and governed
by a ‘well-balanced mind’ which would not ‘lightly challenge an authority upon
which so much that is essential to human felicity depends as the State’. Even
though he believed that no ‘sane’ person would ‘wantonly precipitate the anarchy
that any formidable defiance of the will of the Government necessarily entails’,
Hearnshaw left the last word to the supremacy of the individual conscience.?” In
1942, when it appeared that the authoritarian state of Nazi Germany might tri-
umph, he joined Ernest Benn, C. K. Allan, Lord Leverhulme, and F. W. Hirst in
writing a Manifesto of British Liberty for the Individualist Press, in which his plea
for ‘the higher authority of individual conscience’ is strong and unequivocal.28
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During the Great War, Hearnshaw increasingly defied the conventional
wisdom among historians that 1870 marked the appropriate limits for study of
the modern period. His Main Currents of European History, 1815—1915 was
written to teach the reading public about the conditions that led to the just
war in which they were engaged. His historical writing, as evident in the Main
Currents, consistently reflected his conservatism both in the choice and treatment
of the subjects that he selected. Following Seeley, Hearnshaw saw himself as
providing the kind of objective facts, arrived at inductively, that only a historian
could present properly. Hearnshaw shared with the other inter-war conservative
historians the belief that they had extracted such obvious truth from history, no
sensible, reasonable person could dissent from their view. On the basis of their
coherent and reasoned historical account, people would be able to choose how to
act most effectively and most accountably. When Hearnshaw concentrated upon
the ideas of great men, he was providing injunctions to patriotism, arguments
for the importance of Empire, and prescriptions for national failings. While
admitting that circumstances fixed the broad arena in which great men could
function, Hearnshaw insisted that ‘within those limits personality is creative and
supreme’. Although ‘Caesar, St. Paul, Muhammad, Luther, and Napoleon have
been the products of their times, they have also been the makers and moulders
of history—the pioneers of a veritably creative evolution’.2?

At the same time, and unlike either Feiling or Bryant, Hearnshaw jettisoned
his Victorian and Edwardian preconceptions about the most trenchant approach
to both history and the post-war world. Among the conservative historians,
Hearnshaw became the most introspective about the writing of history, the most
innovative in the kinds of history he taught and wrote, and the most idiosyncratic
in the contents of his conservatism. Unlike the mainstream of historians of all
political persuasions, who studied history essentially as constitutional and high
political narratives, Hearnshaw promoted an unorthodox study of ideas in an
effort to segregate those conservative values he found historically viable from
those he discarded as politically, socially, economically, psychologically, and
ethically corrosive. Feiling, who faithfully followed the Oxford tradition of
political and constitutional history and high political biography, worried about
his own impartiality in his biography of Neville Chamberlain, a contemporary
figure, but he convinced himself that he could remain independent and objective.
Bryant was essentially a military historian who enlivened his political story with
anecdotal social history. Hearnshaw was unique in admitting that no matter
how historians strove for impartiality, they could not, and should not, ignore
the intrusion of the present into their research and writing. When writing about
the years 1931-6, Hearnshaw admitted that as a medievalist writing about
contemporary history he was ‘oppressed by the consciousness that, however he
may strive to be impartial, he cannot escape from his political prepossessions’.30
Thart realization did not prevent him from relying upon history to demonstrate
the implicit and explicit truth represented by conservative principles.
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To explain both the past and the present, and to shape a more desirable future,
he turned especially to a history of social and political ideas as developed by
particular thinkers addressing particular issues within the unique context of their
times. That was a discipline rare for British historians until the 1960s. Lord
Acton, during his problematic tenure as Regius Professor of Modern History
at Cambridge, 1894—1902, had equated history with a diffuse and ill-defined
history of ideas that transcended national borders and chronology.3! In common
with the cosmopolitan Acton, Hearnshaw wanted the British to study and
understand European history, but he was most interested in the uniquely British
appropriation and development of ideas. Just like Feiling and Bryant and the
American post-Second World War conservative historians, he had no doubts
about the exceptional and particular qualities of his country.

Beginning with the political theory he had learned as part of the [History]
Honours Tripos at Cambridge, Hearnshaw pushed it towards greater contextual
analysis. Sharing a preference for Disraclian paternalist assumptions with both
Feiling and Bryant, Hearnshaw tried to demonstrate their validity through
intellectual history, as well as through newly emerging disciplines such as
psychology, sociology, and biology. He advocated new subjects and methods
in historical study as avenues to greater understanding of the past and present,
and as a means of controlling events. Hearnshaw, in common with Feiling and
Bryant, considered all the lecturing and writing that they did as educational
rather than as polemical. They were using their special knowledge as historians
to present a historically accurate account of contemporary problems and their
solutions to a public that required that kind of knowledge. Hearnshaw’s advocacy
of conservatism was sometimes eccentric, but he generally reflected conser-
vative attempts in the inter-war years to refashion a set of beliefs into a broad,
attractive, and feasible appeal to a new electorate. The dominance of the
Conservative Party during those decades is a testimony in part to the success
of Conservative organization, but also to the acceptance of conservative ideas
and values by voters looking for representation of their interests. As a historian
with disciplined access to the past, Hearnshaw wanted to make it clear that the
post-First World War world could never return to its pre-war institutions, social
and economic structures, or to a privileged and irresponsible class system. These
survivals were no longer tenable in an altered world.

Beginning in 1915, to Hearnshaw’s great satisfaction, the public lecture
department at King’s College, London, expanded in response to demands by a
‘large section of intellectual London’ who ‘came to King’s College for guidance
and information’ about the ‘many and intricate problems raised by the great
conflict’. “Typical’ lectures included: ‘The Spirit of the Allied Nations’ and
‘International Problems’ in 1915. The following year ‘Aspects of the War’ and
‘The War and the Problems of Empire’ were offered, followed in 1917 by “The
University and the Nation’ and “The Sentiment of Empire’. The year that the
war ended featured “The Empire and the Outer World’ and “The Visions of
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a World Peace’.32 Hearnshaw also travelled energetically throughout Britain
delivering blistering conservative popular speeches to trades unionists and other
working-class groups about contemporary political issues such as the dangers of
socialism, a topic heartfelt by conservatives in the inter-war and post-Second
World War years. Intrigued by the emerging disciplines in the new social sciences,
he used the new insights to justify a paternalistic conservatism that included
every social and economic class whether historical or contemporary. Although
Hearnshaw may have suffered at the beginning of his career because of his
background and education, he readily adopted the unquestioned confidence of
Cambridge and Oxford History graduates in their competence to undertake
successfully any historical project that interested them. He wrote and lectured
about every period in history, including his own, to both academic and popular
audiences. Until 1941, he wrote thirty-seven books and edited another
twenty, almost all of which contained essays written by him that ranged from
medieval through immediately contemporary subjects. Those books were reprin-
ted in many editions and used as university textbooks in both Britain and America
to 1983, nearly four decades after his death. Perhaps his most important effort to
reach those with influence was as a passionate missionary for a forward-looking
conservatism that met the imperatives of a challenged Britain, especially after the
Great War.

In addition to his teaching, public lectures, polemical efforts, and adminis-
trative work, Hearnshaw was actively involved in the operation of the Historical
Association as its honorary secretary and eventually president, 19368, as well as
in the contents and administration of its journal, History. In 1906, the Historical
Association began as an organization to serve history teachers in schools and
training colleges. University teachers of history were quick to recognize that it
was clearly to their advantage to have influence over the teaching of history in
secondary education, and they supported the Association as presidents, other
officers, and as active members. When History, first published in 1912, became
the organ of the Association in 1916, Hearnshaw became the ‘most prominent
member’ of the editorial board as well as the Publications Committee Chair,
1916-22 and again 1930—1. In 1923 the Board of Education’s Report on the
Teaching of History in the schools applauded the part played by the Historical
Association in ‘increasing the opportunities of historical research, in assisting and
stimulating the teachers, and spreading in a wider circle among the general public
a sense of the profound and increasing importance of history in the national life’.
As part of his missionary work for the Historical Association and his attempt to
bring the lessons of history to the greatest possible numbers of people, Hearnshaw
developed the study of local history in London as D. M. Stenton was doing for
Reading.33

Local history, which carried meaningful and immediate lessons about public
obligations both for ordinary people and statesmen, was part of Hearnshaw’s
project of making history serve the present. He never entered political life as a
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candidate, but admired Conservative statesmen such as Baldwin who perpetuated
the values he defined as essentially conservative in his leadership towards a better
future. By the 1930s Hearnshaw lectured at Conservative institutions such as
Ashridge College, which hoped to train future Conservative leaders, and often
wrote about ways to reform and invigorate the Conservative Party. In a course
of lectures at Ashridge, to define and defend conservatism, he admitted to
being a ‘conservative’ but disavowed any ‘official’ connection when he published
the lectures in 1933 as Conservatism in England. An Analytical, Historical, and
Political Survey. But the contents of those lectures clearly made plain which of the
existing parties was the one to support. Throughout history, Hearnshaw told his
Ashridge audience, there were always two parties, one representing order and the
other progress. Order was the more desirable because it ‘reveres and cherishes the
institutions of religion and politics as they have been established by the genius
of generations past. It respects tradition and social custom; it reverences law and
morality; it exalts authority; it lays stress on civic duty rather than on individual
right; it distrusts the unknown and the untried; it is suspicious of unverified
and abstract theory; it prefers to follow the guidance of ancestral instinct rather
than the lure of youthful logic.” In an analysis of the psychology of conservatives,
which he found instinctively correct, he suggested that they tend to see the best
in existing institutions, because they fear that events may become worse rather
than better. ‘Unless it is necessary to change’, he warned, ‘it is necessary not to
change’.34

As a historian, he felt compelled to turn to history for remedies for the
domestic catastrophes that were the residue of the Great War. For Hearnshaw, as
for Feiling and Bryant, an understanding of the past confirmed the rectitude and
inevitably of their principles by exposing the essential meaning of the historical
record. To them that record demonstrated a number of interdependent truths
that were historically irrefutable. They each started with a distrust of human
nature, which led them to oppose abstract ideas and especially socialism with
its utopian, visionary, and unobtainable goals. These were not new ideas for
inter-war conservatism but had appeared as early as 1909 in Fighting Notes for
Speakers with a Few General Directions Upon Canvassing, a pocket-size book of
109 pages printed by the National Union of Conservative and Constitutional
Associations. The Notes were arranged by topics and the section on ‘Socialism’
began: “The Unionist Party is pledged to fight the evil doctrine of Socialism
with all its power.’3> Frans Coetzee suggests that before 1914, the ‘Anti-Socialist
Union was perennially weak’ within the Unionist Party, but that eventually
anti-socialism would ‘enable the Conservatives to reestablish, preserve and profit
from. . .a two party system’.36

That eventuality occurred after the Great War when the Labour Party adopted
socialist principles in their constitution of 1918. Labour theorists such as
R. H. Tawney and Harold Laski believed that they had provided persuasive
accounts of the steps necessary to reconcile social, economic, and political
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divisions.3” For the conservative historians, the socialism that Labour offered
was perceived instead as aggressive, divisive, and fundamentally wrong because
it ignored the infirmities of human nature and the necessary structures of
society evolving historically to restrain and direct unpredictable people. While
conservatives believed they were pursuing a harmonious and unified society, they
understood socialism to insist that the needs and interests of the working classes
were opposed to those of every other class. It followed for conservatives that
reconciliation of the presumed conflict between classes was abjured by socialists
who preferred rather a revolution or a radical rejection of older traditions and
institutions. Conservatives feared that socialists wanted to create a new society
based upon standards of social, economic, and political equality. The conservative
historians found these aspirations historically and empirically absurd. The 1923
general election gave Labour a chance, although constrained by the government’s
minority status, to introduce some of the reforms that their theorists had
advocated. Although the Labour Party won only 191 seats to the Conservatives’
258, Ramsay MacDonald agreed to head a minority government, becoming
the first Labour Prime Minister. In 1924, Hearnshaw’s Democracy and Labour
predicted that socialism would ‘depress labour, discourage enterprise, damp
initiative, discountenance forethought, prevent the accumulation of capital,
encourage recklessness and extravagance, foster parasitism, ruin industry’.38
Those were expectations most conservatives shared and Hearnshaw devoted
himself to combating the expected consequences.

In October 1924, British intelligence intercepted a letter allegedly written by
the Chairman of the Comintern in the Soviet Union. This “Zinoviev Letter’
was addressed to British communists, encouraging sedition and revolution.
The letter, which turned out later to be a forgery, was leaked to the press
and published in both The Times and the Daily Mail four days before the
general election of 1924 in which the Labour government was defeated, as
the Conservatives won 412 seats to Labour’s 151. Although Labour’s defeat
may be better explained by its inability to deal with economic problems, the
identification of Labour with Soviet communism was not insignificant. In 1928,
as unemployment and the depression were becoming increasingly insurmountable
political problems, Labour campaigned, and won, an electoral victory in the
general election of 1929 with 288 seats, sufficient for the formation of a majority
government.

Between 1915 and 1941, Hearnshaw set out to demonstrate the superior-
ity of conservatism to all other political creeds then on offer, but he made
socialism his special target, and took his case directly to trades unionists through-
out Britain. His intention was to persuade them that they had the most to
lose from socialism, and its embodiment in the growing Labour Party, and
the most to gain from an alliance with a reconstructed conservatism that
responded to their interests and needs. For his popular talks to a marginally
educated public, he combined historical narrative, a sustained apologia for
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conservative principles, common-sense experience, and scathing polemics. Most
of Hearnshaw’s popular lectures were translated into books and reprinted many
times to reach even more people. His touring speeches dealt with: democracy and
the Empire; democracy at the crossroads; democracy and labour; the develop-
ment of political ideas; a condemnatory survey of socialism; and the advantages
of conservatism in Britain. He attempted to reach readers who did not normally
buy books because of their expense, with such publications as The Develop-
ment of Political Ideas (1927), an 80-page contribution to Benn’s Sixpenny
Library, the popular precursor of the paperback, intended to provide ‘a reference
library to the best modern thought, written by the foremost authorities” at a
minimal cost.39

Before the election of 1929 occurred and to prevent Labour from winning,
Hearnshaw mounted a sustained attack against socialism and its proposed
remedies in lectures to working people all over the country. Those lectures were
published as A Survey of Socialism: Analytical, Historical and Critical (1928). Why
should Hearnshaw and the conservatives who read and cited him have imagined
that the Labour supporters towards whom the lectures and book were directed
would find any of it convincing? In part, as a ‘teacher’ of history to any group
who would come to hear him anywhere in Britain, Hearnshaw saw his lectures
and writing as a crusade against the ignorance of those attracted to socialism. His
offensive set out to prove that socialism was not only politically and economically
untenable, but socially, psychologically, and morally pestilential.4® Hearnshaw’s
catalogue of the undesirable and dysfunctional qualities he attributes to socialism
bears a close reading because it reveals almost every aspect of conservative thinking
in the inter-war decades, even when his claims are tendentious and sometimes
spurious. Relying upon his authority as a historian, a main theme was that
socialists distorted objective facts.

Drawing upon psychology, he found socialists naive in their estimates and
expectations of human nature, particularly because they exalted an imaginary
community of equals over the deserving individual. Liberty and equality were
incompatible for Hearnshaw and almost all other conservatives who have left
testimonies to their faith. The notion thatliberty often had to take precedence over
demands made by the state was generally part of a larger conservative assumption
that insisted upon the incompatibility of liberty and equality. Hearnshaw’s ideal
of a just, practical, and realizable community, impermeable to destructive class
wars, required a hierarchical society. Instead of the traditional landed aristocracy,
he endorsed a meritocratic elitism based upon character, education, will, and
hard work, which, inspired by Christian moral values, should provide security
for all its members, including the weakest.

As part of that meritocratic elite, Hearnshaw’s major grievances against the
Left came from his unwavering and often self-serving belief in unalterable human
inequality. Socialism could not possibly succeed in redistributing wealth because
equality and merit were not the same. Merit would have to be recognized and
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the ‘clever, the industrious, the thrifty’ would once more ‘emerge from the ruck of
the stupid, the lazy, and the improvident; and class divisions will ensue’.4! Would
Hearnshaw have taken this stance if he had been born into the lowest classes and
denied the opportunities available to him? There is no doubt about Hearnshaw’s
intelligence, ability, energy, and determination. Would that have been enough for
him to become a Professor at King’s College, London, if his family had been poor
and unemployed? Hearnshaw believed that he had earned, and would continue to
earn, acknowledgement of his value, character, and expert knowledge. It had been
far easier in the nineteenth century to be a cloistered, invisible, and incompetent
academic than in the decades after the First World War. The inter-war conservat-
ive historians, including Hearnshaw, set out to prove their worth through visible
activities that included not only teaching, scholarly writing, and publishing, but
also every medium from public lecturing to journalism. They believed that the
undeniable evidence of their well-earned merit set them above those lacking
their accomplishments and principled commitments. Hearnshaw’s good fortune,
and especially his attendance at Manchester Grammar School, which provided
entrance into Cambridge, opened a profession to him where his public position
inclined his audience to believe in his merit before they met, let alone heard, him.

Since merit was rare and needs were infinite, Hearnshaw reasoned that a
distribution of wealth based on ‘needs’ instead of merit would never work. If the
proletarian had sufficient merit, he would no longer be a proletarian, just as the
socialist, if he understood the world better, would not be a socialist. Members of
the proletariat without merit, he concluded, naturally favoured a redistribution
scheme based on needs. For Hearnshaw and most inter-war conservatives who
expressed their views on this issue, it was human weakness that was the ultimate
source of social evils rather than economics or the environment. The new
discipline of sociology substantiated for Hearnshaw the fallibility of socialism
as a system that ‘creates and fosters, pampers and propagates, a decadent and
demoralized proletariat’ unwilling ‘to work in insubordination to any sort of
authority’.42 Socialism’s ‘essential individualism’ and anti-social stance resulted
in economic acquisitiveness and, even more seriously, in administrative chaos
since socialists were unwilling to accept any sort of authority or to ‘agree on
any sort of common policy’.43 For Hearnshaw, as for other conservatives, the
‘wrong’ and misleading ideas represented by socialism would uproot the practical
social arrangements established throughout British history to combat dangerous
human behaviour.

In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Hearnshaw was drawn increasingly to the
individualism championed by Ernest Benn, but he did not follow his friend
and publisher in urging greater free market capitalism. Instead, he depended
upon the paternalism of the most able, and therefore most privileged, who were
obliged to pay for their abilities and privileges by responsibility for those with
lesser gifts. Paternalism was meant to encourage self-help and to stop short
of sapping independence, ambition, and effort; qualities that even the most
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unfit could be encouraged to have, although at a comparatively lower level.
Given the inherent inequality in people, utopian proposals were not only imprac-
tical but, worse yet, illusory in pretending that people without character and a
willingness to work deserved the same rewards as those with character, talent,
and diligence. Although opposed to social injustice, the conservative inter-war
historians accepted a fundamental view of human inequality in intelligence,
aptitudes, attitudes, talents, capacities, and will. As late as 1950, the Con-
servative election manifesto, 7his is the Road, describes the conservative faith
in opportunity as analogous to a public school playing field. There, the field
is level and all players benefit from the rules and are prepared to play the
game, but there are clear and justifiable winners on the basis of background
and, even more important, their inheritance of advantages.4¢ Conservatives
saw socialists and their Labour Party as dangerous because they were visionary
ideologues, while they valued conservatism for its safe reliance upon common
sense. Although it was a lesson often reasserted in history, it never occurred to
the conservative historians that sensible pragmatism could be as self-deluding as
idealistic theory.

Socialism was to their disadvantage, Hearnshaw tried to explain to trades uni-
onists in 1928, because of undeniable and irrefutable historical, psychological,
economic, logical, religious, moral, sociological, political, and even biological
constraints. In trying ‘to extinguish private enterprise and to eradicate com-
petition’, socialists ignored the biological imperatives that drove individuals
to succeed. Socialist planned economies were ‘mortal blows to those creative,
combative, and acquisitive instincts which—however much they have been
abused when unrestrained by conscience—are the very mainsprings of man’s
most effective economic activities’. ‘Conscience’, a pivotal conservative concept,
was the invisible hand promoting social and economic justice by propelling
instinct-driven individuals, especially with superior qualifications and capacities,
to contribute to a larger national good. Liberty was no abstract concept for
Hearnshaw, but rather another kind of ‘instinct’ which sought ‘freedom of
self-development’ and longed for power and for the expansion of ‘personality
by means of property, inherent in every normal and vigorous member of the
human race’. The laudable human instinct to secure property and its corollary of
self-development was violated, for Hearnshaw, by socialism’s unnatural elevation
of the ‘underman’ and his ‘cult of incompetence’.45 Socialism and worse still
communism were ‘wrong’ because they did not recognize that authority in the
historical, institutional form of a hierarchical social order was the only means for
checking destructive human propensities. Every social group had its place in that
order, which had to be universally recognized and respected. Those who knew
the most knew best. Consequently, they belonged at the apex of the hierarchy
and everyone below them should recognize the rectitude of their position.

When Hearnshaw changed his audience from working men and women to
the educated, potentially conservative, attendees at Ashridge College retreats
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in the early 1930s, he appealed to future leaders with similar anti-socialist
arguments that were tailored especially for an elite. To them, he explained
that the theory of socialism was futile because it accepted Rousseau’s trust in
human goodness. Instead, he told his Ashridge audience that social questions
were always questions of generally dubious ‘personal character, and the patent
defects of society were the accumulated consequences of the defects of human
nature’. ‘Man’, was an ‘uneliminated ape as well as an undeveloped angel’.
While the ‘angelic element’ demanded ‘freedom and opportunity’ the ‘bestial
element calls for the exercise of authority and for the stern enforcement of
law’.46 This argument led to his conclusion that the ‘bestial element’ needed
to be managed for their own good by those who were more ‘angelic’ than
others. History, for Hearnshaw, demonstrated that great men, endowed with
superior characters, intellects, and wills, could overcome human irrationality and
incompetence. The harmonious society that Hearnshaw wanted all groups to
enjoy, was, he believed, the product of the best minds. When the sixteenth-
century jurist Hugo Grotius described the ways in which the sovereign law of
nature was known, his standard was his own mind, Hearnshaw tells us, against
which he measured other minds to arrive at criteria for civilized behaviour.4”
Ordinary people, Hearnshaw assumed, recognized their own limitations, and
were willing to accept governors who answered to empirical tradition, historically
validated institutions, and Christianity. Hearnshaw understood a united nation
to depend upon a small number of effective people competent to guide everyone
else. A year after the Armistice, in a series of lectures delivered throughout
Great Britain on democracy and the British Empire, Hearnshaw told his various
audiences that Britain was not a direct democracy in which the people have final
power because the actual work of government— making laws, administering
departments, and the constitution of courts of justice— ‘has been entrusted to
responsible agents’.48

A life-long allegiance to a meritocratic reading of conservatism accepted
progress, although limited, when achieved by a small, effective elite who, through
hard work, ability, education, and altruism, would lead the weaker, less able,
majority. A well-educated elite, dedicated to national leadership, would provide
opportunities for talented, ambitious, and industrious individuals to improve
or, at the very least, maintain the status into which they happened to be
born. For those without the ability to succeed, there would be a secure place
and the conditions for a satisfactory life. National leadership did not mean
the continuing dominance of a traditional aristocracy, because Hearnshaw’s
study of history revealed to him that the older governing groups, whose wealth
was based essentially on the land, were increasingly obsolete in a society where
capital accumulation and investment increasingly required industrial and imperial
growth, dependent on vitality and intellectual leadership. It is hardly surprising
that his model rejected the older hereditary aristocracy because Hearnshaw was a
card-carrying member of the new, university-produced, middle-class intellectual
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elite. Hearnshaw’s justification of an elite based upon talent, education, and
social commitment was consistent with his public pursuits and his personal
success.

Hearnshaw’s indictment of socialism for working people emphasized different
potential dangers, warning that sovereign power would pass into the ‘hands of an
unintelligent, highly emotional, acquisitive, easily corruptible, and readily per-
verted electorate’. Why would he imagine that such a warning could be persuasive
to the working-class audience who made up that electorate? His assumptions and
his appeal continued the nineteenth-century dichotomy between the deserving
and the undeserving poor. Hearnshaw spoke directly to those within the working
classes who were actually working and worried about what they might lose from
those whose weakness of character was demonstrated by their unemployment.
These unemployed, underclass groups, he contended, threatened jobs and per-
sonal freedoms by attempting, through socialism, to benefit parasitically from
other people’s work. Socialist leaders, in Hearnshaw’s estimate, were wedded to
fanatical ideologies. A socialist government’s attempt to increase wages, extend
pensions, and enlarge doles would not benefit the working classes, he insisted,
because it would result in national decadence. Since jobs were hardly secure in
1928, and were to become increasingly less secure as the depression grew and
persisted, Hearnshaw never considered that wages, pensions, and doles might
represent a promise of security that might be more immediately compelling
than worries about ‘national decadence’. The characteristics attributed to social-
ism by Hearnshaw were: ‘pacifism, defeatism, conscientious objectionableness,
cosmopolitanism, anti-patriotism, anti-nationalism, anti-imperialism” and ‘an
irresistible fascination for cranks and eccentrics’.4? It is difficult to imagine that
his message resonated as deeply among trades unionists as it did among upper-
and middle- class conservatives.

Hearnshaw tried to persuade skilled workers that their well-being depended
on technological advances possible only with the investment of capital in indus-
trial growth. The restriction of such entrepreneurial capital though taxation or
demands for unreasonable wage increases meant not only the decline of the
economy but also the decline of the family, which was ‘bound up with the
bourgeois institutions of private property, inheritance, saving, capital, invest-
ment, landownership, and other incidents of the existing order of society’.5°
Socialist attempts to control the economy would remove incentives to the pro-
duction of wealth. Socialism excluded a profitable exchange of wealth, which
stimulated individual effort. In place of the optimistic expectations of Robert
Blatchford’s Merrie England (1894), Hearnshaw dismissed the value of com-
munal spirit and of public opinion in encouraging any kind of industry.
‘The instinct to loaf’, he warned, ‘is stronger than the instinct to go on toil-
ing without any hope of gain’ and worse still, ‘the desire to excel in a flac
world is non-existent’. The consequence of such disincentives would be, he
warned, the kind of compulsion characteristic of Bolshevik Russia. The other
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unpalatable alternative was that those at the bottom of the economic and social
scale led by ‘the unscrupulous or the fanatical demagogue’ would be given ‘a
golden opportunity. . . to. . . establish a predatory tyranny under the name of
the “dictatorship of the proletariac”’.5! The result would be the exploitation of
successful social and economic groups by those below them, culminating in the
disintegration of society.

The best safeguard against erratic social experiments as represented by
both fascism and socialism was, for Hearnshaw, to rely upon Christianity to
provide a higher law. Christianity was the soul of conservatism, in its provi-
sion of absolute values as guidelines for behaviour. Conservatism was based,
Hearnshaw argued together with the other conservative historians, on a higher
ethical and spiritual standard that subordinated every form of political and
economic organization to moral law. Socialism was incompatible with religion
because socialist ethics, merely utilitarian, opportunistic, and materialistic, failed
the test of the higher imperatives of truth and right. Moreover, they exag-
gerated the influence of environment and of economic factors to subordinate
duty to hedonistic and relative standards. The harmonious and fair polity that
Hearnshaw envisioned could not occur in an atmosphere that he described as
ferocious and merciless animosity. Although socialism sought to help ordinary
people, the result of their ill-considered policies would be to debilitate and
demoralize because socialism discourages ‘enterprise and initiative, forbids self-
help, discountenances inventiveness, prevents thrift, suppresses personality’. By
opposing private enterprise, socialism was also antagonistic to industrial peace
and prosperity. Hearnshaw expected that scientific management, inventiveness,
and novelty, together with the speculation that promoted economic develop-
ment, would result in the discovery by capital and labour of a common ground
for co-operation and prosperity. Hearnshaw was far from exonerating industrial
and business interests for taking advantage of those who worked for them,
but he reasoned that conflict between employers and employed resulted in the
greatest loss to workers because employers formed trusts which diverted wealth
from reinvestment and introduced a ‘harshness and callousness’ into social life.
Socialism, Hearnshaw’s indictment concluded, worsened undesirable economic
directions because it had no constructive policy; wherever it was attempted it had
failed in practice.52

In place of socialism, Hearnshaw wanted to solve Britain’s economic problems
by borrowing from the successes of American industry, which he saw as benefiting
both capital and labour. Although much of Hearnshaw’s polemic attacked an
underclass that was not employed, he was genuinely concerned that working
people should be treated fairly, and saw the American system as providing the
‘highest possible wages; highest possible output; highest possible profits’.53 In a
prescient anticipation of late twentieth-century conservative attitudes prevalent
in the Reagan—Thatcher era, Hearnshaw side-stepped old-world traditions for
the new-world model of technological innovation. It is not clear if those
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conservatives who happened to be employers either in America or Britain found
the ‘highest possible wages’ an engaging goal, but that phrase could have been
interpreted to mean that level of wages compatible with the level of profits
that an employer thought necessary. All of the conservative historians wanted
labour dealt with justly within an organic and hierarchical society, and they
all opposed excessive profits in land, finance, commerce, and industry at the
expense of a reasonable standard of living for the lower orders. Hearnshaw urged
conservatives to promote ‘a property-owning democracy’, a slogan introduced
by Noel Skelton in 1923, emphasized by Hearnshaw in 1933, and adopted by
Eden in his speech to the Conservative Party Conference in 1946.54 Some kind
of plan for providing working people with a vested interest in their nation was
not an idea new to conservatives in the early 1920s. At the National Union
of Conservative and Constitutional Associations Annual (NUCCA) Conference
in Newecastle in 1894, 1,100 Conservative delegates unanimously adopted a
resolution, confirming earlier resolutions of the preceding two years, that it
was time that ‘Parliament may well afford facilities for the acquirement by
working men of their own homes, and it appeals to Her Majesty’s Government
to give facilities for passing the Bill dealing with this subject’. In London,
in 1895, the NUCCA told the London County Council that they ‘would
cordially co-operate in an extension’ of powers relating to the housing of
the working classes so as to enable them ‘to purchase the frechold of their
dwellings’.55

Hearnshaw appropriated the concept of ‘a property-owning democracy’ and
made it part of the restoration of what he understood to be Britain’s temporarily
lost economic prosperity. To ensure an economic revival, he urged conservatives
to support a stable currency, secure credit, industrial efficiency, sound agriculture,
and the preservation and extension of markets. Those measures were meant to
increase the employment essential to economic recovery and to reduce taxation.
If unemployment were not addressed, the unemployed would succumb to the
‘disease’ of socialism ‘to which the wretched and the ignorantare peculiarly liable’.
Even worse than socialism, the unemployed might be attracted to communism, a
‘cancer-generated by Jewish atheism in the morass of German economics’.56 The
anti-Semitic assertion that Jews accumulated wealth deviously and at everyone
else’s expense to secure unfair economic advantages was widely held among
Conservatives and conservatives, including Arthur Bryant.57

Hearnshaw’s published academic lectures, especially in his volumes that
covered ‘Social and Political Ideas’ from the Middle Ages to the present, were
intended to reveal the historical origins of a sensible conservatism, without
the polemical rhetoric that marked his popular forays into political persuasion.
Hearnshaw returned to the fourteenth century to discuss John Wycliffe, who
arrived at theory ‘by way of practice’. Wycliffe—a national hero for someone
bred in Nonconformity—was an important forerunner of conservatism for
Hearnshaw because he discovered that nationalism and the state were part of
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the divine scheme for controlling human aberration.58 The two most crucial
thinkers in Hearnshaw’s history of conservatism were Burke and Disraeli. Burke
was distinguished from his contemporaries, and in Hearnshaw’s appraisal, from
most political thinkers of any period, in that he lived prominently in the
world ‘of great affairs’ and took his ideas from his experience. Sceptical of an
uncritical acceptance of the contents of ideas, Hearnshaw always considered
the mentality of an age when explaining historical events. When considering
the causes of the French Revolution, he emphasized the importance of both
intellectual discontent and spurious ideas. Hearnshaw admired the conservative
Burke’s wise repudiation of French radical thought and his reliance upon real life
as the fount of his ideas. In Burke’s appreciation of reality Hearnshaw unearthed
the founding and sustaining principles of conservatism: avoidance of abstract
political speculation; an insistence on the empirical nature of government;
administration rooted in history and experience; emphasis on expediency, rather
than on rights in decisions about policy; and essentially moderate opinions, even
when expressed passionately.>® Moreover, Burke was profoundly religious and
believed that the foundations ‘of society were laid deep in the doctrines of God,
free will, and immortality’. In place of the individualistic, conventional, legalistic,
contractual, and semi-secular system of Locke, Burke emphasized the religious
basis of society.6® Burke’s influence continues, Hearnshaw noted approvingly,
on those who want to ‘combine devotion to liberty with respect for authority;
hope for the future with reverence for the past; support of party with service
of the nation; profound patriotism with sincere goodwill to all the “vicinage of
mankind”; essential moderation with zealous enthusiasm; a sane conservatism
with a cautious reform’.6!

Disraeli was even more admirable than Burke in his rejection of empty
abstractions and affirmation to stress instead ‘principles’, or ‘operative ideas;
ideas in action; intellectual conceptions applied continuously to practical
affairs; thoughts impelled by emotion, will, and even conscience’.62 That section
of the Conservative Party that Hearnshaw respected concentrated on ‘affairs
rather than theories’ and was the party of ‘strong and efficient administration
rather than of incessant and ill-digested legislation; the party which adopts policy
to circumstances instead of attempting (like the Bolsheviks) to fit circumstances
into the procrustean bed of fixed obsessions’.63 The dependence of conservative
ideology on practicality, evident still in the title and contents of R. A. Buder’s
autobiography, The Art of the Possible (1971), was a recurring message in con-
servative apologetics from the 1920s. Hearnshaw well understood the historical
impact of theory, but he rejected untested constructs. When he opposed ‘ideals,’
he was railing against abstractions, overarching principles, or what he imagined
as utopian dreams.4 Any theory not derived from practice was dismissed as
an arbitrary and self-serving rationalization of instinctive, usually destructive,
tendencies in which the highest ideals often became excuses for satisfying the
lowest desires. Theories such as socialism and communism had to be denied and
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destroyed because social and economic problems could not be solved by any
grand scheme that ignored the facts of life.

Liberals and utopian radicals had tempting visions to offer; being a conservative
was far more difficult. Conservatives were much duller, Hearnshaw admitted,
because they lived within the restrictions of the working world. Conservatives
had ‘to seck their weapons in the sealed armouries of history, to gather heavy
masses of protective statistics, to dig in the rock of reason rather than to fly on
the wings of fancy’.6> When Philip Williamson described Halifax as a ‘Christian
realist’, he pointed out that from 1937 Halifax repeated that ideals have to
be adapted to facts in the real world that, in turn, have to confront ‘moral
complexity’. That empirical assessment led Halifax to attempt the achievement
of international peace. This understanding of ‘realism’ was especially important
for conservatives both in the inter-war and post-war periods. Between the
wars it meant acceptance of the Nazi Anschluss, British neutrality towards the
Spanish Civil War, recognition of the possible Italian conquest of Abyssinia,
and the Nazi occupation of the Sudetenland and of Prague. But ‘realism’
could have other interpretations. Halifax was also mainly responsible for the
Cabinet’s military guarantee to Poland, which, six months later, took Britain
into war.66

The realist test was supplemented by Tory democracy, which all the con-
servative historians found attractive. Hearnshaw found a cure for the illusory
tendencies of socialism and the vagaries of democracy in Disraelian Tory demo-
cracy, which transformed conservatism from a ‘class confederacy into a national
organisation’ that welcomed the working-man and directed the power of the
state to the ‘interest of the community as a whole’.67 Tory democracy could
be traced even further back, he argued, to Bolingbroke. While disapproving of
Bolingbroke’s immorality, Hearnshaw admired his combination of conservatism
and radicalism which, like Disraeli and Randolph Churchill, offered a ‘patri-
otism’ that asked for personal freedom; for loyalty to the Crown; for national
unity; and for the subordination of the interests of party, class, and clique to the
interest of the people as a whole.8 But it was Disraeli, above all, who combined
the continuity of tradition, custom, and law with a recognition that constant
reform was necessary to keep ancient institutions in harmony with new wants
and new conditions. Alistair B. Cooke’s reflections about Conservative Party
election manifestos from 1900 to 1997 finds from 1924 a ‘marked emphasis
on social reform which subsequent manifestos were to enlarge still further with
regular Disraelian incantations, making “One Nation” the most wearisomely
familiar slogan in the Tory vocabulary’.® Conservatives led by Disraeli were,
for Hearnshaw, non-socialistic collectivists who, ‘while continuing to believe
in the sanctity of private property, the superiority of individual enterprise, the
rightness of rent for land, and the justness of interest on capital, yet held that
the organised might and wisdom and wealth of the community could properly
be employed to relieve poverty, redress grievances, and provide an environment
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for the higher life of the nation’.7® Conservative historians found in Disraeli
confirmation for their belief that all the social classes either prospered or declined
together, but they worried that government intervention in social and econom-
ic life would diminish the ‘personal freedom’ necessary for cultivating moral
capacity. Conservatives, Hearnshaw insisted, had to undertake the improvement
of the condition of the people through ‘intelligent self-help, cultivated ability,
enhanced skill, increased specialisation, bettered physique, elevated character,
enlarged faith’. Those goals were all assumed to be within reach of the autonom-
ous individual. When, in 1936, Hearnshaw recognized the impending conflict
in Europe between dictatorship and democracy, he argued that democracy could
survive only by ‘imposing upon itself the discipline that has given such success
to its rivals’.7!

The essential roles of character, discipline, and authority in the making of
civilization were a running motif in Hearnshaw’s lectures on ‘Europe in the
Middle Ages’, his special subject for twenty-three years at King’s College. The
Roman Empire declined, Hearnshaw taught, as a result of internal decay when
the Romans lost their ‘ancient virtue and valour’.”2 Before the Second World War
brought human wickedness into much sharper relief, Hearnshaw believed that
the most able and energetic could be guided at least towards greater well-being, if
not necessarily moral improvement, through higher wages, greater productivity,
and increased profits. Even after the war, in the spring of 1946, Anthony Eden
used rhetoric very similar to Hearnshaw’s to explain that progress depended
on ‘better men and women’, and in 1947 Quintin Hogg stressed the inherent
limitations of policy when dealing with imperfect man and the ‘streak of evil as
well as good in his inmost nature’.73

Although a conservative who bemoaned the loss of traditional values and
institutions, Hearnshaw’s historical lectures and writing revealed a view of
history in which both progress and regress occurred simultaneously, resulting
in small, incremental gains. Hearnshaw’s belief in the inherent weaknesses
of human nature did not prevent him from a cautiously optimistic view of
historical direction. Since human nature was ‘substantially unchanging’ and
circumstances ‘essentially recurring’, knowledge of the errors and misfortunes
of the past meant that we could learn ‘to steer a straighter and a safer course
in the future’.”4 Especially in his lectures on the Middle Ages, Hearnshaw
traced the regular advance of civilization and of ideas and religion ‘finer and
purer than the paganisms that it had superseded’ providing a rise in moral
standards, the solidarity of men and their equality before God, the only kind
of equality Hearnshaw and the other conservative historians were prepared to
accept. The evolution he discerned also provided social mobility, the dignity and
just rewards for labour, and the ‘infinite value of the human soul’. In political life
he applauded the development of national states; the growth of representative
institutions; and, development of the democratic idea of majority rule, through
feudalism and social contract. At the same time, he pointed to the period’s
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defects: religion ‘superstitious and persecuting; its morality slack and superficial;
its politics fantastic and unreal’. The most lamentably stagnant areas in the
Middle Ages, for Hearnshaw, were in science, literature, and art. In 1928, when
he examined the phenomenon of chivalry, he found a considerable gap between
chivalric theory and its regrettable practices, but concluded that it was an advance
over preceding savagery when judged by standards of that day. Even though
chivalric knights left a great deal to be desired by their behaviour, they left a
tradition valuable to the twentieth century that ‘stressed duties and obligations
rather than rights and privileges’. Even more relevantly, they inculcated ‘an ideal
of social service. . . of the weak by the strong. . . of the poor by the wealthy;
service of the lowly by the high’.75

In the inter-war decades, Hearnshaw eulogized Britain as a modern chivalric
force uplifting underdeveloped populations into a higher level of civilization. As
early as 1920, Hearnshaw had lectured throughout Great Britain on ‘Democracy
and the British Empire’ to avow that the Empire represented peace, freedom,
justice, equal law, health, wealth, religion, and humanity. In arguments similar
to those advocated by Seeley, he described the Empire ‘as the nursery of
self-government among backward peoples and the guardian of the oppressed’.
Hearnshaw went beyond Seeley to suggest, in an imperial argument eerily
familiar again since 2002, that democracy became possible throughout the
world because ‘the British Empire, with its defensive fleets and armies, has
set a term to tyrants’.”S Conservatives, Hearnshaw urged, must preserve the
imperial community from threats, whether ‘by a fanatical minority in India
or by a handful of republican conspirators in Ireland’. India, like Egypt,
lacked proper leaders and was aware of its lack. Both dependent countries,
Hearnshaw reckoned, preferred to be governed by a superior British elite until
they, too, became competent to enjoy ‘individualism’ and ‘personal freedom’.7”
Independence movements in both Egypt and India had to be postponed,
he maintained, because they had not yet reached an appropriate stage of
development.

Consistently, Hearnshaw resorted to an argument based upon a ‘general’ or
‘real will’, which, in ‘the inarticulate multitudes’ would reveal that what they
‘ardently desire is not the setting up of a constitutional apparatus which they
have as yet neither the mental nor the moral capacity to work, but rather
the continued maintenance of the just and ordered rule of the British admin-
istrators, who enable them to enjoy peace, prosperity, and opportunities of
self-culture’.7® Government, he continued in familiar conservative rhetoric, ‘is
not an end in itself’, but merely a means ‘to the realisation of the good life’.7?
An emphasis on humanitarian benefits did not prevent him from arguing for
the economic and political value of the Empire to British interests. Hearnshaw
thought of the Empire as a triumph of Disraelian pragmatism and he expected the
imperial countries to provide increasingly expanding markets for British goods
as well as to supply ‘inexhaustible stores of raw materials for home industries,
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fields for emigration and enterprise, invaluable aid in days of difficulty and
danger’.80

In common with many inter-war conservatives, Hearnshaw tried to settle
conflicts whether of ideas or interests, including the clashes between imperial
subjects and the mother country, by defining them as false antitheses rather
than as irreconcilable opposites. Hearnshaw endorsed Disraeli’s treatment of the
Church of England as a national, reconciling institution, even though he was
not an Anglican. The conservative institutions of Britain, including the Church
of England, were venerated especially for balancing authority and freedom,
orthodoxy and toleration, to create harmony domestically and internationally.
To continue and strengthen what he perceived as the distinctive conciliatory
essence of modern conservatism, Hearnshaw wanted to purge his Party of
reactionaries and install instead the ‘young, the energetic, the far-sighted, the
men of intellectual eminence’ who were most likely to find new common grounds
for conservatism.8! Hearnshaw wanted the Empire, America, and the League
of Nations to work together to make the world safe for a democracy managed
by the best qualified. When he published The Development of Political Ideas in
1927 for a mass readership, the common thread that he found among the new
political theorists was that they were all concerned with personal freedom in a
‘revolt among the pioneers of political philosophy against the collectivism and
the socialism of the latter half of the nineteenth century’. He concluded with the
‘hope that it will carry mankind one step forward along the path whose ultimate
goal is the final solution to the aeonian problem of political science—viz.,
the reconciliation of law and liberty, order and progress, authority and conscience,
individual and community, Man and the State’.82

This overriding emphasis on national and international conciliation, which
lay behind the broad conservative support for rapprochement with Hiter, is
often overlooked in analyses of conservative ideas and prescriptions. The inter-
war conservative historians vigorously promoted reconciliation of all competing
political, social, economic, imperial, and international interests. Hearnshaw,
Feiling, and Bryant were unwilling to subordinate their conservative prin-
ciples to labourites or liberals, but they felt that under conservative leadership,
there could be a genuine settlement of differences. That leadership required
both an understanding of capitalist economics and a reassertion of tradition-
al ethical values. While those commitments appeared antithetical, Hearnshaw
and the other inter-war conservative historians resolved them by resorting to
Victorian prescriptions. They accepted capitalism as a requisite for nation-
al prosperity because it developed capacities for hard work and competence
that both provided employment and made people employable. At the same
time, they insisted that only non-materialistic aspirations, resting upon reli-
gion and divinely created morality, encouraged a good life. The resolution
of the conflict between economics and ethics depended on the inherently
redeeming nature of work. People rarely rose to meet God’s expectations, but
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they could aspire to a more noble life through energetic efforts to improve
themselves.

The reconciliation of material ambitions, necessary to economic growth,
with moral law was satisfied by their image of an ordered society necessarily
based on authority. Society, intrinsically imperfect because it was the cre-
ation of imperfect people, could be improved because the latently subversive
forces in human nature could be redirected to productive ends within an
organic and unified nation. A national community should, and could, make
arrangements, both public and philanthropic, for limited social mobility in
which everyone would receive the well-being appropriate to their particular
station in life. Disraeli was a model for Hearnshaw and other Tory democratic
twentieth-century conservatives because he had attempted to transcend social,
economic, political, and imperial conflicts by seeking to balance equitably the
competing claims of classes; economic interests; the elements in the consti-
tution; the electorate; local and central government; the mother country and
dominions in the Empire; and, finally, between the British Empire and other
great states.83

Hearnshaw saw the most divisive economic phenomenon domestically as
unemployment because it concluded in class conflict. In 1938, he wrote an
extended essay “The Paradox of Unemployment: A Utopian Study’, which he
never published, possibly because he decided that some of its recommendations
would be too controversial. In that essay, he opposed public works as mostly
unnecessary, undesirable, extremely expensive, and only transient in relief of
unemployment. He criticized social services for being excessive in number,
burdensome in cost, and demoralizing in influence. Welfare policies were
economically and morally repellant to Hearnshaw because he believed they kept
wages uneconomically high, while making the trades unions intractable and
unreasonable in negotiation. Additionally, he opposed policies that distributed
the wealth more evenly because the result would be the risk of ‘having none
to distribute’. Although the intentions of those proposing such interventions
were ‘excellent, their effect was anti-social because it impeded labour mobility,
restricted desirable immigration, fostered ‘idleness and insolence’, and created
serious administrative abuses.84

While these contentions were familiar to, and accepted by, many conservatives,
his other recommendations were less conventional. Hearnshaw had argued
earlier that, if society became sufficiently prosperous, there could be state
support for greater leisure and the opportunity for self-development by the
lower classes—that is the lower classes would come to enjoy those cultural
advantages that gave so much pleasure to Hearnshaw. But he worried that, as
a result of mechanization and scientific actempts to reduce costs of production,
unemployment would become the principal problem of the future, and the
mass of the unemployed would never again be absorbed into the workforce
because they could not meet ‘rapidly rising and complex demands for skill and
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intelligence’.85 He also had maintained that unemployment was a valid cause
of industrial unrest creating an ‘urgent need’ to either ‘establish new industries
in depressed areas’, or ‘to move their inhabitants to new regions of activity
and hope’. What made him uncomfortable about such interventionist measures
was that no amount of public money could help the economy unless it revived
‘individual energy and initiative’. Nothing, he cautioned, could be more fatal
than the inculcation of habits of ‘passive submission to adversity’ combined
with ‘an active expectation of everlasting relief from funds supplied by other
people.’8¢

By the time he wrote The Paradox of Unemployment, Hearnshaw’s solution
to this impending social crisis had become a state-managed paternalism. The
government was to treat the unemployed as members of a national family,
and provide them with the ‘necessities of a moderately comfortable existence’.
If they wanted more, then they would have to perform a useful service to
the community.8” This model of a harmonious domestic life as the core of
a unified national life, now called ‘family values’, and accepted by Tories
and Liberals since at least 1870, became an essential part of conservative
discourse in the late 1930s. Hearnshaw left the major streams of inter-war
conservatism when he found in 1928 that the major problem of civilization
was overpopulation of the lower grades of community, especially of the feeble
minded and criminal’.88 Consistently, he encouraged conservatives to champion
opportunities for ‘intelligent self-help, cultivated ability, enhanced skill, increased
specialisation, bettered physique, elevated character, enlarged faith’.82 How they
were to do that was never discussed, but he was attracted to eugenics and the
possibility of segregation or sterilization of the unfit, so that the national stock
would be preserved, coupled with a growth of temperance and self-control for
those who were fit. The means for identifying the ‘genetically unfic did not
seem to trouble him, and throughout his writings he treated extreme poverty as
the severest of moral failings. Although all three conservative historians blamed
deficiencies in individual character for social problems, eugenic remedies were
peculiar to Hearnshaw.

Throughout his writing of history and aggressive promotion of conservatism,
Hearnshaw vacillated often between state intervention and individualism in
his analysis of economic problems and their solutions. The one area where he
remained absolutely certain of the validity of his position was in his condemnation
of Germany. Unlike many conservatives sympathetic to Germany after 1918,
including Bryant and Feiling, Hearnshaw labelled Germany ‘The Aggressor’
throughout history, and derided the ‘amiable but misguided sentimentalists
who consider that the terms of the Treaty of Versailles were too severe’. While
conceding that Germany had historic virtue such as courage and ‘a powerful
though narrow intelligence, which has enabled them to make many additions
to abstract knowledge, though few to practical wisdom’, he concluded that it
was a country always ‘warlike, always aggressive, an Esau among nations. . . torn
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internally by truceless feuds, lacking in unity, devoid of political sense, addicted
to violent crime and bottomless treachery . . . isolated from the Commonwealth
of Christendom . . . fundamentally pagan’ and ‘out of touch with the culture of
the modern world’.%° In another unpublished typescript, Pathway to Permanent
Peace, Hearnshaw reiterated his conviction that there was no question in 1939 as
in 1914 about Germany’s ‘war guilt’. What concerned him more, though, was the
post-war period, which had to recognize the strength of national feeling, which,
like personal liberty, needed ‘to be guided and restrained’. Peace could only be
guaranteed, he thought, through a ‘rehabilitation of the League of Nations’ free
of former defects and with an international police force ‘sufficient to make it
effective in the future’.2!

In spite of Hearnshaw’s inconsistencies and prejudices, he did genuinely
want every English citizen (he rarely said ‘British’) to have the opportunity for
living a good and satisfying life, and he was convinced that conservatism should
offer the best means for achieving that goal. In order for conservatism to be
effective, he reasoned, the contemporary Conservative Party had to reform itself.
Within the Party, too much power was still held by reactionaries ‘whose only
claim to distinction is title or wealth’. Moreover the Party was not offering the
working man a career in conservative politics. As a party of ‘national unity’, the
Conservatives must be devoted to improving the condition of the people. That
did not mean welfare programmes, as Hearnshaw explained in 1937, because not
‘even the most lavish flow of public money’ could restore languishing localities
unless it serves to revive the individual energy and initiative of their inhabitants.
For democracy to be a sufficient form of government, there had to be ‘first, some
considerable amount of knowledge and of mental capacity; secondly, a fairly
high standard of moral integrity; thirdly, a strong sense of communal solidarity;
and finally, a clearly defined and powerful public opinion’.92

Although the oldest of the inter-war conservative historians by a generation,
Hearnshaw was the first to recognize the power of public opinion and he
cultivated it assiduously. His targets were both the educated middle and upper
classes, which could claim merit for their position, and working people who had
an obvious interest in securing and maintaining employment. He wanted both
groups to become individuals of exemplary character who would assume political,
social, and economic obligations to make their nation strong, prosperous, and
united. In a lecture series at King’s in 19312 and at Ashridge the following year,
Hearnshaw chose Edward VII as a representative of the type of person England
required. At King’s he enumerated Edward’s character and virtues, lauding him as
‘an expert in the business of constitutional kingship’ with  his intense patriotism;
his large humanity; his cosmopolitan sympathy; his sincere devotion to the
cause of peace’. When Hearnshaw spoke to the eagerly conservative audience
at Ashridge, he extended his eulogy of Edward to explain that dictatorship had
occurred in Germany because that country, unlike England and America, did
not have ‘that long apprenticeship in local self-government, which seems to be
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indispensably necessary if self-government on a national scale is to be successful’.
The only dictatorial threats to England that Hearnshaw warned against were the
Trades Union Congress, because it existed to restrict necessary capital investment,
and the Socialist League, because it offered false and impractical promises.?3 In
1937, he repeated his fear of ‘malignant’ strikes as a threat to democracy and
urged that no ‘strike of any kind should ever be allowed to succeed’.?# Instead of
internal discord, Hearnshaw wanted a meritocratic government concerned with
the well-being of all its peoples who would live together in a hierarchical order
that maintained peace, security, success, and morality within every station of life.
He wanted to persuade both popular and educated audiences, that conservative
principles were historically proven lessons necessary for private motivation, public
policy, and a harmonious national life.
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The Attraction of Tory Democracy:
Keith Feiling

Beginning just before the Great War in 1913 and continuing actively through the
1950s, Keith Feiling attempted to salvage Tory traditions by adapting them to
the consistently changing world of the twentieth century. Fifteen years younger
than Hearnshaw, Feiling emerged as the first of a new generation of conservative
polemicists with his Toryism. A Political Dialogue (1913). For the next forty-
seven years, he continued writing as a paternalistic Tory democrat.! Conservative
intellectuals and politicians in both Britain and America cited, repeated, and
praised his formulation of conservative ideas until the mid-twentieth century.
Beyond conservative ideologues and political figures, the greater public read his
columns for The Observer, The Times, and the Sunday Times, listened to his
lectures throughout the country and on the BBC, and were taught Tory virtues
exemplified by great men. Through the late 1960s, Feiling’s national histories
provided 20th-century British conservative thought with a moral, romantic,
and philosophical basis. A quintessential Oxford political historian, his teaching
and writing celebrated the character and conduct of political leaders and the
greatness of the British nation, while simultaneously explaining the origins,
contents, and rectitude of conservatism. Within Oxford, he exerted a personal
and extraordinary influence upon two generations of Conservative statesmen
and public figures who were undergraduates at Christ Church. Feiling’s students
became the leading Conservative politicians of their day and he maintained close
contact with them.

Feiling’s role as a successful purveyor of Toryism was acknowledged both
among leading Conservatives and Labourites. In July 1941, his well-known view
that a better life could be offered to ordinary British people led R. A. Butler,
then the innovative President of the Board of Education and chair of the
Conservative Party’s Post-war Problems Central Committee, to invite Feiling
to join the Committee.2 As late as 1953, even influential political figures on
the Left still considered Feiling the major spokesman on conservative ideology.
Leonard Woolf and William Robson, then co-editors of the Political Quarterly,
asked Feiling to lead off a special number devoted to ‘conservatism’, because
Feiling was conservatism’s ‘historian and philosopher’.3 Five years later, he was
knighted for his services to conservatism. Within his university and in the
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greater world, Feiling provided twentieth-century British conservatives with an
expanded Disraelian Tory democracy—an ideological construct that resonated
even beyond the Thatcher era.

Feiling’s family ties and his privileged education prepared him for the com-
plementary roles of conservative historian and pundit. By birth, schooling, and
inclination he belonged to the comfortable, intellectual, middle-class elite where
intellect mattered as much, and possibly more, than money. His father was
a stockbroker and his mother was the sister of the novelist Anthony Hope
(Sir Anthony Hope Hawkins), who was the pseudonymous author of The Pris-
oner of Zenda, and a cousin, Kenneth Grahame, wrote The Wind in the Willows.
Feiling went from Marlborough School to Balliol, the most successful of the
Oxford Colleges in winning first classes in modern history, and there received his
brilliant first class in 1906. Feiling attended a College that imbued its students
with a sense of public obligation and provided them with an entry into the top
tiers of public service and administration, where they could put their training
into consequential practice. Feiling took from Balliol an elitist commitment to
social reform and political activism, and a commitment to teaching the values
that he believed history demonstrated. A. L. Smith, the history teacher and then
Master of Balliol, whose teaching and personality dominated the College, was
an engaged, engaging, and proselytizing liberal. Feiling championed a version of
conservatism that he believed had absorbed liberalism. His perception of that
synthesis allowed him to reconcile many of Smith’s social welfare principles with
his own version of Tory paternalism. When Feiling became established at Christ
Church, Oxford, he was remarkably successful in adopting the Balliol tradition
of preparing graduates for statesmanship.

Feiling rarely left the Oxford orbit and then only when he had to leave. After a
prize fellowship at All Soul’s College, he taught at the University of Toronto for
two years. Except for the severity of the climate, he might as well have been in
Oxford since the History Faculty there were almost all Oxford graduates. That
was followed in 1909 by his return to Oxford as a lecturer and tutor in Modern
History at Christ Church, where he spent the rest of his professional life. In
1911, he was elected a Student at Christ Church and held that position for the
next thirty-five years to make Christ Church the most conspicuously conservative
College in Oxford, as Butterfield was to do with Peterhouse in Cambridge.* After
1912, Feiling was chairman of the University Appointments Committee set up
in Oxford in 1898 largely to find jobs for schoolteachers. But under Feiling’s
chairmanship, an increasing number were seeking and finding civil and colonial
service appointments. Additionally, after 1911, those selected for the Egyptian
or Sudanese Civil Service remained at Oxford for a short course directed by the
Appointments Committee.> At the beginning of the First World War, Feiling
was commissioned to the Black Watch. In 1916, he was posted to India and
from 1917 to 1919 served as Secretary to the Central Recruiting Board of India.
Leaving the military with the rank of Captain, he returned to Christ Church after
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collecting an OBE in 1918 for his services. In 1924, he founded the Oxford
University Conservative Club. From 1947 until his retirement in 1950, he was
Chichele Professor of Modern History, and in 1952 was elected to an honorary
Studentship at Christ Church.

The year 1913, in which Feiling published his Toryism. A Political Dialogue,
came in the midst of difficult times for the Unionist Party. The Unionists had
lost three elections in the preceding ten years and faced the threat of civil war
in Ireland, the militancy of the Suffragists, mounting labour unrest, the divisive
issue of Tariff Reform, and the threatening European conflict. There was no
‘Conservative’ or ‘Tory” Party, and as late as 1922 the Encyclopedia Britannica
had no entry for either term. Throughout his career, Feiling never mentioned
‘Unionism’ and consistently rejected ‘Conservatism’ for “Toryism’. He wrote his
dialogue to air the major views held by different sections of the Party and to
propose, instead, a unifying vision. In a classical form, familiar to those educated
in public schools and the university, Feiling asserted the principles which he
wanted his Party to adopt and to which he remained steadfastly consistent: a
religious basis for the state; principled politics that shunned expediency; absolute
morality and absolute values; a recognition of the limits of both reason and
human nature; the rejection of abstract and a priori thought; the propriety of a
hierarchical society based on authority and order in which rights and duties were
correlated; and, centrally for him, improvement in the condition of the people
by combining capitalism with conservatism. Until the Thatcher era, his strain
of Tory historiography identified itself with the myth of Disraelian, paternalistic
Tory democracy.

Feiling, in common with the other conservative historians, wanted a respons-
ible, educated elite to provide opportunities for the formation of character,
which would then become the engine for whatever progress was available at a
particular historical time. Throughout his career as a historian he wrote about
men who had qualities either to emulate or to avoid. In the book that made his
reputation as a historian, A History of the Tory Party, 1640—1714 (1924), Feiling
singled out the ‘high-souled idealists’ among the Cavaliers as the forerunners of
the enduring Tory Party.¢ Throughout history, he discovered great, but often
flawed, men such as the Earl of Clarendon, the founder of the first Tory Party.
In Feiling’s judgement of human nature, everyone, including the most able, had
weaknesses. Clarendon deserved to be remembered because in the early 1660s he
‘incarnated some perpetual elements in English conservatism’, including ‘those
private virtues which were to be of such public importance’.” Clarendon fell
because after ‘1644 his every utterance shows incapacity to realize that times have
changed. Clarendon’s major accomplishment was to have transmitted an ideal of
government in Church and State from the pragmatic Hooker and the Cecils to
future generations’.® Clarendon’s failure in character and political policy was a
cautionary warning to Feiling’s contemporaries of what they might lose because
of their reluctance to accommodate to new conditions. The Tory Party that
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ended in 1714 was worth a book-length treatment because it developed the
lasting ideas of English politics: ‘the divinity of the state, the natural sanctity of
order, the organic unity of sovereign and people, and the indisputable authority
attaching to the work of time’.?

Feiling’s history of the origins of Toryism repudiated a conservatism identified
with the defence of the existing order that he associated with Clarendon,
Blackstone, Eldon, Burke, and Peel. Instead, he praised the Toryism of Harley
and Bolingbroke, Pitt and Canning, Coleridge, Young England and Disraeli,
leaders characterized as forward-looking Tories. Their ability to consider what
might lie ahead allowed them, he maintained, to transform a Party threatened by
the intellectual and political revolutions of the preceding hundred years. What
he admired about these ‘pioneers’ is that they chose radical responses from inside
the conservative frame and thought less of the present than of the future. Instead
of viewing their Party as representing dominant classes, they attempted to further
the interests of people as a whole. A viable conservatism was less interested ‘in
maintaining fixed institutions’ and more interested ‘in acting in tune with the
conservative spirit’.10

A History of the Tory Party was published as the first Labour ministry was
formed, a time even more difficult and dangerous for the Conservative Party.
The journalist Harold Begbie, fearful in 1924 that an ignorant democracy would
return a majority Labour government to power, wrote his 7he Conservative Mind
to demonstrate that ‘Conservatism is the very breath of English history’. In
contrast to this uniquely English phenomenon, he found socialism to be alien,
‘a mushroom forced by Russian atheism on the dunghill of German economics’.
To prevent socialism from being smuggled into England, he tried to define
the ‘authentic principles’ of both conservatism and socialism. In conservatism,
Begbie found a ‘solid foundation of political principle, a strong unity of purpose’
which continued Disraeli’s commitment to maintaining institutions, preserving
the Empire and improving the condition of the people. Begbie described himself
as interested in politics ‘only so far as they touch English character’. Since he
perceived socialism as the subversion of what was characteristically best about
England, he felt compelled to reveal its true nature. Behind the apparently
‘respectable’ Labour Party, Begbie discerned ‘the inflaming of sectional passion
and the fomenting of class hatred’. While appearing to be moderate, Labour was
‘counting on a majority at the next election which will enable them to begin
gradually the constructive work of establishing a slave state’.1! Begbie’s revulsion
against the possibility of a Labour government was shared in varying degrees by
all three inter-war conservative historians. Going beyond the journalist Begbie,
Feiling and the other conservative historians could invoke history to confirm
their brief.

Although the first attempt by Labour to govern failed abysmally, they got
a second chance in 1929 to form a minority government. To both encour-
age and empower conservatives, Feiling collected and published a series of
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nineteenth-century biographical ‘sketches’, largely from The Times and the Times
Literary Supplement. This book, together with the more pedagogic and polem-
ical What is Conservatism?, both published in 1930, were the most important
of Feiling’s attempts to intervene in the contents and direction of inter-war
British conservatism. Sketches in Nineteenth Century Biography were meant to
teach Conservative leaders and ordinary conservatives about those qualities that
had prepared leading nineteenth-century statesmen to be ‘good” Tories able to
lead the country according to its best practical and moral traditions. Through
a study of the nineteenth-century leaders’ thinking and acts, Feiling explained
the lessons that the Conservatives had to learn in order to thwart Labour. The
implicit subtext underlying the Skezches was that, unless valuable Tory values
were protected and strengthened, they would be challenged and repudiated
by the socialism that Labour could introduce nationally when they had real
legislative power.

What is Conservatism? was Feiling’s attempt to continue the precedent of
nineteenth-century reformers who had expanded Toryism to accommodate
critical changes in their nation’s development. Responding to his fear that
the second Labour ministry was incapable of coping with the detritus of the
continuing social and economic depression, Feiling defined a practical and
conciliatory conservatism intended as both a defensive and aggressive political,
economic, and moral weapon. Labour wanted to remedy the corrosive effects of
capitalism on the working classes by a more equitable distribution of wealth and
of educational and cultural opportunities. Feiling replied by urging conservatives
to welcome industrialism and its financial and commercial infrastructure as the
best means of maintaining a hierarchical, but principled, society. Conservative
receptiveness to the newer forms of wealth and its uses was not a blank check.
Feiling expected social and economic institutions and practices, old and new,
to be fair to those who had no option but to depend upon them. All the
conservative historians stressed the pressing need for social reform. They saw a
more just society not only as a social good benefiting all classes but also as a
principal means of containing the potential for evil. Each of them interpreted that
imperative differently. Feiling wanted to give scholarships to local schools and
trades unions to provide that measure of educational opportunity that allowed
the lower classes to reach the potential that their background allowed them. Social
opportunity within the lower classes was not intended to lead to either social
mobility or social, economic, and political equality. In common with Bryant
and Hearnshaw, Feiling was hardly suggesting any kind of economic parity or
the elimination of privileged interests. People were not created equal, nor could
they be made so. When he sought national guarantees such as the assurance of
‘a minimum, an even chance’ and urged that social nets be made ‘so wide that
all classes, all interests, all districts come into it’, he was arguing that the higher
orders were obliged by their position and standing to provide a decent life for
the lower.
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Paternalistic reciprocity was essential to conservative ideas of justice, which
most conservatives, including Feiling, opposed to ideas of ‘equality’. Prosperity
was a necessary condition for Feiling’s social benefits, and he warned industrial
and business interests that capitalism could not survive, ‘unless it can make every
worker, in some degtee, a capitalist, still another formulation of the ‘property-
owning democracy’ that Conservatism embraced so conspicuously after the
Second World War. But the ownership of property certainly did not imply any
kind of levelling. The hierarchical structure of society, which he endorsed, rested
on class. Feiling’s case for an unequal, ranked society assumed, as did Hearnshaw’s
and Bryant’s, differences in ‘intellect and character’. These prime movers in
human progress were determined by inherited values and inherited endowment,
biological and material. For all three conservative historians, the ascendancy of
responsible people in the highest classes began with their superior qualities and
their deliberate cultivation of elevated values. Feiling wanted conservatives to
restrict anti-social or wholly unearned wealth, while actively helping ordinary
people, who sought to improve themselves, to achieve a satisfactory life. He
worried that the ‘idle class of great wealth and no felt responsibilities’ was ‘offset
by a parasitic half-employed class of unceasing poverty and no possible public
obligations’. To remedy the predicament of those responsible working people who
were not a dependent part of this emerging underclass, Feiling recommended that
‘the National Service should be accompanied by the minimum wage’.12 Unlike
libertarian conservatives who opposed government intervention, Feiling believed
that the state could, and should, ‘redeem a man from foul housing which muddies
his life, or it can arm a child with the education that any citizen should have’.
While citizenship required the ability to participate in civic life, it did not mean
that everyone was able to exercise the same influence. His last word was that any
possibility for individual and national improvement depended upon moral fibre,
in greater supply among the upper classes, who bore the burden for the most
responsible conduct. To give his point historical weight, he returned to George
Canning. More than a century earlier, Canning had made clear the importance
of ‘intelligence working old institutions” and ‘showed to posterity how much
social reform may be advanced within the bounds of an ancient fabric’.13 Except
for his discussion of wages and greater access to what was essentially vocational
education, Feiling’s prescriptions were vague and rhetorical.

Whenever Feiling sought to explain his beliefs precisely, he retreated to the
‘moral law’ and relied upon biography in which particular exemplary lives set
higher standards as lessons to be learned and practiced. He had considerable
difficulty in explaining the meaning of Toryism, and argued that a philosophical
defence could be found only in history. Much as he appreciated thinking, he
conceded that Toryism could not have an intellectual base but depended rather
on ‘a concreteness in history, and a prerogative in time. .. Toryism is thus
dogmatic, and claims its dogma as ex cathedra: infallible, not as voicing one
party or one age, but as the deposit of a long life, a tested revelation, a living
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society’. But there were certain indispensable ideas such as liberty, which Feiling
understood in a religious sense as the freedom to make moral judgements.
Every few generations, history taught him, traditions were reinterpreted. His
explanation of sharp divergences among Tories was that they were due essentially
to the absence of an agreed-upon programme and the acceptance only of ‘a
temper or a spirit’. That spirit was clear in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, when there were “Tories” with very little relation to Party.'4 To find
a ‘true’ Toryism, which adapted radical changes to perpetuate the conservative
frame, Feiling turned to the political biographies of the most effective Tory
leaders.

In the Sketches, Feiling concentrated upon those figures that could be models
for conservatives in 1930. Canning, Coleridge, and even Newman, who Feiling
represented as progressive or transitional conservatives, taught important lessons
for the present because they were able to prevail both over intellectual and
political revolutions. Feiling associated the conservatism appropriate to Britain’s
early nineteenth-century years of difficult passage especially with Canning, who
stood apart from reactionary figures such as Clarendon, Blackstone, Eldon, and
Peel in his willingness to change with the times. Feiling advocated a Toryism
that did not justify the status quo but, in the tradition of Burke, stood rather for
‘the proved interest of the whole’. Feiling was drawn to Canning, because he saw
an analogy between Canning’s time and his own. The Toryism exemplified in
Canning, which Feiling found especially pertinent to the decades following the
Great War, deliberately adopted liberal principles by acting on the ‘golden mean
between freedom and order which empowers ancient institutions to maximize
national energy and happiness’.!> Canning appealed to Feiling as a compound
of Burke and Pitt, empirically resisting revolution, reaction, and abstract ideas to
trust to a ‘rational mind’ rooted more deeply ‘than in intellect alone’ in national
experience and ‘the whole nature of man’.16

Hearnshaw and Bryant believed that the historical and pragmatic irresistibility
of conservatism had triumphed over earlier and contemporary forms of political
challenges, including liberalism. Although Feiling agreed with his colleagues that
socialism was entirely antithetical to everything that Tories held dear, he saw
liberal thinking as an historical contribution to the formation of Toryism as
Butterfield was to do. Even in the seventeenth century, Feiling found that the
ideas and interests represented by Tories had more in common with Whigs than
the issues temporarily separating them. Feiling admired Bryant’s Samuel Pepys:
The Years of Peril (1934), but he chided Bryant for allowing his bias against the
Whigs to result in a ‘settled’ but unconvincing ‘conviction of Whig iniquity’
in his treatment of the Popish plot.'” When he himself dealt with particularly
admirable Whigs, such as the Holland family, he emphasized their passion for
liberty, which conservatives shared. Their advocacy of freedom led them to
measure and condemn the ‘slave owner, the persecutor of conscience, the grinder
of the poor, the corrupt power of the machine, the easy and ever-erring sword,
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and the rule of a despot whether king or mob’.18 Feiling also respected Coleridge
for seeking to weave liberal values into a conservative fabric by arguing against
the ‘anarchists of intellect’ that some things must be fixed and unquestionable,
and against reactionaries, that ‘not only progress, but permanence also, was best
safeguarded by allowing the development of a nation’s mind’.1? In the inter-war
years ‘anarchists of intellect’ meant for Feiling the socialists who had committed
Labour to abstract and unrealizable principles in 1918, while the contemporary
‘reactionaries’ were those conservatives who resisted every change reflexively no
mactter what its meri.

Coleridge was a central figure in Feiling’s pantheon of responsible and far-
sighted Tory leaders. The homily taught by Coleridge and repeated throughout
the nineteenth-century development of Tory thinking and practice was that the
only way genuinely to lead and move large numbers of people was by appealing
to first principles ‘rooted in religion or morals’. A study of Coleridge and of other
perceptive and effective Tories revealed that expediency was ‘a useful empirical
guide in the prudental sphere of politics’. Beyond empiricism, which Feiling
agreed was necessary, he invoked an ‘inner light, which formed man at his
beginning and pointed his goal’. The ‘core of Toryism’ was a ‘faith (so far as it
is consciously held) based not on present prejudices so much as on the entire
history of the realm’. History demonstrated that institutions ought to endure
even when those in charge of them make mistakes about their direction.

Newman was also part of Feiling’s commemoration of conservative forebears
because the Cardinal understood that reform was not always a good. Newman
accepted the Catholic Church’s doctrine of infallibility in 1870 for sound
practical, conservative reasons: he did not want to destroy an ‘institution or
body of teaching, on the whole beneficent, by tearing apart its connected
strands’. Instead, he saw perceptively the ‘general advance in spite of partial
retreat—the steady flood tide, in spite of the tired waves breaking’. Moreover,
as an authoritarian thinker, Newman was rightly sceptical of ‘unaided reason,
and of facile chatter about progress’. He knew that man’s intrinsic nature did
not change greatly with time, and found that forms of government had litde
effect upon that nature. Feiling endorsed Newman’s conviction that there were
‘tangible realities—God and nature, good and evil-on which rested the living,
lasting, systems of law and theology which outlived and transcended individual
Popes and parliaments’.2? Recognizing the reality of evil, Feiling chose from
1913, and throughout his writing, to emphasize social and economic melioration
that could promote some measure of individual and communal morality to check
the overwhelming tendency away from the good.

When Feiling turned to a specialist subject based on archival study, British
Foreign Policy, 1660—1672 (1930), the heroes are again those with strong
character who worked for a continuity in national life that preserved what was
best in English institutions and traditions. The Empire was being created and
maintained by those individuals who used Britain’s dominion of the seas to
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pursue trade, commerce, finance, and protestant freedoms. Simultaneously, ‘the
level of Brain and integrity in the public service rose steadily’.2! The 366 pages
of this book are devoted to a detailed analysis of the vices and virtues of the
principal actors in the setting of British foreign policy during the twelve-year
period from the return of Charles II to the end of the Dutch War, in 1672.

Although he never succeeded in clearly defining either ‘character’ or the ways
in which superior capacity for work and moral commitment were demonstrated,
he insisted that these were the qualities that counted. Genuine conservatives,
he was convinced, had more of these attributes than other people had. The
national work he required of conservatives had to be done because they were best
equipped to do it, and because they recognized the conditions and limitations
imposed by a real, rather than an idealized, world. Remembering the weakness
of human nature, they could accept some progressive movements, if, in so doing,
they subordinated reason to faith. In order for political activity to be effective,
it had to be determined by Feiling’s trinitarian belief in the divine, in history,
and in ethical obligations. ‘Character’ involved a steadfast allegiance to those
three imperatives. In a review of Arthur Bryant’s King Charles II (1931), which
established Bryant as a historian, Feiling was disturbed by Bryant’s approval of
Charles II. Bryant, Feiling felt, had treated Charles too heroically even though
the king had failed what ought to be a conservative’s test for leadership. He had
‘abilities without character, and good intentions without fixed purposes’. Charles
acted badly when people were ‘not unworthy to be led’. Typically, Feiling found
greater fault with the quality of leaders than he did with ordinary people, because
the leaders had the greater responsibility for the condition of England.22

Although he often wrote and spoke for the Conservative Party, Feiling was
willing to support Liberals who had the national interest at heart. In 1931, he
endorsed the Liberal John Simon as a National candidate because of his services
‘to the whole state’. Simon’s view of a National government as the best antidote
to socialism was probably a factor in drawing Feiling’s support. Feiling endorsed
Simon’s belief that the ‘Rea!/ issue of the election is not tariffs: it is national policy
v. Socialism’.23 Twenty-five years later, Feiling resigned from the Conservative
Party over Suez.24 Feiling did not welcome controversy, but he never avoided
it when he felt that confrontation was morally required. Controversial figures
such as George Curzon had merit for him especially because of their energy and
ability to get things done. For all the conservative historians, character, capacity
for work, and moral engagement were the most vital and valuable of human
qualities. Even when conservatives erred, as Feiling thought Curzon did in his
judgements about India, they were usually excused because they were inspired by
the right motives. Curzon was moved by a ‘sense of the ordained fate and duty
laid upon great peoples and ruling classes to inherit the earth’.25

Another problematic Tory leader was Neville Chamberlain. In a marked
departure from the reluctance of most Oxford historians to write contemporary
history, Feiling, in common with both Hearnshaw and Bryant, felt that a
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scrupulous historian could deal objectively with the near past and even with the
present. In August 1941, he accepted a commission from Anne Chamberlain
to write a biography of her husband. Feiling’s acceptance of this commission
and the biography that he wrote from 1941 to 1944 fulfilled his convictions
about the contemporary obligations of historians. He attempted to be scrupulous
and to acquit Chamberlain of the guilt that had been assigned to him. In spite
of his intent to be objective, Feiling began work on the biography with great
compassion for Chamberlain. As an unhappy young man, Chamberlain had
failed to resurrect a family business in the Bahamas, where his father had sent
him. ‘T confess’, Feiling wrote to Anne Chamberlain, ‘that I sometimes burn
inwardly when I read what Neville had to put up with, and with what occupy
his mind, on that lonely island’.2¢

Feiling was given all of Chamberlain’s papers, and ‘complete freedom’ from
any Chamberlain family scrutiny of the manuscript before publication. As he
explained to J. L. Garvin, editor of The Observer, for whom Feiling wrote
occasional pieces and regular columns, he felt ‘impelled to try as a historian this
grim and great piece of contemporary history. . .”.?7 In addition to collecting
documents and working closely with the Chamberlain family, he interviewed
55 people, including: King George VI, Baldwin, and Churchill; the surviving
members of the governments which Chamberlain led; the MP s close to him;
and his friends. Feiling also consulted Lord Kemsley, owner of the Sunday Times
among other newspapers; Garvin; and Geoffrey Dawson, editor-in-chief of 7he
Times, all active supporters of Munich and Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement,
as Feiling had been.?8 The journalist Claud Cockburn had published a leaflet
on 8 September, 1938 accusing The Times of collusion with the Nazis because
of their lead article demanding the secession of the Sudetenland.2? Three weeks
later, Feiling, in complete approval of the secession, had written to congratulate
Dawson on the ‘superb lead given by the Times’ in supporting efforts to achieve
peace.30 Even when Britain was already at war in 1940, Feiling hoped that a
peace could be reached. ‘I begin to think,” he wrote to Bryant, ‘that the neutrals
can force a joint basis of settlement’.3!

A month before accepting Mrs Chamberlain’s offer, on 31 July 1941, Feiling
had written to Sir Horace Wilson, the civil servant who had been Chamberlain’s
right-hand man, that everyone had ‘bias in history’ and during the past ten years
he had ‘leaned’ to ‘reconciliation with Germany’. As ‘at present informed the
vacillations of our policy stick in my gizzard, so does disarmament, so probably
will the form and date of our guarantee to Poland. Yet I cannot, as yet, see
myself explaining such things by any individual responsibility, and much less any
conclusions I might come to obscuring a great public figure, or dulling what to
me seems a historic theme of great grandeur and tragedy.’32 After he completed
the biography, Feiling told Anne Chamberlain: “This book must, at all costs, not
be mealy-mouthed or leave Neville’s (or my) strong views weakly expressed, but
neither must it wound unnecessarily. Yet I remember always that millions have
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died, and that if T think men were wrong or errors made, I should not conceal
my view.’33 Part of his explanation and defence of Chamberlain’s ‘policy and
position’ was to provide the ‘whole set of overwhelming difficulties he had to face’,
including ‘the wooden obstinacy of the Czechs for many years’.34 In July 1945,
while still waiting for Foreign Office permission to include certain Chamberlain
papers in the biography, Feiling wrote to Anne Chamberlain ‘the condition of
Europe seems a pretty good vindication of those who tried to avert the outbreak
of total war’.35 In the spring of 1946, when he was reading proofs of the book,
Feiling repeated the three principles that had guided him: his independence as a
historian; the provisional nature of the book, since ‘the whole truth cannot be
told, or known’; and, while attempting to avoid damage to living men, he had
tried ‘to err on the side of giving candidly Neville’s expressed opinions’.3¢ The
book was passed by the Foreign Office in 1944 and published in 1946 only after
the Labour government, which welcomed any potential embarrassment for the
Conservatives, allowed publication.3”

Among Feiling’s correspondents who knew Neville Chamberlain well, the
Shakespearean scholar J. Dover Wilson told Feiling in 1942 that Chamberlain
refused to become president of the Deutsche Shakespeare Gesellschaft, a position
held by Edward VII in 1914, because Chamberlain had learned that all Jewish
members had been compelled to leave the society.38 There is no reference
in Feiling’s eventual biography to Chamberlain’s protest against anti-Semitism
and it is remarkable that none of Feiling’s published work, or any of his
available extant correspondence, ever mentions Jews or the Holocaust. In the
Chamberlain biography and subsequently in his History of England. From the
Coming of the English to 1938 (1948), Feiling’s main concern was to explain
that the Conservative leader tried to avoid heavier national and Commonwealth
burdens by buying time for Britain and its allies to arm while trying to
persuade the Italian and German peoples to abandon war.3? While Chamberlain’s
judgements, like those of Curzon, may have been too inelastic, Feiling concluded
that he tried to do what was right for the nation.40 Feiling may not have
represented a consensus about Chamberlain after the war, but in 1938 the
great majority of the country did welcome their prime minister’s atctempts to
avoid war.

After the Second World War, the inherent defects of human nature and the
barriers to progress that Feiling had consistently displayed in his historical and
political writings appeared far more accurate than the idealism characterizing the
more hopeful inter-war decades. In his inaugural lecture as Chichele Professor
of Modern History in 1947, Feiling set the historian’s task squarely within the
boundaries of his own Tory sensibilities. His audience heard that virtue was rarely
rewarded but ‘vice and weakness” were eventually punished; that politics were
inseparable from religion; that the inheritance of traditions was not necessarily
understood by the heirs; that the political process was not always rational; and
finally, an unusual caution from a working historian, that intellect was governed
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by moral habit.4! The approval of suppressing reason in favour of morality was
evident in Feiling’s biography of Chamberlain.

In Feiling’s last attempt to define conservatism in 1953, he repeated and
expanded the themes that had guided him since 1913. Beginning with the
assertion that the Conservative Party was an ‘amalgamation’ that had ‘taken in
the Burke and Portland Whigs, Irish Whig landowners and Liberal peers, the
radicalism of Birmingham, and.. . . thought returned from dominions overseas’,
he emphasized his earlier argument that the conservative cause ‘represented many
coalitions’ that were, in common, sceptical of ‘any purely intellectual process
as the means to explain rights and duties, or to justify political obligation’.
Human nature, complex and unpredictable, was beyond legislation because of
‘atavistic and subconscious powers, the enormous preponderance of custom, the
animal that glares from the civilized cage’. When Feiling and other conservatives
expressed their distrust, and often fear, of human nature, it is not clear whether
they recognized their own images through a mirror darkly or were separating
themselves from alien and disturbing groups that they wanted kept away
from them.

One of the ways in which a distance was created between those who were
potentially trustworthy and those who were not was by what Feiling called
‘inheritance’. He admitted that it was unclear how the ‘best’” people were to be
discovered, but assumed that some indispensable criteria such as ‘character, ability,
moral standard—are inheritable’. As Feiling understood it, every individual
inherited a fundamental biological and ethical system that he described as
‘all hopes, all passions, all delights, all morals and all powers’. That legacy,
Feiling believed, also included property, which provided a ‘prudential test’ of the
character and qualities necessary for leadership. Feiling agreed with Bagehot that
if property ‘has been inherited, it guarantees education; if acquired, it guarantees
ability’. Feiling wanted the rule of the best and since people were unequal in
their aptitudes and characters, ‘a classless society’ was a ‘contradiction in terms’.
Although he recognized ‘the spiritual and potential equality of all beings’ and
urged a legal provision for the equality of opportunity, he was unwilling to level
‘down the quality by which societies are raised and preserved’. The Christian
message of the ‘Fall’ dictated pessimism about unaided human efforts. Even so,
Feiling concluded on his usual note of cautious optimism that ‘the high road’
had to be ‘kept in constant repair’ but he preferred to see that it ‘leads uphill; yes,
to the very end’.42 History taught that it was difficult, but possible, to achieve
high-minded goals.

In 1960 Feiling’s ‘brief unlearned essays’ about several centuries of Christ
Church undergraduates, said that a voice might almost be heard in the Hall
saying ‘they shall perish but I shall endure, the finest flowers shall be cut down
and withered, but while Church and State last, let me serve them forever’.43
He might have been writing his own epitaph. When Hugh Trevor-Roper, later
Lord Dacre and Master of Peterhouse, wrote Feiling’s obituary in 1977, he paid
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tribute to his teacher’s role at Christ Church by pointing out that the History
School there received more first-class degrees during the inter-war years than
any other Oxford College. He described Feiling further as the ‘historian of the
Tory party’ who came into College and ‘went out again into the company of
politicians, great men, men of letters; a historian who wrote books and knew the
world’.44 It is telling that the Essays in British History presented to him in 1964
were all written by Oxford men.

Today’s more global, mobile, amorphous, and heterogeneous intellectual
world makes us forget the potency of the small and select circles in which
Feiling moved with such conspicuous success. Teachers like Feiling and a
College like Christ Church exerted enormous personal influence, especially upon
those who left the universities and almost immediately entered professions in
commanding positions. Few of Feiling’s students became academics, but those
who did carried many of his conservative concepts with them. A. L. Rowse,
the Elizabethan scholar and a student of Feiling, became a historian. Rowse,
who was a radical on many issues, disliked Feiling, but he always retained
his teacher’s emphasis on British national exceptionalism, a concept central
for Feiling and the other conservative historians.4> David Cecil, part of the
politically influential Salisbury family, a distinguished biographer and Goldsmith
Professor of English Literature at Oxford, said of Feiling: ‘T owe more to him
than to any other teacher. . . His mind and spirit were such as to enable him to
interest and inspire pupils of very different kinds, including many who would
never become successful professional historians.’46 It is hardly surprising that
Robert Blake, the mid-twentieth-century historian of the Conservative Party,
the biographer of such Conservative leaders as Disraeli, Andrew Bonar Law,
and Churchill, as well as a Conservative city councillor, became a Fellow at
Christ Church. When Blake contributed an essay to Feiling’s Festschrift, his
choice of “The Rise of Disraeli’ was entirely in keeping with the Tory democratic
beliefs identified with Disraeli and applauded by Feiling.#” Blake, too, was
more a historian than a politician, but almost all of Feiling’s students were
in careers where they enjoyed positions that allowed them to pursue the goals
that were in such prominent display in Christ Church. Almost all of them
moved with effect among the great and the good. In the election of 1950,
which brought the Conservatives back to power, 29 Christ Church men were
returned.48

Among the most politically important of Feiling’s students, Alec Douglas
Home (then Alec Lord Douglas) came up to Christ Church in October 1922.
Home, who became Conservative prime minister on 18 October 1963, was
the thirteenth prime minister to come from Feiling’s college. Friends do not
remember him attending any lectures, but ‘tutorials with Keith Feiling. . . and
J. C. Masterman were experiences’ he long remembered, and Feiling and Home
became life-long friends. Home felt that living and working in ‘the House’ (as
Christ Church was called), he had assimilated ‘traditions of history and the great
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men of the past’.4? ‘It was impossible’, Home later recalled in his autobiography,
‘to live one’s undergraduate life in Christ Church. . . without soaking up the
tradition of England’.5° If we look only at Douglas Home’s contemporaries,
they included an eminent writer and aesthete; a high commissioner in Kenya,
who was later Chairman of the Colonial Development Corporation; a minister
under Ernest Bevin, and head of the printing industry; a minister of the interior
in the Federal Government of Australia; the pioneer of the dictionary of basic
English; the colonial secretary who granted independence to many African
territories and transferred the Empire into the Commonwealth; a brigadier;
and, an ambassador to Washington.>! Noel Skelton, who coined the phrase
‘property-owning democracy’ in a Spectator article in 1923 and advocated
an extensive house-building programme by the government had also been at
Christ Church and, in turn, greatly influenced Home and Eden. Skelton’s
Constructive Conservatism (1924) was read by Home while he was at Oxford.52
On 12 November 1963, when Home gave his first speech as prime minister in
the House of Commons, he stressed domestic policy and especially plans for
education, housing and development.53

We know that Feiling influenced Alec Douglas-Home because Home tells us
so. What should we make of the career of other Conservative undergraduates
at Christ Church who appear to be influenced by Feiling but never explicitly
acknowledged his effect upon them? We do know that the ideas championed by
Feiling, as well as by Hearnshaw and Bryant, were widely held, written about,
and discussed within the Conservative Party, so that any young undergraduate
interested in Conservatism would have heard them. Baldwinite Conservatism had
supported a rapport with liberalism as well as the Tory democracy that Feiling
championed. Even so, undergraduates interested in conservatism at Oxford
would have come into Feiling’s orbit, especially if they were at Christ Church,
where those ideas were emphasized both in common-room discussion and in
their actual study of history. When the rhetoric and policy proposals of statesmen
who were graduates of Christ Church as well as other contemporary writing
about conservatism are scrutinized, much of it could have been written by that
historian and polemicist who dominated conservative thought in Oxford from
the end of the Great War through to the mid-1960s.54

John Boyd-Carpenter, the Conservative MP for Kingston-upon-Thames,
wrote an election manifesto, The Conservative Case, to persuade the electorate
to vote Conservative in 1950. Boyd-Carpenter was a Balliol graduate in History
who had been President of the Oxford Union in 1930, while Feiling was the most
distinguished conservative among the Oxford history dons. Boyd-Carpenter’s
manifesto might have been mistaken for a polemical piece by Feiling, especially in
its insistence that conservatism had absorbed most of the practical and empirical
features of liberalism in contrast to the dogmatism of socialism. Conservatism was
an attitude of mind, Boyd-Carpenter wrote, based ‘on a proper understanding of
history’. Respecting the accumulated wisdom of the past, conservatives believed
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in the essential unity of the nation and they understood the purpose of government
to be the individual and his welfare. Boyd-Carpenter insisted, as Feiling did, that
the welfare of all individuals was necessary for the spiritual well-being of each
individual soul.>5

Timothy Raison, who entered the higher offices of the Conservative Party,
doesn’t explain the undergraduate origins of his Toryism, but the career that he
pursued might have been designed for him by Feiling. Raison was a member of the
Bow Group founded in February 1951 by ex-members of University Conservative
Associations to bring young Conservatives together in an independent Research
Society that would pursue political problems and publish their results. Influential
in Conservative policy, they attempted to represent all the political varieties of
conservatism. They held regular meetings throughout England, Scotland, and
Wales, and published Crossbow, the Quarterly of Tory Ideas, beginning in 1957.
Raison was editor for two years from the spring of 1958 and then editor of
New Society. In 1961, the Bow Group published a series of essays, ‘Principles in
Practice’, for which Raison contributed ‘Conservative Thought Today’. While
earlier Bow publications dealt with factual analysis of particular problems and
proposed solutions, these essays were novel in considering conservative principles
in relations to specific areas of policy. While admitting the importance of
Tory democracy and one nation within conservatism, Raison argued that they
were insufficient because the major contemporary issue was individual freedom
and government paternalism. If the state’s ‘part in moral welfare should be
reluctant, its predominant role in the field of social welfare is inevitable and
proper’. The state, he argued, carrying Tory democracy and one-nation thinking
forward, should do those things that nobody else could, such as national
insurance, the compulsory educational system, the road system, and national
defence. As conservatives and Conservatives were debating what to do with
the welfare state that had emerged after the Second World War, Raison, like
Feiling, was urging the state to increase its interference in areas such as town
planning so that decent housing would be available to working people.5¢ In
1964, as the Conservatives were facing a general election, Raison was asked by
Penguin to present ‘one man’s view of contemporary Toryism’. The resultant
Why Conservatism? includes a chapter ‘About Conservatism’, in which Raison
attributes the necessary argument for a historical conservatism to Feiling.5”

Prominent Conservative statesmen like Anthony Eden and Quintin Hogg,
while undergraduates at Christ Church, read subjects other than History.
Although neither of them explicitly say in their autobiographies or other writings
that Feiling’s ideas inspired them, they wrote in rhetoric very similar to Feiling’s
and pursued policies that were fostered by him, as is evident in the discussion
below. Both statesmen reinforced Feiling’s emphasis upon moral obligation and
social responsibility in their prominent roles within the Conservative Party. Eden,
Prime Minister, 1955—7, who read Oriental Languages, went from Eton to Christ
Church and entered parliament in 1923. His tutor was J. C. Masterman, famous
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for lack of interest in politics.>® Eden, in common with Feiling then, was very
active in Conservative Party affairs at Oxford. Although his anti-appeasement
stand in parliament was opposed to Feiling’s endorsement of appeasement before
the Nazi invasion of Poland, Eden’s principal domestic policies—a property-
owning democracy; the expansion of educational opportunity; the provision of
good, inexpensive housing; workers participation in industrial decisions; and an
equitable industrial policy—were consistently emphasized by Feiling.5°

Quintin Hogg, later Viscount Hailsham, read Greats and also followed the
traditional route to Christ Church via Eton. Hogg, who ended his career as
Lord Chancellor, just as his father Douglas had done, came from a prominent
Conservative political family, in which his brother Edward became an MP
and his brother Neil went to the Foreign Office. In his two autobiographies,
Hailsham does not tell us about the content of the political views held by
his family. On the rare occasion when he does mention his father’s beliefs, he
makes a point of his disengagement from them.®® Hogg was top scholar of
Christ Church and a double first who took his Final Honours Exams in 1930.
Eight years later, with a Bar qualification and a legal Fellowship at All Souls, he
entered political life as the successful Conservative candidate for Oxford. He ran
‘unreservedly, even passionately, on the side of Chamberlain and appeasement’
to defeat A. D. Lindsay, the vice-chancellor, who ran as an Independent on
an ‘an avowedly anti-Munich programme’.6! After the war, in which Hogg
enlisted, served with the Middle East Forces and was wounded, he wrote 7he
Left Was Never Right (1945). Hogg was answering attacks, especially by ‘Cato’,
the pseudonym for Frank Owen, Michael Foot, and Peter Howard, on the pre-
war Conservative policy of appeasement. His central argument, which Feiling
emphasized in his biography of Chamberlain and his History of England, was
first that everyone in all parties thought of peace and the avoidance of war as
their main goal until after Munich. Second, again in concert with Feiling, Hogg
insisted that the maintenance of peace had been essential before Munich because
the country was unprepared for war: if ‘one side of the Munich policy was
appeasement, the other was rearmament’. The statesmen of the inter-war years,
he argued, ‘closely’ represented ‘the British point of view’.62

Beginning in 1947, when Labour was in power and the Conservatives had
to present themselves as a viable alternative, Hogg was the Conservative Party
spokesman who made the ‘case for Conservatism’ as Feiling had done in 1913,
1930, and would attempt again in 1953. Hogg continued in that role throughout
the Conservative years in government from 1951 through to 1963. A generation
before that important manifesto, when he was the undergraduate President of
the Oxford Union Society, Hogg had begun his attack upon socialism and
his identification of conservatism and freedom, a theme often reiterated by
Feiling.63 In his mature writing and speeches, many of the concepts and even
language that he relied upon might have been taken almost verbatim from both
Feiling and Hearnshaw. The aim of politics and of every other activity Hogg



102 Part II: The Inter-war Decades in Britain

proclaimed in the Case for Conservatism was a satisfying, moral life. I believe,
he testified, ‘in my country;. . .in the British Empire;. . .in liberty; I accept
the secular authority of the state; profit and property and private enterprise are
institutions I support; I desire to increase the material wealth and prosperity
of my country’. These aspirations and beliefs were anchored in religion, which
made the other aspects of conservative faith possible. That faith emphasized
‘patriotism, constitutionalism, continuity, and tradition’, which he expected
would yield humanism, social reform, the ‘kindliness of classes to each other’,
and only moderate controversy.64

Economic freedom meant sharing economic power through a ‘property-
owning democracy’, the concept adopted by Hearnshaw in 1933 and then
stressed by Eden in his speech to the Conservative Party Conference in 1946. To
achieve a vested working-class interest in property, Hogg proposed, as did all three
conservative historians, the mitigation of both great wealth and great poverty.
Large independent fortunes held cither by great corporations or by individuals
were acceptable only when they provided ‘an indispensable counterpoise to the
vast complex of economic power controlled by the modern state’.65 Progress
and continuity were ‘complementary political conceptions’ whose origins Hogg
admitted discovering in both Burke and Hearnshaw.5¢ Rights of property owners,
although legitimate, were to be restrained in the public interest. Hogg cited the
Acquisition of Land Acts and the Housing Acts as evidence of the Conservative
Party’s commitment to public good and as examples of the right of government
to acquire land for public purposes, while compensating owners sufficiently.
And, finally, he emphasized education as the means for achieving equality of
opportunity.” Everything else that Hogg said, wrote, and did as a spokesman
for the Conservative Party, who almost became prime minister, repeats these
principles.

On 10 October 1957 at the Party Conference in Brighton, Hogg, now
Hailsham, had just become Chairman of the Conservative Political Centre.
He used the occasion to reiterate arguments that Feiling and Hearnshaw had
made familiar in conservative circles. While the ideology and religion of the
Conservative Party were derived from eternal concepts, its political philosophy
was empirical ‘and at times even frankly experimental’. The Labour Party was
bound to fall because they obstinately adhered to ‘a fixed political philosophy’,
which justified a class policy while Conservatives attempted a ‘national policy’.
Hailsham told his audience that they must make life tolerable for the middle
classes, while taking care not to depress working-class standards. Hailsham was
a working politician, unlike either Hearnshaw or Feiling, who had to support
particular policies, which would be accepted by other Conservative politicians
in order to secure the ends that he advocated, and in 1957 he urged halting
the inflationary spiral and defending the pound as an international currency.¢8
Two years later, Hailsham was Chairman of a Conservative Party facing the
electoral battle of 1959. As an election manifesto, he published a new edition



The Astraction of Tory Democracy: Keith Feiling 103

of The Case for Conservatism. Although he claimed that it was ‘completely
revised’, there was no substantial change in the rhetoric or principles of the first
seventeen chapters dealing with Conservative ideas, although he added chapters
on: ‘Social Provision’, the ‘Inter-war Myth’, ‘Socialism in Practice’, ‘Conservative
Achievement’, and ‘“The World Challenge’.6® The election of 1959 gave the
Conservatives a solid majority. It is difficult to assess the role played by Hailsham
in winning that victory.

In 1963, a year before the Conservatives lost narrowly to Labour, Hailsham
warned the Party Conference in Blackpool that they must counter Labour’s
charges that Conservatism encouraged a materialistic and acquisitive society. In
his address on ‘National Excellence’, he pursued the theme of reconciliation that
was so prominent in both Feiling and Hearnshaw. Conservatives, he warned, had
to pursue a balance between ‘the various diverse but not incompatible objectives,
which a nation legitimately proposes for itself, between material and moral
objectives, between physical construction and educational advance, between
security and enterprise, between individual enjoyment and public advantage’.
A theme of modernization was not sufficient. He repeated the conclusion to
his Conservative Party Conference speech of 1957, which urged the Party to
‘appeal to deeper instincts in the national conscience. For we are concerned
fundamentally with the defence of spiritual values when they are in danger of
being overwhelmed by the powers of darkness.” The Party’s victory in 1959
he argued had been ‘in this spirit and not in any spirit of materialism or
self-seeking’.70

Hailsham, Boyd-Carpenter, Raison, Eden, and the other Conservative states-
men who went through Feiling’s Christ Church never represented a unified
Conservative position, but their lucid and often quoted statement of con-
servative principles, especially by Hailsham, dominated conservative rhetoric
and often actual political accomplishments. In America, where conservatism
hardly flourished before the post-war period, the first historian to declare him-
self a conservative was Peter Viereck, who took advanced degrees in History
and in Literature in 1939 at Christ Church. There, he developed a ‘conser-
vative’ position far more in accord with Feiling’s British reading than with
any contemporary American thinking.”! Within Britain, Feiling provided a
conservative discourse, rooted in a successful national history, that inspired
and enabled conservatives in search of a coherent and humane conservatism
applicable to new political, social, and economic circumstances, while still
retaining traditions, institutions, and social arrangements that they valued.
Oxford undergraduates who became politically active, including Conservative
statesmen, left their university armed with a pragmatic Disraelian Toryism inten-
ded to create national unity through paternalistic guarantees of social justice
rather than of social mobility. Those were the principles that Feiling initiated,
echoed, reinforced, and promoted together with the other conservative inter-war
historians.
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The quality of Feiling’s influence is well summed up in Max Beloff’s reflections
on the role of the intellectual in politics. Beloff, who was a scholarship student at
Corpus Christi and received a First in the Modern History School in 1934, began
his active political life supporting the kind of liberalism that Feiling believed was
entirely compatible with conservatism. Although Beloff moved to conservatism
in 1972, he continued, as did Feiling, to value the institutions and traditions that
he believed had made England unique. In his Ramsay Muir Memorial Lecture on
19 July 1969, after considering the advantage and disadvantages of intellectuals
in government, Beloff concluded that intellectuals seeking to serve the public
good should do that ‘outside political life itself or only on its margin’ where they
could create ‘opinion on subjects of vital concern but not yet fully ripe for positive
legislation’.72 At Oxford and in the greater world, Feiling fulfilled that role.

NOTES

1. Keith Feiling’s Toryism. A Political Dialogue (London, 1913); and Whar is Con-
servatism? (Criterion Miscellany No. 14) (London,1930), were his most influential
polemical writings.

2. See Anthony Howard, RAB. The Life of R. A. Butler, (London, 1987), 142.

3. Leonard Woolf and William Robson, Introduction, the Political Quarterly, 24:2
(April-June, 1953). Feiling’s essay, was ‘Principles of Conservatism’. The preceding
issue of the Quarterly, edited by Woolf and Robson, its Fabian founder, had been
devoted to Labour and the issue following Conservatism in July—August, to “The
Liberal Party’. The Quarterly was founded by Robson in 1930 and Woolf joined him
a year later as joint editor and continued until 1959, while Robson’s term ended in
1975. Their perspective was ‘centre left’ and the Quarterly was described in 1960
as ‘dedicated to political and social reform’ and as a long acting ‘conduit between
policy-makers, commentators and academics’, “The Prospectus of 1960’, advertising
the Political Quarterly. Robson was another political figure who had been formed
by the Great War when he served in the Royal Flying Corps and Royal Air Force,
1915-19. He gained a B.Sc. (Econ.), First-class Honours from the London School
of Economics in 1922; a Ph.D. in 1924; and an LL M in 1928. He was called to the
Bar (Lincoln’s Inn) in 1922. From 1926 to 1933 he was a Lecturer in Industrial and
Administrative Law at the LSE; a Reader in Administrative Law from 1933 to 1947;
and the first Professor of Public Administration at London University from 1947 to
1962. He also played a major part in the creation of the Greater London Council
in 1963. During the Second World War, he had worked in the Mines Department
and other government ministries. From 1950 to 1953 he was President of the
International Political Science Association. His publications include: Aircraft in War
and Peace (1916); The Town Councillor (in collaboration with Clement Attlee, 1925);
Justice and Administrative Law (1928); Civilization and the Growth of Law (1935); The
Government and Misgovernment of London (1939); Grear Cities of the World (1954);
Local Government in Crisis (1966); Nationalized Industry and Public Ownership
(1960); and Welfare State and Welfare Society (1976). The members of the editorial



The Astraction of Tory Democracy: Keith Feiling 105

board were Noel Annan, H. J. Beales, G. D.H. Cole, R. H. S. Crossman, Kingsley
Martin, Lord Simon of Wythenshawe, and Barbara Wooton. The other essays on
conservatism, following Feiling’s leader were: Angus Maude, MP, ‘The Conservative
Party and the Changing Class Structure’; Robert Boothby, “The Economic Policy
of the C.P.’; J. Enoch Powell, ‘Conservatives and Social Services’; Julian Amery,
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Committee on Party Organization presided over by Sir David Maxwell Fyfe in 1948
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are as valid to-day as when they were first propounded’, 190.
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