


1d the 1868 general election

in Birmingham* The BLA arose primarily out

of the clase relationship between the Noncon-
formist churches in Birmingham. These had been
fred with a spirit of public service by the radical
preacher, George Dawson, who preached at the
Church of the Saviour in Edward Street. Dawson
wished to see the eoergy and the professionalism
of the Birmingham middle classes, hitherto dedi-
cated to making money for themselves, turned
instead towards the beuefiting of the whole com-
munity through the provision of cultural, social
and economic ‘improvement’® As he famously
putit, ‘a great town exists to discharge rowards
the people of that towu the duties that a great
nation exists to discharge towards the people of
that nation.” Dawson saw the enemies of his vast
ambitions for the ‘civic gospcl’ in the dominant
‘economist” group on Birmingham council, who
famously met in the Woodman pub, in Easy Row
near the canal wharf, to save the expense of erect-
ing a proper Couocil House.! In 1861, he, togcthcr
with like-minded progressives, snch as the archi-
tects J. H. Chamberlain and William Harris, and
the scholars Samnel Timmons and G. J. John-
son, fonnded the Town Crier, a satirical Periodical
which mercilessly lambasted the short-sight-
edness of the ‘economists’ who oversaw appall-
ing rates of infant mm‘ta]ity dute to the lack of
adequate public health provision.? In their place,
the Town Crier supported Thomas Avery who,
although cautious in expenditure, began to tackle
the town’s sewage problem, in the first stirrings
of the civic gospel’." In Dawson’s congregation
were not only figures such as ]. T. Bunce aud Jesse
Collings, who came to dominate Birmingham
politics in the 1870s and thereafter, but also Har-
ris, who has become known as the ‘father of the
caucus’." Harzis himselfhad been associated with
Liberal politics since his support for nationalist
causes in Hungary and Italy in 1848 and wasat
forefront of Liberal activity in the 1860s owing to
his presidency of the Birmingham and Edgbaston
Decbating Society, where young professional and
businessmen of all religious denominations snch
as Geotge Dixon and Joseph Chambetlain, dis-
cussed how to imprave their adopted town 2 All

three were subsequently involved in the campaign
for educational reform that would eventualiy pro-
duce the Natiooal Education League.™

Harris, the education reformer, George Dixon
and the proprietor of the sympathetic Birmingham
Daily Post, John Jaffray, fonnded the BLA in Feb-
ruary 1865, short]y before Lord Palmerston called
what was expected to be his last general elec-
tion. The circular announcing the initial meet-
ing noted that it was ‘a matter of regret that the
Liberal Partyin Birmi_ngham has had no recog-
nised organisation by which its opinions can be
expressed and its ioterests promoted.™ The first
meetings of the BLA took place on 17 February io
a committee room of the Birmingham town hall
with a committee of twenty one members, Philip
Muntz as president and Dixon as honorary sec-
retary.” The title ‘Liberal Association’ was delib-
erately chosen instead of an alternative title to
avoid alarming moderates who would be worried
about a title containing words such a5 ‘Radical’ or
‘Reform’® The purposes of the new association
were given as follows:

To maintain the Liberal representation of the
borough,

To assist in obtaining the return of Liberal mem-
bers for the county,

To promote the adoption of Liberal principles in
the Government of the country.”

The BLA was outwardly, therefore, a more cen-
trist organisation, appealing to respectable Bir-
mingham propressives, but it masked a very
radical agenda of municipal reform and support
for expansion of the parliamentary franchise.
The association was notably ineffective at
first, struggling to operate within the restricted
franchise imposed in 1832. In July 1865, George
Muntz was defeated in the North Warwick-
shite constituency in the general election. In
response the BLA declared that it would not dis-
band and would become a permanent organisa-
tion determined to drive forward a more radical
agendain Birmingham and Warwickshire’s
Liberal politics.”® It funded the establishment

If the BLA has
been considered
to be the proto-
type of modern
political organisa-
tion, owing toits
success in 1868, it
has nevertheless
been suggested
by some com-
mentators this
was not entirely
beneficial forthe
development

of participative
democratic poli-
tics in Britain nor
forthe long-term
survival of the
Liberal Party.
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Itis not only desirable but absolutely necessary
that the whole of the party should be taken into
its counsels and that all its members should share
in its control and management. It is no longer
safe to attempt to secure che representation of a
great constituency for the nominee of a few gen-
tlemnen sitting in private committee, and basing
their ¢laims to dictate the choice of the electors
on the fact that they have been willing to sub-
scribe something towards the expenses, The
working class, who cannot contribute pecnni-
arily though they are often ready to sacrifice a
more than proportionate amount of time and
labour, are now the majority in most borough
constituencies, and no candidate and no policy
has a chance of success unless their pood will and
active support can be first secnred

Under the so-called ‘minority clanse’ of the
reformed political system, although Birming-
ham now had three MPs, the electors still had
only two votes each and so there was a danger
that all the Liberal voters would cast their ballot
for the most popular candidate (Bright) and thus
reduce the chances of enough vores being cast for
each of the two remaining candidates (Dixon and
Philip Muntz) to prevent the Conservatives from
being able to elect ane of their candidates (Samp-
son Lloyd or Sebastian Evans). Harris therefore
re-organised the BLA into a hierarchy of com-
mittees, led by the management committee (the
‘Committee of Ten'), with an executive and 2
general committee {‘the four hundred’) beneath it
and permanent ward committees, of twenty-four
members each, to direct electors in each waxrd to
vote for a particular combinations of candidates.
As the later constitution of the BLA revealingly
noted, ‘mere adherence to the objects and organi-
sations of the [BLA]" was sufficient for member-
ship of the ward committee.* Ward committees
had been established for the purpose of fighting a
forthcoming election in Birmingham since 1841,
but these had been dissolved as soon as the elec-
tion was over.®®

Harris divided Birmingham into three areas.
In area A, Liberal voters were instructed to vote
for Bright and Dixon; in area B they were told to
vote for Bright and Muntz. In the most challeng-
ing area C, voters wonld be directed not to vote
for Bright, the ‘People’s Tribune’, but for Dixon
and Muntz* As Harris put it, ‘in this way unity
wotld be preserved and the danger of a Tory
being elected in consequence of difference among
the Liberals would he averted.”” While national
Liberal organs such as the Daify News predicted a
sorry failure, Birmingham’s Liberals were con-
fident of success and a mourning card was cir-
culated 2unouncing the burial of ‘Old Toryism’
on polling day (17 November) and ironically
lamenting:

A man chat is born a Tory has but a short time to
live and is full of humbug; he springeth up like

Birmingham, the ‘Caucus’ and the 1868 general election
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a fungus and withereth like a cauliflower; and
is seen no more; in the midst of life, we hope he
meets his death 5

Conservatism in Birmingham had not been
dominant since in the middle years of the cen-
tury and had become locally identified with the
‘economist’ grouping on the town’s council who
oversaw the decline from the high standards of
housing, health provision and sanitation in the
town which had preserved Birmingham from

the ravages of cholera in 1832.% While it was true
that a substantial section of the local upper middle
classes, particularly Anglican manufacturers and
lawyers, had remained Conservative, this class
was now out-numbered in the electorate by the
newly enfranchised urban rate-payers, Socially
aloof from the growing ranks of Nonconform-
ity in the town and preferring to look to the
neighbouring gentry of Warwickshire and Staf-
fordshire for social alliances, this local elite had
become increasingly removed from the practical
concerns of Birmingham’s citizens, as their inade-
quate responses to the calls for educational reform
demonstrated. They claimed popular support for
the causes of Church and Queen but in 1867 the
Working Men’s Liberal-Conservative Association
could only claim 2,00c members.*

The main battle ground between Liberals and
Conservatives in terms of policy in 1868, was on
the question of the Irish church, which Gladstone
had promised to disestablish in order to pacify
Ireland. The Conservative candidates were both
strong supporters of antidisestablishmentarian-
ism. Sampsoo Lloyd, in an attempt to appeal to
the anti-Catholic prejudices of the Nonconform-
ist Birmingham voter, declared in his election
address that Gladstone’s proposed Itish Church
Bill would lead ‘to a great increase in the politi-
cal power of the hierarchy and established in that
country by the Court of Rome.* The two sides
produced short-lived, ‘wretchedly execnted’
satirical journals for the duration of the contest —
the Liberals printing Toby and the Conservatives,
The Third Member.#* A meeting at the town hall
with Dixon and both putative Conservative can-
didates present on 22 April was disrupted when
physical violence broke out and both Conserva-
tive candidates were howled down.* Tt was nor-
mal for viclence to break out at the hustings; for
example it was alleged that the BLA had hired
thugs to intimidate Lloyd wheo he had stood
against Dixon in the 1867 by—elecl:ion.“ Bnt it was
unusual for viclence to occur in the confines of as
august a building as the town hall and must serve
as an indication of the passions provoked by che
contest.

It is striking how much Gladstone’s name was
already being used as a talisman by the ‘new Rad-
icals’. In a speech in late October, Muntz praised
Gladstone as ‘the finest financier of the age’, while
a Jewish member of the audience gave the Liberal
leader sole credit for granting civil rights to those
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Briggs argues
thatin spite of
the BLA's sub-
sequent con-
demnation by
commentators
and historians,
the association
contributed sig-
nificantly to the
publicinterest
in politics and
the revival of
local pride which
manifested itself
in support for
ambitious spend-
ing plans and
conspicuous phi-
lanthropyin Bir-
mingham in the
1870s.

Birmingham, the ‘Caucus’ and the 1868 general election

Union#* It refused to listen to the Labour Rep-
resentative League’s concern that working men
were not being nominated as candidates for elec-
tion, which led Davis to set up the Birmingham
Labour Association. The BLA backed down and
Schnadhorst agreed to let a few Labour figures
such as Davis to stand as candidates for the school
board or the town council without opposition
from the BLA®

Gladstone, in the midst of his campaign against
‘Bulgarian atrocities” came to Birmingham in
1877 to speak at the inanguration of the NLF,
but pointedly refused ro do more than endorse it,
having been warned by Granville of Chamber-
lain’s ambitions.® He had been annoyed by the
Naticnal Education League’s campaipgn against
Forster’s 1870 Education Act and by Chamber-
lain’s critical article, "The Liberal Party and its
Leaders'.” He was proved correct to be suspi-
cious when the NLF was used by Chamberlain
to promote his ‘unauthorised programme’ in the
1885 general election. Chamberlain’s increased
focus on his national career also proved disas-
trous to Harris and Schnadherst, who refused to
break with Gladstone, when the Birmingham
Liberal MPs opposed his Irish Home Rule Bill in
1886. Schnadhorst made sure that the BLA {and
the NLF) stayed loyal to the GOM but neither
he nor Harris were able to advance their politi-
cal careers significantly thereafter.®* Chamberlain
meanwhile was forced to found the Birmingham
Liberal Unionist Association and to rebuild his
caucus from the ground up.® He consequently
became increasingly dependent on Conservative
support to further his career, the contradictions
of which position came near to forcing his retire-
ment over the Leamington Spa candidature dis-
pute in 1895.%

The National Liberal Federation grew in
power and influence, however, moving to West-
minster in 1886 and then establishing the Liberal
Publications Department in the following year.®
As the NLF stayed loyal to Gladstone, the new
president, Robert Spence Watson, demanded a
price from the leader in 18g1 — the ‘Newecastle
Programme’, which presented the party with a
list of demands for radical reforms from the par-
ty’s grassroots.” The Federation finally reached
its apogee under the presidency of Augustine
Birrell from 190z, who effectively coordinated
the defence of the workers’ ‘cheap loaf” in the face
of Chamberlain’s sudden conversion to the cause
of Tariff R eform.” In many ways, the NLF can
be credited for the scale of the Liberal landslide,
even if, ironically, it must thank Chamberlain for
dividing both of the Unionist parties in one mala-
droit manoeuvre and handing the Liberals a cause
on which they could reunite.

Political historians such as Jon Lawrence
and James Vernon have worried that the politi-
cal apparatus created by Harris and inherited
by Chamberlain and then expanded nationally
into the NLF amounted to a form of ‘coercien’

whereby the representative nature of mass poli-
tics was subverted by powerful elite groups and
used to silence minority voices.*® In her study

of the political culture of Victorian Birming-
ham, Anne Rodrick notes that *the Liberal cau-
cus closed off many avenues for service to those
beyond the pale of the ruling party’, as can be
witnessed by the birter attacks on the BLA by

the anonymous authors of The Dart magazine
after 1879 when it was bought out by a consor-
tium ofleading Birmingham Conservatives.®
Lord Randolph Churchill described the caucus
system of which the BLA was the central compo-
nent as “Tsarist despotism ... dispensing patron-
age to maintain 25,000 servants and to employ
none but the blindly dacile as chinovniks.”™ This
was popularly referred to as *vote as you are told’
{which was the verbatim message in the Birming-
hasm Daily Post on the day of the 1868 poll}™ Har-
ris defended the scheme, however, on the basis
that a political organisation ‘should not only be a
reflex of popular apinion, but should be so mani-
festly a reflex of that opinion that none could
doubt it.7* As he put it in his History of the Radical
Party it Patliament, it was “in the borough con-
stituencies where alone the Radical feelings of
the People can obtain expression’ and so it was
his responsibility to maximise the political rep-
resentation of that feeling, both to combat the
Conservatives and also to challenge the Whig
influence on the Liberal party irself” Chamber-
lain himself offered a more typically vigorous
rebuttal of the charge of tyrannical direction,
though in private he admitted that he had ‘almost
despotic authority’ aver Birmingham, thanks to
the caucus.™ Asa Briggs’ conclusion is that the
BLA wasin fact a form of ‘democratic centralism’
in which twenty members could demand a meet-
ing of the general committee (which in time grew
to nnmber 2,000) which had considerable influ-
ence over the choice of candidates. He argues that
in spite of the BLA's subsequent condemnation
by commentators and historians, the association
contributed significantly to the public interest

in politics and the revival of local pride which
manifested itself in support for ambitious spend-
ing plans and conspicuous philanthropy in Bir-
mingham in the 1870s7 Given the considerable
advantage in wealth, social connections, cultural
authority and deference that both the Tories and
the Whigs enjoyed even in Birmingham, it is pos-
sible to understand that the BLA, whilst not alto-
gether democratic, was a necessary evil, if vested
interests and entrenched institutional inertia in
municipal politics was to be overturned, Moreo-
ver, as the ‘minority clause’ had been designed by
a Tory government to increase Conservative rep-
resentation in borough seats, it was beholden on
the ‘new Radicals’ to use any means available to
strike back at this blatant electoral manipulation
with, in Harris” own words, ‘the nicest calcula-
tion and the utmost subordination ... to carry the .
three Liberals™
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