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Home Rule, 1870-1914: an
Introduction
La Question du Home Rule (1870-1914) : introduction

Anne-Catherine de Bouvier and Pauline Collombier-Lakeman

1 Recent events have been raising the question of the future of the British Union. The

results of the Brexit referendum in Scotland, which showed that a majority of the Scots

backed the remain option, contrary to the Welsh and the English,  have given fresh

impetus  to  the  idea  of  organising  a  second  referendum  on  Scottish  independence

following the failure of the first one in September 2014. In Northern Ireland, where a

majority  of  voters  also  supported  the  United  Kingdom’s  remaining  in  the  UE,  the

absence of a deal accepted by all while the exit date of 29 March is closer and closer has

been a source of growing concern and tensions as the question of the Northern Irish

border  is  still  unresolved.  These  intense  political  debates  have  coincided with  new

historiographical developments. Since 2012, the Republic of Ireland has been engaged

in a  Decade of  Commemorations,  celebrating and re-examining the events  between

1912 and 1922, which led to the creation of the Irish Free State and, more than two

decades later, to the Irish Republic itself. The community of professional historians and

the  whole  country  itself  are  faced  with  delicate  questions:  how  to  commemorate

partition? Or how to commemorate the civil  war that followed the signature of the

Anglo-Irish treaty of December 1921?

2 In  such  circumstances,  it  seems  particularly  relevant  for  students  and  scholars  in

France to explore the Home Rule issue as the period between 1870 and 1914 witnessed

the  laying  of  the  foundations  of  many  of  the  recent  developments  and  issues

experienced by the United Kingdom today.

3 The issue of Home Rule encompasses both a historical dimension and a geographical

dimension. The choice of timeframe — 1870-1914 — requires to consider the subject in

terms of departure and continuity. And while D. G. Boyce provokingly asserts that “

British federalism was an Irish invention”,1 the question of Home Rule was certainly not a

mere Irish concern. The case of Ireland may have dominated the discussions and it was

in Ireland — not in Scotland, Wales or England — that a Home Rule party saw the light.
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Only the Irish Home Rule Bill passed the Lords, and was due to be implemented, though

with the momentous proviso that an arrangement should be found to accommodate

Ulster Unionists. Irish Home Rule came first, chronologically and in the parliamentary

agenda, and alternative proposals such as imperial federation or Home Rule All Round

were often put forward, either to bolster Irish Home Rule, or conversely to defuse it. It

seems that it was the impetus for Irish Home Rule which gave rise to other claims for

self-government and federalism. But while the issue of  Home Rule was raised from

Ireland, it was not exclusively for it. The fact that the debates on Irish Home Rule had a

significant influence on British politics and resonated across the wide British Empire

also highlights the necessity to take into account a variety of scales. Home Rule can be

studied as an Irish or Scottish or Welsh issue; it can also be examined as an Anglo-Irish

and British question; and it was also an imperial matter. In other words, questions to

bear in mind include: what was the area considered? What was the perimeter in which

Home Rule was articulated, demanded, to be granted, or rejected? What did it mean,

and where? And, crucially, could London gain something by this form of devolution of

powers? 

4 As an Irish question, Home Rule aimed at pacifying Ireland and attaching her more

firmly  to  the  Union  by  securing  popular  consent  to  government.  Yet  it  was  also

suspected to be a stepping stone to independence, especially when Irish figureheads

stated that “no man ha[d] the right to fix the boundaries to the march of a nation.”

Home Rule for Ireland also meant the restoration of an Irish Parliament charged with

legislating on Irish affairs while the Westminster Parliament remained responsible for

a  number  of  reserved  matters  such  as  the  Empire,  foreign  affairs,  war  and  peace,

currency, etc. The coexistence of a local and central Parliament raised the problem of

Irish  representation  at  Westminster:  Gladstone  opted  to  keep  the  Irish  out  of

Parliament in 1886, provoking the protest of radicals such as Joseph Chamberlain and

George Otto Trevelyan, for whom this equated to “taxation without representation.”

The following 1893 and 1912 Bills  included an Irish representation at  Westminster,

which sparked other concerns: the Irish would be in position to vote on Scottish, Welsh

or English Bills while the Scottish, Welsh and English would not longer be able to have a

say in Irish affairs. The solution to such a conundrum was “Home Rule All Round”. At

its  largest  interpretation,  it  entailed  four  provincial  parliaments  with  separate

executives, with an overall Parliament in London, elected on a population basis, to deal

with general United Kingdom and imperial affairs. While “Home Rule All Round” and

simple “Home Rule” both promoted the principle of self-government, they were not

identical projects and reflected aspirations that were not strictly similar. The Home

Rule All Round schemes promoted by the Scots and Welsh did not stem from a desire to

see Scotland and Wales recognised and treated as separate and distinct nations. The

aim was rather to remove pressure on the parliamentary agenda,  ensure that local

issues were given quick and relevant answers and even dilute the Irish question and

deprive it of its potential challenge to a certain form of government. At a wider level,

some envisaged and promoted the formation of an Imperial federation — a system in

which Westminster was to act as the central body representing and legislating all the

British colonies while they were to be self-governing. Again, Home Rule and imperial

federation were not regarded as compatible by all since the aim of imperial federation

was to preserve the unity and strength of the British Empire without compromising the

legislative autonomy gained by some of its parts. For some of the federal imperialists,

Home Rule was therefore to be rejected as it represented a threat to the Empire. But for

Home Rule, 1870-1914: an Introduction

Revue Française de Civilisation Britannique, XXIV-2 | 2019

2



the federal imperialists not opposed to Home Rule for Ireland or its sister provinces

within the Union, Home Rule could represent a first step towards imperial federation

and what was advocated was a way to accommodate the multiple identities present in

the Union and the Empire and, at the same time, give more substance and permanence

to the empire.

5 One of the difficulties of the subject, which also makes it interesting, is that the issue

was  largely  left  unresolved.  Completion  of  the  Scottish  Home  Rule  Bill,  and  more

crucially,  implementation of  the Irish Home Rule Bill  were postponed owing to the

outbreak of World War I. After the war, the issue had lost its acumen, and its impetus:

in Ireland, the demand that emerged was of one of full autonomy – which London was

reluctant to grant, to say the least. In Scotland and Wales support for Home Rule had

dwindled and faded away. By 1918 (perhaps even as early as August 1914), Home Rule

was a thing of the past. 

6 Home Rule made little practical headway over the 45-year period considered in spite of

the huge interest it generated. First, there was the very novelty of the schemes. Second,

there  was  their  variety.  Last,  the  very  idea  of  a  devolution  of  powers  through

subordinate  legislatures  was  a  departure  from  the  workings  of  the  Constitution.

Whatever  the  specific  provisions,  the  relations  between  this  new  or  these  new

assemblies  on the one hand,  and Westminster and Whitehall,  would have to be set

down.  This  meant  the  end  of  the  elusive  quality  of  the  British  constitution  in  its

unwritten form. In addition, there would be no tradition, no centuries of practice to

draw rules from. In spite of  the various precedents that could be drawn upon (the

example  of  Canada,  for  instance),  Home  Rule  within  the  framework  of  the  United

Kingdom was an unchartered course – in other words, it was just as tempting to explore

its  possibilities  to  provide new responses in a  changing international  and domestic

environment, as it could seem dangerous to pursue it, precisely because of this flux in

domestic arrangements and international affairs. All of the uncertainties conveyed by

the various Home Rule schemes were instrumental in fuelling the Unionist opposition.

7 Because Home Rule was never implemented within the United Kingdom before 1914, we

are left to conjecture upon a pattern that never came into being. There is no knowing

how an Irish parliament would have worked with a British, London-based Parliament;

how devolved Irish institutions would have dealt with a possible or likely Northern

Irish entity; no knowing whether Irish politics would have drifted back along a Liberal

/  Conservative  /  Labour  division,  or  would  have  evolved  into  a  specific  pattern.

Whether effective alliances might have been formed with local parties in other parts of

the United Kingdom; how the people would have appropriated these new institutions,

and  whether  they  would  have  credited  them  with  the  legitimacy  that  centralized

institutions sometimes failed to command.2 Home Rule was therefore never put to the

test, and as a result, there was no ultimate clarification of its definition. The multiple

understandings of the phrase itself, explicit and implicit, are one of the challenges we

are presented with. What did Home Rule mean, where, and for whom? The question of

definition pervaded the debates, as is clearly conveyed by the titles chosen for some of

the  pamphlets  written  by  our  Irish  Home  Rulers  or  for  some  of  their  spoken

conferences: Irish Federalism: Its Meaning, Its Hopes by Isaac Butt (1870), “Home Rule – Its

real  meaning”  (John  Redmond,  Melbourne,  1883)  or  What  Ireland  Wants by  John

Redmond (1910). In a speech delivered by Redmond during the debates on the address

to the Queen’s speech on 13 March 1894, the Parnellite leader even showed the role
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that the problem of the definition of Home Rule played in the power game between the

Irish nationalists and the British Liberals: 

There is another matter about which we have heard absolutely nothing in any of
the Ministerial statements, and that is whether Lord Rosebery, in speaking of Home
Rule, means the same thing as the Chief Secretary and the same thing as we mean.
Does he mean the Home Rule Bill, which was passed through this House last year?
(…)
By  "Home  Rule"  we  Irishmen  mean  something  more  than  a  purely  local  self-
government for purely local affairs. We mean by "Home Rule" a government which
would be consistent with the supremacy of this Parliament, and with our position
in the Empire, a National Government with something of the pride and the honour
attaching to a National Government and a National Parliament.3

8 Plenty of texts and documents were produced during our period to actually explain

more in detail and advocate what Home Rulers wanted and to present alternatives to or

criticisms of Home Rule. In the case of Ireland especially, propaganda, in all its shapes

and forms, triggered numerous Unionist responses.4 However there was no test of the

two opposite sets of arguments. Thus, Irish Home Rule could still have been either a

way of smoothing the relation between Ireland and England, or a separatist wolf in

sheep’s clothing. Yet, paradoxically, Home Rule is also something that happened – at

least in debates, and in the political paradigm of the day. For Ulster Unionists, Home

Rule must have been something very real from 1886 onwards5. Ironically, it became real

in 1922, when, in addition to the creation of the Irish Free State, Home Rule was put

into  place  in  the  six  counties  of  Northern  Ireland  with  the  establishment  of  a

Parliament in Stormont.

9 What history of Home Rule could and can be charted is largely the history of the Home

Rule Bills. Not only were there three Government bills introduced in favour of Irish

self-government in 1886, 1893 and 1912. These were preceded by three attempts by

Isaac  Butt  to  obtain  the  establishment  of  a  parliamentary  committee  charged with

examining  the  question  of  the Anglo-Irish  Union  and  the  possibility  of  legislative

autonomy for Ireland – in March 1874, June-July 1874, and on 30 June 1876. To that

needs  to  be  added the  many private  member’s  bills  introduced by  Scottish  MPs in

favour of Scottish Home Rule or federal Home Rule: no fewer than 13 motions were

discussed between 1889 and 1914, notably between 1889 and 1895 and then between

1906 and 1914. While Welsh MPs were primarily concerned by other Welsh issues than

self-government,  they  did  second some of  the  motions  presented  by  their  Scottish

colleagues (in 1891 or 1895 for instance) and one of them, E. T. John, did introduce a

short-lived Welsh Home Rule Bill on 11 March 1914. By the years 1912-1914 a striking

number of Home Rule Bills had followed their parliamentary course to second reading

in the House of Commons, though few of them actually passed committee stage and

onto third reading.

10 The frequency of  the  Home Rule  parliamentary  debates  highlights  that  Home Rule

could not exist outside of Parliament. It had an unquestionable institutional dimension

–  and  we  should  always  remember  that  institutions  are  not  merely  theoretical

constructs.  They  are,  properly  speaking,  historical  objects,  whose  rules  and

composition  were profoundly  transformed  throughout  the  nineteenth  and  early

twentieth centuries. The Parliament that was called upon to frame and/or pronounce

upon Home Rule Bills in the years preceding 1914 was no longer the same institution as

in  1874,  when  Isaac  Butt  had  first  raised  the  issue  in  the  House  of  Commons.  Its

electoral basis had changed. MPs were returned by more and more men, lower and
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lower  down  the  social  scale. The  number  of  adult  males  enjoying  the  franchise

increased as follows throughout the nineteenth century:

 
Figure 1 - Proportion of adult male voters in the four provinces of the United Kingdom6

Year England & Wales Scotland Ireland

1833 1 out of 5 1 out of 8 1 out of 20

1869 1 out of 3 1 out of 3 1 out of 6

1885 2 out of 3 3 out of 5 1 out of 2

11 This progressive and yet incomplete democratisation of Britain inevitably impacted the

House of Commons, whose sociological composition also changed, though to a lesser

extent.  Ultimately,  the  traditional  balance  of  power  between  the  two  Houses  of

Parliament was modified, leading to a major institutional crisis. As the House of Lords

persisted  in  rejecting  touchstone  aspects  of  policy  on  the  part  of  the  Liberal

government – not least the so-called People’s Budget defended by Lloyd George in 1909

— Asquith had to call two general elections in 1910, a situation which not even Theresa

May has faced so far. The resolution of the tensions was operated through a reform of

the House of Lords. The Upper House was left with two-year suspensive powers – the

balance of power had clearly shifted towards the lower House.

12 According  to  Walter  Bagehot,  the  Lords  as  well  as  the  monarchy  belong  to  the

“dignified” and invisible part of the Constitution, while the House of Commons and the

executive belong to what he calls the “efficient” part. The Home Rule debates from the

1880s  onwards,  later  combined  with  the  crisis  generated  by  the  growing  tensions

between the two Houses of Parliament, made this “invisible” part suddenly more visible.

Queen Victoria’s general hostility to Gladstone is well documented, leading a recent

account on the subject to state that “[t]he tension that existed between these two great

icons  of  nineteenth-century  Britain  has  achieved  cliché  status  with  time.”7 While

Conservative Premier  B.  Disraeli  had Victoria  proclaimed empress  of  India  in  1877,

Gladstone had published scathing comments on the weight of imperial concerns, which

according to  him had caused the British Government to  turn a  blind eye and thus

condone the so-called “Bulgarian atrocities.”8 Gladstone’s Irish policy met with royal

disapproval as early as his first ministry. If the Queen had stomached disestablishment

in  1869,  she  opposed  the  setting  up  of  a  Royal  Residence  in  Dublin,  and  the

establishment of the vice-royalty as a ceremonial position to the Prince of Wales, which

Gladstone had intended as part of his policy of pacification.9 While Victoria seems to

have viewed favourably the accession of some colonies to autonomous government or

self-rule, she was firm in her opposition to the granting of any similar rights to Ireland.
10 In July 1886, Gladstone resigned over the failure of his first Irish Home Rule Bill and

the Liberal defeat at the general elections. During the debates on the Bill, Victoria made

clear her opposition to her Prime Minister’s measure, stating in her letter dated 6 May

that “her silence on the momentous Irish measures which he [thought] it his duty to

bring forward — [did] not imply her approval of or acquiescence in them.” Upon the

announcement of Gladstone’s resignation and the appointment of Lord Salisbury as his

replacement,  the  Queen  appealed  to  the  Liberal  leader’s  “sense  of  patriotism”  to
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convince him to “abstain from encouraging agitation” as “the kindest & wisest thing he

[could] do for Ireland.”11 This opposition certainly signalled that she considered the

Irish as second-class, unreliable subjects. Hard as it is to assess the political impact of

the sovereign’s opinions, it can nonetheless be inferred that her position legitimized

die-hard opposition to Home Rule, while bringing fuel to the fire of those who argued

that Ireland could never be treated as an equal partner in the Union. To take up again

Bagehot’s categories, the dignified part of the constitution stood firm against Home

Rule. 

13 However, the reign of George V, who acceded to the throne in May 1910, at the height

of the crisis between the Lords and the Commons, witnessed a change in the attitude of

the British monarchy towards Ireland and the Irish issue. His father, Edward VII, had

told Asquith privately that in the absence of consent of the Lords to a reform of their

House, he was willing to create enough new peers to outvote them – but only after

another election was held. George V did not alter this line. A new election was held, a

Reform Bill was brought in, to which the Lords eventually gave reluctant agreement –

some  of  the  argument  rested  on  the  constitutional  future  of  Ireland.  The  1911

Parliament Act brought an end to the conflict between the two houses of Parliament,

and acknowledged that the ultimate source of authority lay in the Commons, as the

House springing from democratic power. 

14 While this opened the way for the return of Home Rule on the parliamentary agenda, it

also contributed to the radicalisation of unionism, and particularly of Ulster Unionism,

as the bulwark of the Union was no more. Such opposition meant business, and it was

clear that the calls to armed resistance to Home Rule were no idle talk. How then, to

avert the prospect of immediate civil war upon the passing of the Irish Home Rule Bill?

Partition had been aired in Parliament, and discussed behind the scene. How to make it

acceptable to Home Rulers, and what to include in ‘statutory Ulster’ that would meet

with non opposition on the part of Unionists? Such was the object of the Buckingham

Conference, an all-party conference convened by George V and held at Buckingham

palace  between  21st-24th July  1914,  in  order  to  determine  upon  the  area  to  be

partitioned.  Let  there  be  no  suspense:  all  options  were  put  on  the  table:  county

divisions,  constituency  divisions,  but  no  agreement  was  reached.  In  History  Ireland,

Kieran J. Rankin offers a severe assessment of the conference as “an altruistic but futile

attempt  to  broker  a  partition  arrangement;  there  was  little  incentive  to  make

concessions despite there being no shortage of ideas on how ‘statutory Ulster’ could be

composed.”12 Still, this was some kind of an attempt, and if George V cannot be credited

with success, he cannot be blamed for indifference either as some of his statements at

the time of the Buckingham Palace Conference organised in July 1914 show:

We have in the past endeavoured to act as a civilising example to the world, and to
me it is unthinkable, and it must be to you, that we should be brought to the brink
of fratricidal strife upon issues apparently so capable of adjustment as those you
are now asked to consider, if handled in a spirit of generous compromise.
(…) My apprehension in contemplating such a dire calamity is intensified by my
feelings of attachment to Ireland and of sympathy to her people, who have always
welcomed me with warmhearted affection.13

15 There was cause indeed for such apprehension: since 1912, crisis in Ulster had loomed

larger and larger. During the debates on the third Home Rule Bill, Edward Carson had

featured  as  a  prominent  orator.  In  January  1913,  he  stated  the  case  for  partition,

insisting  upon  an  amendment  to  the  bill  stating  “except  in  the  province  of  Ulster”.
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Challenged by an MP to state what he meant, he answered “when I speak of Ulster I mean

Unionist Ulster.14” This, clearly, could not mean the whole geographical and historical

province, but how to map unionism to practical effect? Should counties be considered,

or constituencies? Could maps of religious affiliation provide a sure guide as to the

location of Unionism? Without going into the arcane details of defining “statutory Ulster

”, as distinct at least from historical Ulster, we shall merely observe that the Ulster

crisis interrogates again the connection existing between place and politics, or place

and political concept, which is one of the difficulties of the subject of Home Rule.

16 The early 21st century student of Home Rule may be tempted to reduce the issue to one

of national, or regional, identity, conceived as unified, and exclusive. This definition is

to be rejected, as it would definitely obscure several major points. First, identity is not

marmoreal.  Shortly before his  death in 1862,  one leading member of  the Beresford

family had commented “When I was a boy, the ‘Irish people’ meant the Protestant, now it

means the Roman Catholics.”15 Rigid definitions of identity rest upon the rationale for

later political divisions and borders, and tend to obscure complexity.

17 French students in particular are apt to mishandle the Catholic-Protestant issue. At

that stage, the political significance of religion must be borne in mind. Any one familiar

with the Catholic tradition will feel fairly at home in an Anglican service, and quite

perplexed  at  a  Quaker  or  Presbyterian  worship.  Policy  was  at  stake,  rather  than

doctrine.  In  the  case  of  Ireland,  Scotland,  and  Wales,  religious  specificity

unquestionably played a part in the construction of identity. But making an absolute

link between identity and Home Rule would somehow establish a hierarchy: the Irish

identity (defined as native, Catholic and nationalist, which is a questionable definition)

would thus appear stronger than the Scottish, or Welsh identities. This makes no sense;

and if we take the prevalence of the regional language as an indicator, Welsh seems to

have fared better than the Irish language. In the case of Ireland, support of the Catholic

hierarchy for Home Rule should not be construed as identity nationalism. It was also

the  result  of  political  calculation:  the  prospect  of  Home  Rule  offered  the  best

guarantees of safeguarding/strengthening the Church’s hold on education at all levels,

and of securing its control over a nascent system of social protection. Plus, making

Catholicism  an  element  of  definition  Irishness  excludes  Protestants  –  not  only

individual Protestants too hastily written off as exceptions (Butt, Parnell), but Ulster

Protestants. Did Unionism mean the same in Dublin, Belfast, Derry or London?

18 One  should  beware  of  implicit  assumptions  of  supposedly  pure,  stable  and

homogeneous identities – and especially of exclusive ones. Considering the making of

Britain in the 18th century, Linda Colley argues that Britishness was “superimposed on

much older allegiances”, i.e. Welshness, Englishness or Scottishness.16 The experience of

Ireland, Wales, or Scotland, was not necessarily exclusive of interaction with the other

nations of the British Isles. Nor did it imply that empire was necessarily synonymous

with oppression. For the last two to three decades, historians have started to reexamine

the  history  of  the  British  empire  and  have  notably  highlighted  the  existence  of  “

imperial circuits and networks” thanks to which ideas, knowledge, commodities and men

circulated. The empire has been presented as a space including “contact zones”, i. e. “

space[s] in which peoples, geographically and historically separated [came] into contact with

each other and establish[ed] ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical

inequality, and intractable conflict.”17 Interpretations of the history of Ireland, both as a

member of  the British empire and as  a  nation aspiring to  some degree of  political
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independence, have been affected by these new perspectives on imperial history and an

increasing number of recent publications have, as a result, shed fresh light on the deep

links and multiple interactions between Ireland and the rest of the empire. Research

has notably focused on the Irish in the British empire – as clerks, doctors or nurses,

artists, members of the judiciary, and even soldiers and officers18. The fact that Ireland

had been conquered and planted and had also taken part in the British imperial project

meant that, even after the passing of the Acts of Union of 1800, which theoretically

transformed Ireland into  a  British province,  Ireland had a  multifaceted and hybrid

political identity:

For the next 120 years Ireland was,  legislatively,  to be part  of  a unitary United
Kingdom:  on  a  constitutional  level  at  least  the  never  clearly  defined “colonial”
status of Ireland had ended. (…) Yet on other levels and by other definitions the
country’s  position  as  a  subordinated  part  of  the  British  imperial  system  was
intensified, not ended, by Union.19

19 Recently in The Irish Times, an article marking the centenary of the Amristar massacre

was published and it underlines how complex and ambivalent Ireland’s position within

the Empire was: 

In March and April 1919, Indians rallied across Punjab to protest the Rowlatt Acts;
they shut down normal commerce in many cities, demonstrating – through empty
streets  and  shuttered  shops  –  the  dissatisfaction  of  the  people at  the  British
betrayal. This was a form of Gandhian non-violent non-cooperation; no violence or
disorder was reported. But the British government arrested nationalist leaders in
the  city  of  Amritsar  and  opened  fire  on  protestors,  killing  10.  In  the  riot  that
ensued, five Englishmen were killed and a woman missionary assaulted. (However,
she was rescued, and carried to safety, by Indians.)
The  British  promptly  sent  troops  to  Amritsar  to  restore  order,  under  brigadier
general Reginald Dyer. Dyer, who was educated at Midleton College, Cork, reported
to and enjoyed the unstinting support of the Tipperary-born lieutenant-governor of
Punjab, Sir Michael O’Dwyer.
It  is  a  sobering  reminder  that  the  Irish  were  not  merely  victims  of  British
imperialism but complicit in it in many parts of the world.20

20 It is of very bitter irony that the officers in charge should have been cleared by the

House of Lords, for acts which would have matched the behaviour of the Black and Tans

in Ireland more or less at the same time, and praised by Kipling. Of course, not all

Irishmen, Scots or Welshmen involved in the British empire behaved in so brutal a

manner; yet, they participated in its running, hence, in its hegemony. 

21 This invites us to replace the debate on Home Rule within the imperial framework.

Over the period, the empire faced a challenge. Part of it lay in its growth: by 1914, the

population of the empire was over 400 million people, a little below one fourth of the

total  population  of  the  globe.  Part  of  it  lay  in  the  fierce  competition  for  overseas

possessions  with  other  powers  –  France,  Germany,  Russia  among  the  fiercest

competitors.  The  years  1866-1871  saw  the  setting  up  of  the  Second  Reich,  a  new

German empire where the Prussian element held sway, under the political leadership of

Otto Von Bismarck, the arch unifier of the country. At that time, Germany was also

proving an increasingly dangerous competitor, economically speaking. How, then, to

secure  the  endurance  and growth of  the  empire?  The  Home Rule  debates  must  be

viewed as part of the imperial question. Was Home Rule likely to strengthen the bonds

between  the  mother  country  and  the  empire?  Incidentally,  what  was  the  mother

country – was it England, or Britain, or the United Kingdom? As we saw, one should be

wary of  rash answers.  If  so,  was it  the destiny of  all  colonies,  or  at  least  all  white
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colonies that were not physically attached to Great-Britain to become self-governing

dominions? And to what category did Ireland belong? Once again, one should be wary

of rash answers. On the contrary, was the demand for Home Rule, and in particular for

Irish Home Rule, a fundamentally separatist demand, the expression of a centrifugal

force which, unchecked, would inevitably lead to the break-up of the empire?

22 The imperial issue dominated the period. In 1870, Isaac Butt had clearly pointed to an

increasingly  unstable  and  politically  dangerous  international  situation  in  his  Irish

Federalism.  In  24  June  1872,  Conservative  leader  B.  Disraeli  pronounced  his  famous

Crystal Palace speech, which clearly set down what was to be the Conservative doctrine

over empire.  The speech opened on a statement defining the priorities of  the Tory

party: “first (…) to maintain the institutions of the country, (…) second, in my opinion, to uphold

the empire of England.” These priorities were set to counteract the effects of Liberalism,

which  was  regarded  by  the  Conservative  leader  as  an  ideology  intent  on  the  “

disintegration of the empire.” For Disraeli, preventing such disintegration required other

measures aimed at strengthening the bonds between the self-governing colonies and

the mother country:

Not that I  for one object to self-government. I  cannot conceive how our distant
colonies can have their affairs administered except by self-government. But self-
government, in my opinion, when it was conceded, ought to have been conceded as
a  part  of  a  great  policy  of  imperial  consolidation.  It  ought  to  have  been
accompanied by an imperial tariff, by securities for the people of England for the
enjoyment  of  unappropriated  lands  which  belonged  to  the  sovereign  as  their
trustee, and by a military code which should have precisely defined the means and
the responsibilities  by which the colonies  should be defended,  and by which,  if
necessary, this country should call for aid from the colonies themselves. It ought,
further,  to  have  been  accompanied  by  the  institution  of  some  representative
council in the metropolis, which would have brought the colonies into constant and
continuous relations with the home government. 

23 Noting the lasting “sympathy of the colonies with the mother country”, the Conservative

leader  concluded  nonetheless  that  England  was  faced  with  a  choice  that  would  be

crucial for the future and survival of the British Empire:

(…) the time is at hand, that, at least, it cannot be far distant, when England will
have to decide between national and cosmopolitan principles. The issue is not a
mean one. It is whether you will be content to be a comfortable England, modelled
and moulded upon continental principles and meeting in due course an inevitable
fate,  or whether you will  be a great country,  -  an imperial  country -  a  country
where  your  sons,  when  they  rise,  rise  to  paramount  positions,  and  obtain  not
merely the esteem of their countrymen, but command the respect of the world...21 

24 This speech contains what was to be the Conservative doctrine over empire from then

on,  often  referred  to  as  “empire  for  the  empire’s  sake” –  as  indeed it  articulates  the

centrality of empire to Conservatism. It also sets down the Conservative interpretation

of  self-government:  something  which  ought  to  be  granted  to  distant  colonies.

Interestingly,  it  voices  the  need  for  a  central,  London-based  organ  of  collective

deliberation. In time, this became the Conference of the Commonwealth; but during the

period under consideration, this would have been quite consistent with the type of

central  parliament  envisaged  by  the  advocates  of  imperial  federation.  The  Crystal

Palace speech further suggests that the empire might provide a possibility of upwards

mobility for the people of the British Isles, as it did. However, it contains a problematic

reference to territory: the distant colonies are mentioned, so is the mother country,

“England”, leaving Wales, Scotland, and emphatically Ireland in a sort of in-between
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zone,  the  definition  of  which  was  still  undecided  when  Home Rule  was  eventually

adopted — neither a dominion, nor an ordinary member of the Union. This was pointed

by Arthur Balfour in the speech he delivered upon the third reading of the Government

of Ireland Bill, on 15 January, 1913:

Broadly speaking, you have done everything you can to take away from the Irish
Government that which not only every nation, but every self-governing Dominion
of the Crown, possesses in the fullest and amplest measure. They cannot coin; I do
not think that is very important except as a symbol or mark of nationality. They
cannot look after their self-defence; they cannot raise a man to defend their shores.
I do not say that is wrong. What I am pointing out is that you are saying one thing
to these gentlemen and another thing to other gentlemen. I do not say it is wrong,
if this is a mere measure of local self-government, but I say it is absolutely and
ludicrously wrong if this Bill is to give back what the hon. Gentleman the Leader of
the Irish party calls the restoration of the national rights of the country.22

25 Home Rule all round would have clarified the matter, at least theoretically.

26 In the light of all this, the party polarisation of the issue of Home Rule as it developed

from 1885 onwards, with Gladstone’s so-called conversion to Home Rule for Ireland, has

a strong element of continuity to it. The years 1884-85-86 can certainly be described as

a  turning  point  with  the  enfranchisement  of  a  large  proportion  of  the  adult  male

population, Gladstone’s doctrine on Irish Home Rule, and the presenting of the first

Home Rule Bill. But they cannot be said to be part of a “new departure” as they do not

represent a complete rupture. 
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