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Colonies of North America at the Declaration of Independence
Growing influence of public opinion.

The Chatham ministry marked a new phase in the relation of
public opinion to the government of the State. In 1766 as in 1756 Pitt
had been called into office by "the voice of the people" at large. But
in his former ministry the influence he drew from popularity could
only make itself effective through an alliance with the influence
which was drawn from political connexion; and when the two ele-
ments of the administration became opposed the support of the
nation gave Pitt little strength of resistance against the Whigs. Nor
had the young king had much better fortune as yet in his efforts to
break their rule. He had severed them indeed from Pitt; and he had
dexterously broken up the great party into jealous factions. But
broken as it was, even its factions remained too strong for the king.
His 8-002]Jone effort at independence under Bute hardly lasted a
year, and he was as helpless in the hands of Grenville as in the
hands of Rockingham. His bribery, his patronage, his Parliamentary
"friends," his perfidy and his lies, had done much to render good



government impossible and to steep public life in deeper corrup-
tion, but they had done little to further the triumph of the Crown
over the great houses. Of the one power indeed which could break
the Whig rule, the power of public opinion, George was more bitter-
ly jealous than even of the Whigs themselves. But in spite of his
jealousy the tide of opinion steadily rose. In wise and in unwise
ways the country at large showed its new interest in national policy,
its new resolve to have a share in the direction of it. It showed no
love for the king or the king's schemes. But it retained all its old
disgust for the Whigs and for the Parliament. It clung to Pitt closer
than ever, and in spite of his isolation from all party support raised
him daily into a mightier power. It was the sense that a new Eng-
land was thus growing up about him, that a new basis was forming
itself for political action, which at last roused the Great Commoner
to the bold enterprise of breaking through the bonds of "connexion"
altogether. For the first time since the Revolution a minister told the
peers in their own house that he defied their combinations.

Chatham's withdrawal.

The ministry of 1766 in fact was itself such a 8-003]defiance; for it
was an attempt to found political power not on the support of the
Whigs as a party, but on the support of national opinion. But as
Parliament was then constituted, it was only through Chatham
himself that opinion could tell even on the administration he
formed; and six months after he had taken office Chatham was no
more than a name. The dread which had driven him from the
stormy agitation of the Lower House to the quiet of the House of
Peers now became a certainty. As winter died into the spring of
1767 his nervous disorganization grew into a painful and over-
whelming illness which almost wholly withdrew him from public
affairs; and when Parliament met again he was unable either to
come to town or to confer with his colleagues. It was in vain that
they prayed him for a single word of counsel. Chatham remained
utterly silent; and the ministry which his guidance had alone held
together at once fell into confusion. The Earl's plans were suffered
to drop. His colleagues lost all cohesion, and each acted as he
willed. Townshend, a brilliant but shallow rhetorician whom Pitt
had been driven reluctantly to make his Chancellor of the Excheg-
uer, after angering the House of Commons by proposals for an in-



crease of the land-tax, strove to win back popularity among the
squires by undertaking to raise a revenue from America. That a
member of a ministry which bore Pitt's name should have proposed
to reopen 8-004]the question of colonial taxation within a year of the
repeal of the Stamp Acts was strange enough to the colonists; and
they were yet more astonished when, on its neglect to make provi-
sion for compensating those who had suffered from the recent out-
break in due conformity to an Act of the British Parliament, the
Assembly of New York was suspended, and when Townshend
redeemed his pledge by laying duties on various objects brought
into American ports. But these measures were the result of levity
and disorganization rather than of any purpose to reopen the quar-
rel. Pitt's colleagues had as yet no design to reverse his policy. The
one aim of the ministry which bore his name, and which during his
retirement looked to the Duke of Grafton as its actual head, was
simply to exist. But in the face of Chatham's continued withdrawal,
of Townshend's death in 1767, and of the increasing hostility of the
Rockingham Whigs, even existence was difficult; and Grafton saw
himself forced to a union with the faction which was gathered un-
der the Duke of Bedford, and to the appointment of a Tory noble as
Secretary of State.

His resignation.

Such measures however only showed how far the ministry had
drifted from the ground on which Pitt took his stand in its for-
mation; and the very force on which he had relied turned at once
against it. The elections for the new Parliament which met in 1768
were more corrupt than 8-005]any that had as yet been witnessed;
and even the stoutest opponents of reform shrank aghast from the
open bribery of constituencies and the prodigal barter of seats. How
bitter the indignation of the country had grown was seen in its fresh
backing of Wilkes. Wilkes had remained in France since his outlaw-
ry; but he seized on the opening afforded by the elections to return
and offer himself as a member for the new Parliament. To the sur-
prise and dismay of the ministers he was returned for Middlesex, a
county the large number of whose voters made its choice a real
expression of public opinion. The choice of Wilkes at such a mo-
ment was in effect a public condemnation of the House of Com-
mons and the ministerial system. The ministry however and the



House alike shrank from a fresh struggle with the agitator. But the
king was eager for the contest. After ten years of struggle and dis-
appointment George had all but reached his aim. The two forces
which had as yet worsted him were both of them paralysed. The
Whigs were fatally divided, and discredited in the eyes of the coun-
try by their antagonism to Pitt. Pitt on the other hand was suddenly
removed from the stage. The ministry was without support in the
country; and for Parliamentary support it was forced to lean more
and more on the men who looked for direction to the king himself.
At a moment when all hope of exerting any influence seemed
crushed by the 8-006]return of Chatham to power, George found his
influence predominant as it had never been before. One force of
opposition alone remained in the public discontent; and at this he
struck more fiercely than ever. "I think it highly expedient to ap-
prise you," he wrote to Lord North, "that the expulsion of Mr.
Wilkes appears to be very essential, and must be effected." The min-
isters and the House of Commons bowed to his will. By his non-
appearance in court when charged with libel, Wilkes had become an
outlaw, and he was now thrown into prison on his outlawry. Dan-
gerous riots broke out in London and over the whole country at the
news of his arrest; and continued throughout the rest of the year. In
the midst of these tumults the ministry itself was torn with internal
discord. The adherents of Chatham found their position in it an
intolerable one; and Lord Shelburne announced his purpose of re-
signing office. The announcement was followed in the autumn by
the resignation of Chatham himself. Though still prostrated by dis-
ease, the Earl was sufficiently restored to grasp the actual position
of the Cabinet which traded on his name, and in October 1768 he
withdrew formally from the ministry.

The withdrawal of Chatham however, if it shook the ministry, on-
ly rendered it still more dependent on the king; and in spite of its
reluctance George forced it to plunge into a decisive 8-007]struggle
with the public opinion which was declaring itself in tumult and
riot against the system of government. The triumph of Wilkes had
been driven home by the election of a nominee of the great agitator
as his colleague on a fresh vacancy in the representation of Middle-
sex. The Government met the blow by a show of vigour, and by
calling on the magistrates of Surrey to disperse the mobs; a sum-
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mons which ended in conflicts between the crowd and the soldiers,
in which some of the rioters were slain. Wilkes at once published
the letter of the Secretary of State with comments on it as a cause of
bloodshed; and the ministry accepted the step as a challenge to
combat. If his comments were libellous, the libel was cognizable in
the ordinary courts of law. But no sooner had Parliament assembled
in 1769 than the House of Commons was called to take the matter
into its own hands. Witnesses were examined at its bar: the forms of
a trial were gone through; and as Wilkes persisted in his charge, he
was expelled as a libeller. Unluckily the course which had been
adopted put the House itself on trial before the constituencies. No
sooner was the new writ issued than Wilkes again presented him-
self as a candidate, and was again elected by the shire of Middlesex.
Violent and oppressive as the course of the House of Commons had
been, it had as yet acted within its strict right, for no one questioned
8-008]its possession of a right of expulsion. But the defiance of Mid-
dlesex led it now to go further. It resolved, "That Mr. Wilkes having
been in this session of Parliament expelled the House, was and is
incapable of being elected a member to serve in the present Parlia-
ment"; and it issued a writ for a fresh election. Middlesex answered
this insolent claim to limit the free choice of a constituency by again
returning Wilkes; and the House was driven by its anger to a fresh
and more outrageous usurpation. It again expelled the member for
Middlesex; and on his return for the third time by an immense ma-
jority it voted that the candidate whom he had defeated, Colonel
Luttrell, ought to have been returned, and was the legal representa-
tive of Middlesex. The Commons had not only limited at their own
arbitrary discretion the free election of the constituency, but they
had transferred its rights to themselves by seating Luttrell as mem-
ber in defiance of the deliberate choice of Wilkes by the freeholders
of Middlesex. The country at once rose indignantly against this
violation of constitutional law. Wilkes was elected an Alderman of
London; and the Mayor, Aldermen, and Livery petitioned the king
to dissolve the Parliament. A remonstrance from London and
Westminster mooted a far larger question. It said boldly that "there
is a time when it is clearly demonstrable that men cease to be repre-
sentatives. That time 8-009]is now arrived. The House of Commons
do not represent the people." Meanwhile a writer who styled him-
self Junius attacked the Government in letters, which, rancorous
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and unscrupulous as was their tone, gave a new power to the litera-
ture of the Press by their clearness and terseness of statement, the
finish of their style, and the terrible vigour of their invective.

Parliamentary Reform.

The storm however beat idly on the obstinacy of the king. The
printer of the bold letters was prosecuted, and the petitions and
remonstrances of London were haughtily rejected. The issue of the
struggle verified the forebodings of Burke. If, as Middlesex de-
clared, and as the strife itself proved, the House of Commons had
ceased to represent the English people, it was inevitable that men
should look forward to measures that would make it representative.
At the beginning of 1770 a cessation of the disease which had long
held him prostrate enabled Chatham to reappear in the House of
Lords. He at once denounced the usurpations of the Commons, and
brought in a bill to declare them illegal. But his genius made him
the first to see that remedies of this sort were inadequate to meet
evils which really sprang from the fact that the House of Commons
no longer represented the people of England; and he mooted a plan
for its reform by an increase of the county members, who then
formed the most independent portion of the House. Further 8-
010]he could not go, for even in the proposals he made he stood
almost alone. The Tories and the king's friends were not likely to
welcome proposals which would lessen the king's influence. On the
other hand the Whigs under Lord Rockingham had no sympathy
with Parliamentary reform. As early as 1769, in his first political
publication, their one philosophic thinker, Edmund Burke, had met
a proposal to enlarge the number of constituents by a counter-
proposal to lessen them. "It would be more in the spirit of our con-
stitution, and more agreeable to the fashion of our best laws," he
said, "by lessening the number to add to the weight and independ-
ency of our voters." Nor did the Whigs shrink with less haughty
disdain from the popular agitation in which public opinion was
forced to express itself, and which Chatham, while censuring its
extravagance, as deliberately encouraged. It is from the quarrel
between Wilkes and the House of Commons that we may date the
influence of public meetings on English politics. The gatherings of
the Middlesex electors in his support were preludes to the great
meetings of Yorkshire freeholders in which the question of Parlia-

12



mentary reform rose into importance; and it was in the movement
for reform, and the establishment of corresponding committees
throughout the country for the purpose of promoting it, that the
power of political agitation first made itself felt. Political societies
and clubs took their 8-011]part in this quickening and organization
of public opinion: and the spread of discussion, as well as the influ-
ence which now began to be exercised by the appearance of vast
numbers of men in support of any political movement, proved that
Parliament, whether it would or no, must soon reckon with the
sentiments of the people at large.

Publication of debates.

But an agent far more effective than popular agitation was pre-
paring to bring the force of public opinion to bear directly on Par-
liament itself. We have seen how much of the corruption of the
House of Commons sprang from the secrecy of Parliamentary pro-
ceedings, but this secrecy was the harder to preserve as the nation
woke to a greater interest in its own affairs. From the accession of
the Georges imperfect reports of the more important discussions
began to be published under the title of "The Senate of Lilliput," and
with feigned names or simple initials to denote the speakers. The
best known reports of this kind were those contributed by Samuel
Johnson to the Gentleman's Magazine. Obtained by stealth and often
merely recalled by memory, such reports were naturally inaccurate;
and their inaccuracy was eagerly seized on as a pretext for enforcing
the rules which guarded the secrecy of proceedings in Parliament.
In 1771 the Commons issued a proclamation forbidding the publica-
tion of debates; and six printers, who set it at defiance, were sum-
moned to the bar of the House. One who 8-012]refused to appear
was arrested by its messenger; but the arrest brought the House into
conflict with the magistrates of London. The magistrates set aside its
proclamation as without legal force, released the printers, and sent
the messenger to prison for an unlawful arrest. The House sent the
Lord Mayor to the Tower, but the cheers of the crowds which fol-
lowed him on his way told that public opinion was again with the
Press, and the attempt to hinder its publication of Parliamentary
proceedings dropped silently on his release at the next prorogation.
Few changes of equal importance have been so quietly brought
about. Not only was the responsibility of members to their constitu-
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ents made constant and effective by the publication of their pro-
ceedings, but the nation itself was called in to assist in the delibera-
tions of its representatives. A new and wider interest in its own
affairs was roused in the people at large, and a new political educa-
tion was given to it through the discussion of every subject of na-
tional importance in the Houses and the Press. Stimulated and
moulded into shape by free discussion, encouraged and made con-
scious of its strength by public meetings, and gathered up and rep-
resented on all its sides by the journals of the day, public opinion
became a force in practical statesmanship, influenced the course of
debates, and controlled, in a closer and more constant way than
even Parliament itself had 8-013]been able to do, the actions of the
Government. The importance of its new position gave a weight to
the Press which it had never had before. The first great English
journals date from this time. With the Morning Chronicle, the Morn-
ing Post, the Morning Herald, and the Times, all of which appeared in
the interval between the opening years of the American War and
the beginning of the war with the French Revolution, journalism
took a new tone of responsibility and intelligence. The hacks of
Grub Street were superseded by publicists of a high moral temper
and literary excellence; and philosophers like Coleridge or states-
men like Canning turned to influence public opinion through the
columns of the Press.

Renewed strife with America.

But great as the influence of opinion was destined to become, it
was feebly felt as yet; and George the Third was able to set
Chatham's policy disdainfully aside and to plunge into a contest far
more disastrous than his contest with the Press. In all the proceed-
ings of the last few years, what had galled him most had been the
act which averted a war between England and her colonies. To the
king the Americans were already '"rebels," and the great statesman
whose eloquence had made their claims irresistible was a "trumpet
of sedition." George deplored in his correspondence with his minis-
ters the repeal of the Stamp Acts. "All men feel," he wrote, "that the
fatal compliance in 1766 has increased the 8-014]pretensions of the
Americans to absolute independence." But in England generally the
question was regarded as settled, while in America the news of the
repeal had been received with universal joy, and taken as a close of
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the strife. On both sides however there remained a pride and irrita-
bility which only wise handling could have allayed; and in the pre-
sent state of English politics wise handling was impossible. Only a
few months indeed passed before the quarrel was again reopened;
for no sooner had the illness of Lord Chatham removed him from
any real share in public affairs than the wretched administration
which bore his name suspended the Assembly of New York on its
refusal to provide quarters for English troops, and resolved to assert
British sovereignty by levying import duties of trivial amount at
American ports. The Assembly of Massachusetts was dissolved on a
trifling quarrel with its Governor, and Boston was occupied for a
time by British soldiers. It was without a thought of any effective
struggle however that the Cabinet had entered on this course of
vexation; and when the remonstrances of the Legislatures of Massa-
chusetts and Virginia, coupled with a fall in the funds, warned the
ministers of its danger, they hastened to withdraw from it. In 1769
the troops were recalled, and all duties, save one, abandoned. But
with a fatal obstinacy the king insisted on retaining the duty on tea
as an 8-015]assertion of the supremacy of the mother country. Its
retention was enough to prevent any thorough restoration of good
feeling. A series of petty quarrels went on in almost every colony
between the popular assemblies and the Governors appointed by
the Crown, and the colonists persisted in their agreement to import
nothing from the mother country. As yet however there was no
prospect of serious strife. In America the influence of George Wash-
ington allayed the irritation of Virginia; while Massachusetts con-
tented itself with quarrelling with its Governor and refusing to buy
tea so long as the duty was levied.

The temper of the colonists was in the main that of the bulk of
English statesmen. Even George Grenville, though approving the
retention of the duty in question, abandoned all dream of further
taxation. But the king was now supreme. The reappearance and
attack of Chatham at the opening of 1770 had completed the ruin of
the ministry. Those of his adherents who still clung to it, Lord
Camden, the Chancellor, Lord Granby, the Commander-in-Chief,
Dunning, the Solicitor-General, resigned their posts. In a few days
they were followed by the Duke of Grafton, who since Chatham's
resignation had been nominally the head of the administration. All
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that remained of it were the Bedford faction and the dependents of
the king; but George did not hesitate to form these into a ministry,
and to place at its head the 8-016]former Chancellor of the Excheq-
uer, Lord North, a man of some administrative ability, but uncon-
nected with any political party, steadily opposed to any recognition
of public opinion, and of an easy and indolent temper which yield-
ed against his better knowledge to the stubborn doggedness of the
king. The instinct of the country at once warned it of the results of
such a change; and the City of London put itself formally at the
head of the public discontent. In solemn addresses it called on
George the Third to dismiss his ministers and to dissolve the Par-
liament; and its action was supported by petitions to the same effect
from the greater counties. In the following year it fought, as we
have seen, a battle with the House of Commons which established
the freedom of the press. But the efforts of the country failed before
the paralysis of political action which resulted from the position of
the Whigs and the corruption of Parliament. The deaths of Grenville
and Bedford broke up two of the Whig factions. Rockingham with
the rest of the party held aloof from the popular agitation, and drew
more and more away from Chatham as he favoured it. The Parlia-
ment remained steady to the king, and the king clung more and
more to the ministry. The ministry was in fact a mere cloak for the
direction of public affairs by George himself. "Not only did he direct
the minister," a careful observer tells us, "in all important matters of
foreign and 8-017]domestic policy, but he instructed him as to the
management of debates in Parliament, suggested what motions
should be made or opposed, and how measures should be carried.
He reserved for himself all the patronage, he arranged the whole
cast of administration, settled the relative places and pretensions of
ministers of State, law officers, and members of the household,
nominated and promoted the English and Scotch judges, appointed
and translated bishops and deans, and dispensed other preferments
in the Church. He disposed of military governments, regiments, and
commissions; and himself ordered the marching of troops. He gave
and refused titles, honours, and pensions." All this immense pat-
ronage was persistently used for the creation and maintenance in
both Houses of Parliament of a majority directed by the king him-
self; and its weight was seen in the steady action of such a majority.
It was seen yet more in the subjection to which the ministry that
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