
Understanding M r Gladstone* 

BIOGRAPHY is perhaps the most seductive form of historical study, and 
there are few signs that its peculiar charms have yet lost their 
attractions either for readers or for historians. History concerns the 
activities of people, and biography provides what is felt to be the 
most natural kind of focus for historical study — the lives, behaviours, 
and motivations of individuals. In Britain, indeed, an attempt is being 
made to write the history of Parliament itself by assembling the 
biographies of hundreds and hundreds of individual M.P.s. The 
historian who writes about movements and trends and institutions is 
sometimes made to feel that there is something unreal about what 
he is doing, that in the last resort only individual people are real, 
and that one can only understand these general phenomena by know-
ing about the lives and activities of specific individuals. 

The problem of the limitations of the biographical approach is 
revealed in a particularly acute form in connection with great political 
leaders. Such men fascinate and perplex, and yet somehow the more 
we get to know about them the less we seem really to understand 
them. It is certainly remarkable how few really thorough and con-
vincing interpretations of the careers of most of the notable British 
politicians of the last 150 years there are. The facts are massively 
accumulated, as with the recent biography of Stanley Baldwin,1 and 
yet at the end we do not seem to be much further on than when we 
started. The basic reason for this — the basic deficiency of the strictly 
biographical approach — is obvious. The longer and more important 
the career of a politician, the more numerous, varied, and complicated 
will have been the episodes and movements with which he will have 
been connected and the less satisfactory will be the personal factor 
— which, after all, is inescapably the focus of a biography — as an 
explanation of what happened. The biographer can never be capable 
of mastering on his own account the complexities of more than a few 
of the general situations or movements in which his subject found 
himself involved and he is heavily dependent on such monographs 
as may happen to exist to explain these for him. 

There are three main kinds of biography and each has its own 
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particular limitations. First there is the 'official' biography, often 
written shortly after a man's death, which aspires to do no more than 
establish the record of his life and career and supply material towards 
the interpretation of the general contexts within which he operated. 
Secondly, there is the interpretative biography which seeks to go 
beyond mere narrative in order to explain the relationship between 
the politician and these general contexts. The great defect in such 
biographies is that they are almost bound, by being organised around 
the personal experience and attitudes of this one man, to convey a 
highly distorted and artificial impression both of his own role and of 
the general nature of the politics of the time. Thirdly, there is the 
biography which really tries to put its subject in perspective by telling 
the story of 'the times' as well as his own story and endeavouring to 
integrate the two. These suffer both from the tendency of the man 
himself to disappear altogether from view at times (John Ehrman's 
The Younger Pitt2 is an example of this) and from the inevitable 
superficiality or second-handedness of the author's acquaintance with 
significant aspects of 'the times'. 

The inadequacies of the biography as a contribution to the under-
standing of complex political situations and movements are becoming 
increasingly apparent, and it may be that the critical failure of the 
Middlemas-Barnes biography of Baldwin is a reflection of the bank-
ruptcy of the tradition of interpreting politics through the medium 
of concentration on the separate 'lives' of the politicians most 
prominendy connected with them. A new approach which seems 
likely to give us a more accurate impression of the role and effective-
ness of individual politicians is what might be called the biography 
of a group. This is exemplified in such recent works as Cameron 
Hazlehurst's Politicians at War3 and Maurice Cowling's 1867 Disraeli, 
Gladstone and Revolution4 and The Impact of Labour,5 and the 
theory underlying it, related in particular to the elitist character of 
British politics and the tight-knit, closed nature of the British ruling 
group, is stated, briefly, in Cowling's introduction to The Impact of 
Labour. The technique is to assemble up to forty or fifty different 
collections of politicians' papers and use these to show the constant, 
almost day-by-day, interactions among these politicians. The theory 
is that a politician's behaviour can only make sense when viewed 
within a group context, and the important thing is therefore to define 
the group and deal with it, rather than with the individual, as the 
fundamental unit in politics. The effect is, of course, greatly to 
diminish the role and scope of individual initiative, and there can be 
no doubt that the impression of the independent effectiveness and 
ability to control situations of great leaders such as Lloyd George, 
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Gladstone, Disraeli, Asquith and Baldwin, that emerges from these 
books, is vastly different from that which the traditional biography, 
and the whole approach implicit in the writing of traditional biogra-
phy, have created for us. 

The relationship between a political leader and those whom he 
leads is a highly complex one, and what we have constantly to be 
on our guard against is the tendency of political rhetoric to over-
simplify this relationship and exaggerate the power of leaders to 
determine the course of events. One aspect of this tendency is the 
way in which movements, parties, ideas, and changes of policy come 
to be associated with the names of particular politicians. We soon 
discover that it is quite impossible to explain Gladstonian Liberalism 
simply by reference to Gladstone's personal conduct and beliefs or 
Disraelian Conservatism through a biographical study of Disraeli. 
Robert Blake's Disraeli6 is an outstanding biography, but our appre-
ciation of Disraeli's significance as a political leader has been greatly 
increased also by Paul Smith's researches on Disraelian Conservatism.7 

What is now being recognised more and more is that a distinction 
has to be drawn between a politician's 'private' and 'political' per-
sonalities and that there may in fact be very little connection or 
resemblance between the two. Indeed, a political personality, often 
assumed both by contemporaries and by posterity to be the man's 
'real' personality, may be built up around him and his public actions 
and pronouncements by all the myth-making forces at work in modern 
democratic politics while he himself remains largely ignorant of what 
is going on and contributes consciously little if anything to the pro-
cess. The result is that historians are constantly shocking us by their 
revelations of discrepancies between traditional ideas concerning the 
beliefs and motives of prominent politicians and what they were 
actually doing or trying to do. 

It is not only contemporary politicians who suffer from 'credibility 
gaps'. Hardly any prominent political reputations can remain immune 
from the appearance of one, and from all the consequent accusations 
of hypocrisy and insincerity, once the divergence between private and 
political personality begins to become apparent. But we must bear 
in mind that the political personality is essentially one that is created 
by others for and around a man and for their own purposes and must 
be assessed primarily in relation to these rather than with reference 
to his private personality. A political leader becomes an 'image', a 
symbol or a myth, used to concentrate and represent a certain set of 
political attitudes or aspirations. This is politically important and can 
often operate largely independently of the man himself. What is 
essential is that for this reason the study of it should also be separate 
and not confused with the study of private personality. This is not 
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to suggest that personal motives and beliefs have no relevance in the 
interpretation of politics. But it is to suggest that their relevance is 
normally a much more limited one than is assumed in most biograph-
ical writing. They will initially play a large part in determining a 
politician's decision to act in a certain way, though even at this level 
consideration of the 'image' which the appearance of this conduct 
is likely to foster may well be very influential. But once the action 
has taken place, or the policy been decided upon, or the speech been 
made, a public fact has been created, and the personal motives 
become of secondary importance. For they are essentially private and 
must remain unknown and unknowable to most people until, perhaps, 
many years later the historian is able partially to unveil them with 
the aid of private correspondence. But the action or the policy or 
the speech is now a fact with an existence and implications that are 
completely independent of the motives which originally inspired it. 
The motives which are attributed to the politician and the interpre-
tations which are given to what he has done or said are now to be 
understood as reflecting the desires and interests of those who are 
doing the attributing and the interpreting and not of the politician 
himself. 

In this paper I intend to consider how best we can set about acquir-
ing an integrated impression of the relationship between a politician's 
personality, whether real' or manufactured, and the events and move-
ments in which he is a prominent participant. The politician whom 
I have selected for this purpose is Gladstone. 

The interpretation of Gladstone's career and of Gladstonian politics 
in general is, I believe, at present in a highly interesting transitional 
phase. It is remarkable, considering what a towering position he 
occupies in British political history, how little detailed research on 
Gladstone's career has been carried out. The years from 1885 to 1894, 
for instance, remain virtually untouched. There are some obvious 
reasons for this — the exceptionally high quality of John Morley's 
official biography; the fact that Gladstone's papers have in the main 
been available to scholars for a considerable time and so there is not 
the excitement of discovering and using new material which draws 
young historians like a magnet to other areas of political history (just 
now it is the period 1914 to 1924); and, on the other hand, especially 
more recently, the feeling that until the publication of Gladstone's 
diaries, which M. R. D. Foot has just begun,8 is completed, any 
assessments of his personal motives and reactions must be provisional 
and liable to need drastic revision. But beyond these reasons there is 
the effect of Gladstone's own rhetoric and of the political myths 
which developed around him. He and the myth-makers conspired to 
make everything that he did appear so simple and clear-cut in moti-
vation and aim. And so for a long time the course of his career looked 
too obvious to require much additional explanation. This is surely the 

8M. R. D. Foot, ed., The Gladstone Diaries, I and II, Oxford, 1968. 
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reason why, for example, the period from 1885 to 1894 has been so 
neglected by historians. There has seemed no need to say anything 
more about Liberal politics in this period than that they were 
dominated by an old man with a fanatical and completely uncom-
plicated obsession with doing justice to Ireland. Historians hasten on 
to 1894 when, it seems, complication and deviousness begin again 
and their particular skills of subtle explanation and sophisticated 
analysis will once more be needed. 

It is only recently that the complexities of attitude and motive 
underlying some of the main phases of Gladstone's career have begun 
to be appreciated and unravelled — for example, in D. M. Schreuder's 
examination of his attitude to Italian nationalism, John Vincent's 
assessment of his role in the formation of the Liberal party in the 
1860s, Maurice Cowling's analysis of his handling of the question of 
parliamentary reform and his failure as Liberal leader in 1866-7, R. 
T. Shannon's work on the relationship between Gladstone and the 
Bulgarian agitation of 1876, and my own study of the broader signi-
ficance for Gladstone of the post-1885 preoccupation with Irish Home 
Rule.9 The result is that Gladstone's motives appear far more com-
plex than his own political rhetoric and the Gladstonian 'myth' have 
hitherto caused us to suppose. Almost inevitably, a credibility gap 
begins to yawn — Gladstone spoke in favour of radical reforms but 
had very conservative reasons for doing so, emerged in the 1860s as 
a popular demagogue yet was extremely cautious in promoting 
working-class enfranchisement within Parliament, was very late in 
becoming involved in the Bulgarian agitation and yet later posed as 
its sole inspirer and promoter, took up Irish Home Rule as a diversion 
from Chamberlain's Radical politics, and so on. But in fact what is 
happening is the development of an awareness of the divergence 
between Gladstone's private and political personalities, and what is 
needed is not the use of this divergence as the basis for a personal 
condemnation of Gladstone (on grounds of hypocrisy, inconsistency, 
etc.), but rather an attempt to understand how and why Gladstone 
came to acquire a political personality or image which diverged so 
far from the reality of his own motives and beliefs. 

What this means is that a "biography' of Gladstone as a political 
phenomenon must concern itself not only with what he himself did 
and thought and aimed at achieving but also with what others — 
Liberals, the general public, his opponents — believed that he thought 
and wanted to do; in other words, with what he meant to them and 
what they saw (which could be very much what they wanted to see) 

9 D. M. Schreuder, 'Gladstone and Italian unification, 1848-70: the making 
of a Liberal?', English Historical Review, LXXXV, 336 (1970), 475-501; J. 
Vincent, The Formation of the Liberal Party 1857-1868, London, 1966; M. 
Cowling, 1867 Disraeli, Gladstone and Revolution, Cambridge, 1967; R. T. 
Shannon, Gladstone and the Bulgarian Agitation 1876, London, 1963; D. A. 
Hamer, Liberal Politics in the Age of Gladstone and Rosebery. A Study in Policy 
and Leadership, Oxford, 1972. 
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in him. We need to examine not just the psychology of Gladstone 
but also the psychology of Gladstonianism. This latter study has 
scarcely yet begun. Henry Pelling has recently reminded us that in 
the late nineteenth century 'the most popular leader among the work-
ing class was Gladstone',10 but most historians still assume that the 
explanation for this has to be sought in Gladstone himself and not 
in the Gladstonians. Not the least notable feature of John Vincent's 
Formation of the Liberal Party is that he does not assume this but 
concentrates on analysing the growth of Gladstone's political per-
sonality into a virtually autonomous political force. Vincent minimises 
Gladstone's own initiative in bringing it into being and shows how 
it was manufactured almost in spite of Gladstone, for example by 
Bright and Mill in the 1860s when they were striving to forge a link 
between the two worlds of official, parliamentary politics and 
'respectable' labour. From this time on the course of Gladstone's 
career was to be strongly affected by the constant efforts of the myth-
makers — press, pamphleteers, Liberal colleagues, parliamentarians 
and candidates, and so on — to create images of him, based on the 
highlighting and simplifying of certain aspects of his conduct and 
the re-interpreting or de-emphasising of much else. Vincent has 
written that there developed a cult of Gladstone which 'gave him the 
character of a folk myth'.11 The ideas as to his beliefs and motives 
which were part of this cult bore very little resemblance to what we 
now find Gladstone actually did believe and want to do. 

We can now appreciate the extent to which Gladstone himself was 
independent of this cult. But it is also possible to see that Gladstone 
was the kind of political leader who made it peculiarly easy for such 
a cult to grow up around him. And here I think we may have arrived 
back at the original problem of the relationship between the 'private' 
personality and politics. 

One of the most important ingredients in the 'image' of a political 
leader is the impression that develops as to the process by which he 
arrives at his decisions. Broadly speaking, there are three such images 
which can be fostered. At one extreme, there is the 'opportunist' who 
is constantly adjusting his policy and conduct to accommodate what 
seems to him to be the predominant state or trend of opinion at any 
given time. In the middle is the leader who has, and makes no 
secret of the fact that he has, definite opinions and principles of 
his own to which he hopes eventually to be able to give effect, but 
who has no intention of acting upon them until such time as his 
party has been 'educated' to support the proposed course of action 
or change of policy. Then at the other extreme is the 'mysterious' 
or unpredictable leader who is not seen to be influenced by external 
pressures and considerations in any such straightforward way but 

1 0 H. Pelling, Popular Politics and Society in Late Victorian Britain, London, 
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who in his conduct implements the dictates of his own mind and 
follows through processes of arriving at convictions which are peculiar 
to his mentality and personality and largely unknown, and unknow-
able, to other people. Each type deserves to be called a leader, 
because each process of reaching decisions on political action supplies 
one of the most important attributes of an effective leader, namely 
the ability to unify by convincing a wide range of groups and interests 
that their own aspirations and points of view are not automatically 
and in advance excluded from the influences which shape the leader's 
conduct but that they may hope that, for one reason or another, he 
will eventually decide to adopt the line of action which they have 
been proposing. There can be no doubt that it is in the third category 
that Gladstone must be placed. 

A politician may strive consciously to gain the appearance of a 
man of mystery'. Parnell perhaps did this in order to secure and 
keep his hold over the exceptionally diverse and potentially antago-
nistic elements in Irish nationalist politics, although it is also clear 
that his mysterious behaviour had a good deal to do with the com-
plexities of his personality and the circumstances of his private life.12 

But Gladstone played no conscious part in the development of the 
enigmatic aspect of his political personality. Indeed he always re-
mained remarkably unconcerned about the impression which his 
conduct might or did make and about the effect which the growth of 
such an impression was having on the political situation itself. Glad-
stone's mysteriousness as a political leader stemmed from the way in 
which his conduct was so largely wrought out of his own private 
personality and the logic of his own peculiarly evolved political ideas. 
This, when combined with the intense emotional power of his oratory, 
created the impression of Gladstone as an unusually autonomous and 
self-powered political force, not subject to any externally-supplied 
motivating and controlling influences. The mainsprings of Glad-
stone's actions were well hidden, and his own attempts to explain 
what they were were notoriously complex and often scarcely in-
telligible, leading to the reputation for Jesuitical casuistry which is 
a familiar part of the image of Gladstone which we now possess. 
The result was that his actions were peculiarly detached from the 
motives and feelings which inspired them and usually stood isolated 
and extremely vulnerable to the efforts of others to impose on his 
actions the interpretation which suited their own particular needs and 
to see in them what they wanted to see. The restraints of any 'official' 
definition of the meaning of Gladstone's actions were very weak. 
Hence Gladstone's unique capacity for unifying a great diversity of 
political interests and points of view. 

One of the main reasons for Gladstone's great political influence 
was his total unpredictability. The logic which determined his com-
mitment to particular courses of action was entirely special to him-

12 See C. C. O'Brien, Parnell and his Party, 1880-90, Oxford, 1957. 
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self and, if it was influenced by external pressures and considerations 
of expediency, there was in his case, by contrast to the other two 
types of leader to which I have referred above, no way for the 
outsider to assess how such influences operated. No one could be 
certain that external factors would influence Gladstone; neither could 
anyone be sure that they would not. With Gladstone no course of 
action, no 'option', was automatically and from the start blocked off 
— because no one could understand the logical processes which 
determined Gladstone's priorities and caused him to adopt particular 
courses of action. 

Ambiguity is one of the most fundamental and important forces in 
politics, and undoubtedly the area of ambiguity which surrounded 
Gladstone's actions and policies was considerably wider than is the 
case with most 'normal' politicians. This ambiguity had perhaps its 
greatest effect on Liberal politics in connection with Gladstone's 
reform policies. Again and again during his career Gladstone pro-
posed the adoption of reforms which appeared to be radical in impli-
cation and yet which he himself advocated in patently conservative 
terms. The significance of this is that he was able as a result to unify 
within the party and behind the promotion of these reforms both 
conservatives and radicals, not because he consciously set out to 
appeal to both, but because he had succeeded in his own political 
thinking in forging a unique blend of conservatism and support for 
reform, a blend which was organic, in which the two trends of 
thought, normally assumed to be distinct and antagonistic, simply 
could not be torn asunder. Consequently, while both conservatives 
and radicals could see what they wanted to see in Gladstone's politics, 
it was not possible for either to predominate in them. In Gladstone's 
thinking a perfect synthesis between conservatism and radicalism 
was attained, and so the integrity of his political position could not 
be assailed either from right or from left. 

Thus Whigs and moderate Liberals looked to Gladstone as the 
safest director of change, if change there had to be, while Radicals 
believed that for the time being they could get more of what they 
wanted under his leadership than if they were to strike out on their 
own. But Gladstone for his part took no account of any necessity to 
conciliate either side, for from his point of view the distinctness of 
the two positions was quite artificial, and he strove rather to imple-
ment his own understanding of the relationship between reform and 
social stability. Others, however, seized on and for their own purposes 
re-interpreted what he said and did. Thus in 1866-7 the Conservatives 
deliberately set out to brand Gladstone as radical and an ally of John 
Bright and the Reform League by selecting and imposing their own 
interpretation on portions of a total political position which they knew 
only too well was likely to lead to the inheritance by Gladstone, not 
by themselves, of the vital Palmerstonian 'centre' in politics. And 
Bright himself greatly simplified and distorted Gladstone's views on 
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parliamentary reform.13 Consequently the public image of Gladstone 
diverged further and further from the reality of Gladstone's attitudes, 
since no one could grasp the extremely subtle considerations which 
formed them. 

We can see in all this some of the reasons why Gladstone's political 
conduct aroused such extremes of trust and distrust. There is no 
doubt that many Liberals were ready to accept whatever he proposed 
because they did not really understand why he was proposing it, 
since this avoided having to drag into the open all the potentially 
disunifying questions of principles. On the other hand, others pro-
foundly distrusted him because you could never know where you 
were with him or where he might take you. Trusting 'Mr Gladstone' 
and referring to his great authority and integrity as the reason for 
supporting particular courses of action increasingly became a sub-
stitute for thinking about the development of Liberal politics, think-
ing which seemed more and more likely to lead only to disintegration. 
The climax of this tendency was reached in 1886 when a majority 
of the party supported him on a proposal of which virtually none of 
them had been in favour and which many had opposed, only a few 
months before. 

The trouble was that the processes by which Gladstone arrived at 
his conclusions about policy were deliberately kept private. It was 
never Gladstone's practice publicly to take his followers through each 
step of his own 'conversion' to a particular policy, partly because he 
feared that the controversies to which this would give rise might 
prevent any goal ever being reached. He did not want any extraneous 
factors to become involved but sought rather an organic and natural 
solution to major problems. He believed that the success of a policy 
must depend on maintaining the integrity of the process through 
which it came to be adopted. The most striking instance of this is 
his refusal between 1882 and 1886 to share with his colleagues or his 
party the growth of his convictions in favour of Home Rule for Ire-
land. He always insisted on making up his own mind about policy 
matters and above all on not being seen to be controlled by mere 
party considerations. This had a unifying effect since until the last 
possible moment it left completely fluid the relationship between 
political pressures and his own decisions and actions. 

What came first with Gladstone — and here he was following 
closely in the Peelite tradition — was the national interest. The role 
of the leader was to state what he believed this to be and, when he 
judged the time to be 'ripe' (a favourite Gladstonian word), what 
action was necessary to promote it. Then it was up to everybody else 
to decide how to respond. A leader must not wait until he had 
educated his party, for that was the wrong order. If observed, it 
would seriously damage the prospects of solving major national 

13 See Cowling. 
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problems by converting proposed reforms into party issues. Peel had 
not so waited in 1845-6, and in 1885 Gladstone went to very great 
lengths to avoid making Irish Home Rule a subject of conflict between 
the Liberal and Conservative parties. That the taking of initiatives 
in this way by party leaders might lead, as it had led in 1846, to the 
disruption of existing parties was a prospect that Gladstone appears 
to have contemplated with a remarkable degree of equanimity. 
Indeed, one might almost say that he was prepared to welcome it. 
Like Peel, Gladstone saw parties as essential servants of the national 
interest, and if a call for the adoption of a certain way of promoting 
the national interest had the effect of purging a party of sectional 
and party-oriented people, then this was all to the good because it 
turned that party into a truer representation of what a party ought 
to be. 14 

We thus have the paradox of the existence within Gladstone's 
career of the extremes of a very considerable and prolonged unifying 
influence, stemming from the ambiguity and mysteriousness of his 
methods of deciding on courses of action, and disruptiveness when 
finally his decisions had been made. Liberals welcomed the unifying 
effect of Gladstone's political personality, but they had to pay a high 
price for it in the end. 

There are two ways of assessing the consequences of the peculiar 
kind of cohering effect which Gladstone had on Liberal politics. On 
the one hand, it could be argued that it was mainly responsible for 
holding the party together long enough after the process of its 'forma-
tion in the 1860s for it to become established as a going concern, 
a party of government. On the other hand, reliance on this source of 
unification could be seen as having prevented — or rather provided 
a good reason for not bothering about — any effort by the party to 
grapple with its own doctrinal and sectional divisions and establish 
an organic unity within itself. Indeed, Gladstone's style of leadership 
had the effect of worsening the party's fundamental disunity. As time 
went on, Gladstone made less and less attempt to foster general 
agreement either among his Cabinet colleagues or within the party. 
Things were bad enough between 1868 and 1874 when he was at 
least still supposed to be a 'normal' party leader; but after 1876 there 
was the added complication of his return to political activity and 
resumption and retention of the party leadership until 1894 solely in 
order to promote certain great causes or 'missions'. 

Between 1880 and 1885 Gladstone held together a very disunited 
government only by becoming its sole focus.15 Cabinet was seldom 
convened to plan and cohere and try to reach a consensus with regard 

14 See Hamer, ch. iii, and pp. 121-3. 
15 See A. Ramm's introduction to her edition of The Political correspondence 
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to priorities and strategy. Instead Gladstone dealt with particular 
Ministers on particular problems, and the sole feature which they 
came to have in common was their relationship with him. Cabinet 
ceased to be a place where the different sections tried to reconcile 
their disagreements, with the result that these sections were driven 
to seek alternative outlets such as the press and 'unauthorised' cam-
paigns. And this, of course, had the effect of making the party's 
internal conflicts much more public and the lines of division repre-
sented in them far more hardened and simplified than would other-
wise have been the case. During 1885 Joseph Chamberlain finally 
rebelled against Gladstone and his style of leadership, rejecting the 
'Gladstonian umbrella' on which so many Liberals were relying for 
the maintenance of party unity and then attacking Gladstone's leader-
ship as one of the main causes of incoherence and disunity in Liberal 
politics rather than a remedy for these problems, as Liberals had 
hitherto supposed it to be. In particular, it had forced Hartington, 
the Whig leader, and himself into rigid opposing stances and dis-
couraged them from trying to work out a compromise position on the 
issues which divided them.16 

From 1875 on Gladstone refused to regard his involvement in 
politics as that of an ordinary party leader. He would make it quite 
clear that his activity was only in relation to some special 'mission' 
and that he was now too old to be able to take any substantial or 
constructive interest in other questions or in the ordinary aspects of 
Liberal politics. But again and again his retirement was revoked or 
deferred and the party became more and more paralysed. For about 
twenty years he was either a leader perpetually on the brink of 
retirement or, if in retirement, as in 1875-80 and 1894-6, behaving in 
such a way as to deprive those who had replaced him of much of 
their independence. The Gladstonian present became increasingly 
unreal because it was so obviously temporary. When would the 
G.O.M. retire, when would he die? These became the obsessive ques-
tions. But the trouble was that Gladstone was not really capable of 
stopping. He once said that he craved 'the continuous work which 
ought to fill up the life of a Christian without intermission'.17 The 
end was the goal and he dared not stop before he had reached it. 
One of his favourite images of himself was that of a man swimming 
for his life and not daring to look either to right or to left lest he 
should falter.1 § 'It is an age of shocks,' he wrote in 1860; 'a discipline 
so strong, so manifold, so rapid and whirling that only when it is at 
an end, if then, can I hope to comprehend it.'19 Somehow, as Glad-
stone strove to comprehend, one thing always seemed to lead to or 
suggest another; and even in 1893-4 his colleagues were with the 

1« See Hamer, p. 120. 
1 7J . Morley, The Life of William Ewart Gladstone, I, London, 1905, 109. 
is ibid., I, 890. 
1» ibid., I, 726. 
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greatest difficulty restraining him from embarking on yet another 
major political crusade. 

This reference by Gladstone to 'the life of a Christian reminds us 
that one of the keys to understanding his approach to politics is to 
be found in his Evangelical background and outiook.20 Here in par-
ticular can be traced the source of Gladstone's basic antagonism to 
'selfishness' in all its manifestations and his striving, translated from 
the religious to the political sphere, to subordinate the self through 
the attachment of it to some higher ideal. Certainly this subduing of 
'selfishness' is what Gladstone felt to be one of the basic features 
of all the political issues which he raised and on to which he en-
deavoured to focus the attention of politicians and the public. Indeed 
one of his main reasons for raising the particular issues which he did 
raise was so that he could 'moralise' public life through them. For 
Gladstone this above all was what politics should be about — the 
elevation of ideals or causes which could create frames of reference 
for the expression of 'unselfishness' and thus make it the predominat-
ing instinct in the community. Gladstone's political crusades had the 
conscious purpose of relating individuals, groups, classes, indeed all 
sections or sub-units within the community, to causes outside their 
own particular and 'selfish' interests. This unified the community and 
suppressed the potentially disintegrating forces of 'selfishness'. Hence 
his enthusiasm over the preoccupation of the whole country with the 
issue of Irish Home Rule after 1885. Gladstone's state of mind at the 
times when he was arousing support for these great causes is ex-
emplified by his reaction during the Bulgarian agitation to travelling 
through a great city by night and seeing the houses looking like 
'receptacles of the dead'. He rejoiced, he said, to think that in every 
one of those houses there were people who upon awakening the next 
morning would give their earliest thoughts and some of their most 
energetic actions to the terrors and sufferings of Bulgaria.21 Gladstone 
regarded the condition of the Liberal party itself in exactly the same 
way. Whenever he saw the party being torn apart by 'selfish' sections 
each of which thought its own demands to be the most important, 
his reaction was to think of attaching them also to some great cause 
which would impress them as so important that they would volun-
tarily subordinate their own particular interests to it. 

Gladstone never took up an issue just because he regarded it as the 
best solution to a particular problem: in addition he always had in 
mind broader considerations as to its value as a focus for political 
debate. This side, however, tended to be somewhat obscured, being 
evidenced, as it was, rather in the whole way in which he presented 
and worked the theme than in specific statements about it. Con-
sequently there was, and still is, a good deal of misunderstanding 

20 For an extremely interesting recent investigation of this, see S. G. Check-
land, The Gladstones, 1764-1851 A Family Biography, London, 1971. 

21 Morley, II, 162. 
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regarding his motives and he is often condemned for having shown 
himself in his crusades to be a fanatic or monomaniac, devoid of 
interest in any other aspect of the political situation. One of the 
most neglected, yet most important, features of Gladstone's handling 
of major political issues is his concern with the effect of concentration 
on them. 

There is one final aspect of the relationship between Gladstone's 
'private' personality and his political conduct which deserves to be 
mentioned, one which is relevant to this question of his preoccupa-
tion with single great issues. Gladstone was an intensely emotional 
man and was also endowed with quite remarkable physical and 
mental energy and stamina. These were characteristics which 
threatened not merely to undermine his practical effectiveness as a 
politician but, worse, to prevent him from fulfilling himself in the 
eyes of God. His energies and his excitability drew him in a hundred 
different directions at once, making concentration on and accomplish-
ment of any particular objective peculiarly difficult. Throughout his 
life he complained of being constantly 'distracted' by the multiplicity 
of interests which crowded in on his being. But his intense Evangelical 
sense of duty and mission drove him on to combat this distraction 
and subdue the tumultuous and dispersive elements of his existence 
to the requirements of some great ideal or cause. The intensity of his 
absorption in single great issues and the rhetorical power with which 
he was able to persuade others to join him in this absorption owed 
a great deal, in my opinion, to the pressures and strains within his 
own temperament.22 

Where then does all this leave our question of the relationship 
between personality and politics? That there is such a relationship 
cannot be denied, but it is one that must remain almost completely 
unknown to a politician's contemporaries and is only partially dis-
cernible even to the historian. What is known and obvious to all is 
the public conduct, and around this will form that mass of speculation 
and mythology which goes to make up the politician's political per-
sonality. Biographies so often fail because their authors fail to make 
a clear distinction between private and political personality or else, 
upon discovering that there is such a distinction, formulate on the 
basis of it 'debunking' accusations of inconsistency and so forth. But 
we must not go to the other extreme and assume that there is no 
relationship that we need to know about between the two kinds of 
personality. With Gladstone, for instance, we can see that private 
personality can contribute to the formation of a particular kind of 
political image. Political charisma is very often associated with images 
of mysteriousness and unpredictability, and it is seldom that such 
images can develop and be maintained unless they are related 

22 For further discussion of this, see Hamer, ch. iii. 
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organically to traits of personal conduct and private motivation. Any 
substantial political movement is bound to contain people of highly 
diverse outlooks and interests. That man who is most likely to be 
an effective political leader, capable of unifying this diversity over a 
considerable period, is he whose courses of action are shaped most 
thoroughly and consistently by the pressures of 'private' personality, 
for he will be the most mysterious of all and will allow the widest 
scope for variety of interpretations of his motives. If a man is primarily 
conscious of external pressures and interests and the need to take 
them into account, the mainsprings of his conduct will be so much 
more obvious and the crucial area of ambiguity surrounding it so 
much less extensive. 
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