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For my brother
Jack



PREFACE

Any historian who attempts to write an overview of British history
from the Anglo-Scottish Union of 1707 to the entry into the European
Community is bound to be heavily indebted to the work of others. In
such a small compass their contributions will inevitably be compressed
to the point of distortion, and 1 apologise here to the many scholars
whose writings I have synthesised so succinctly that they might not
even recognise them or, if they did, would disown them. This book is
not intended for them. Rather it aims at readers who, while they might
be on nodding terms with the outlines of modern British history, seek
a concise résumé of recent scholarship.

Since my own area of expertise is the eighteenth century, two
colleagues at Leeds, David Steele and Richard Whiting, kindly read the
chapters on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They, together
with the anonymous referees for Cambridge University Press, offered
criticisms which saved me from many blunders. Any which survive are
entirely my responsibility.

I wish also to thank others who helped to make this book possible.
Leeds University granted me a term’s study leave in the spring of 1989
which enabled me to make a start. Adrian Wilson rented me his house
in Cambridge at intervals where much of the research was undertaken.
My brother Jack generously let me have the use of his flat in Filey where
most of the writing was completed. Mary Geiter and my daughter
Jackie read rough drafts and suggested appropriate improvements.
Finally William Davies of Cambridge University Press was very
supportive throughout.

NIAS, Wassenaar December, 1992
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Introduction

This concise history covers the period from the formation of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain in 1707 to the entry of the British into the
European Economic Community in the 1970s. Thus the chronology
spans the whole history of Britain in the precise sense that the Union of
1707 brought it into being, ending the separate sovereignty of England
and Scotland, and was for the Scots at least the ‘end of an auld song’;
while membership of the EEC was a partial surrender of British
sovereignty, even if few were prepared to recognise it or admit it.

To cover such a long period in such a short compass is inevitably to
reduce a symphony to a sleeve note. Some concentration is required to
pick out the main themes. The principal theme is that change has been
evolutionary rather than revolutionary. The peaceful adjustment of
institutions and social structure to changing circumstances has been
largely due to the fact that, since the Glorious Revolution of 1688,
machinery has always existed for effecting such changes without resort
to rebellion or revolution. There have not been wanting rebels or
revolutionaries — Jacobites in the eighteenth century, Jacobins in the
early nineteenth, for example — but they have never appealed to more
than a minority. The majority have either acquiesced in the status quo
or accepted that desired changes could be obtained by persuasion
rather than by force. The ruling class was always susceptible to being
persuaded because it remained answerable to the electorate through
parliament, which never ceased to function as a representative
institution even in the so-called ‘age of oligarchy’ in the middle of the
eighteenth century.



2 A Concise History of Modern Britain

1 The Great Seal of Great Britain after the Union, 1707

Another cause of the peaceful transition of British society from an
oligarchy to a democracy has been that, for most of the time, the
economy literally delivered the goods. Alternatives to the existing
system only became widely attractive in rare intervals when such
buoyancy was not sustained. By and large people were not only spared
starvation but, through an unprecedented growth of population, the
standard of living was at worst sustained and at best improved. This
was not regarded as a mere coincidence. On the contrary, the
connexion between limited or mixed monarchy and economic growth
by contrast with absolutism and stagnation or decline was hammered
home in learned treatises and crude propaganda.

Clearly the themes of consensus politics and population expansion
underpinned by economic development do not hold for Ireland. The
tragic history of ‘ John Bull’s other island’ is not incorporated except
when it could not be ignored by people on the mainland.

Chronologically the book has been carved up conventionally into
centuries. It has become fashionable of late to talk about a long
eighteenth century starting before 1700 and stretching to 1832. But the



Introduction 3

Unions with Scotland at the beginning and Ireland at the end give the
short century more coherence. The Union of 1707 altered the
constitutional framework and the very nature of the British state. It
brought Great Britain into being. Similarly the Union with Ireland set
a new agenda for British politicians. Each century has a short analytical
introduction followed by chapters narrating those political events
which illustrate the main themes. The narrative tries to avoid being a
mere chronicle. As far as possible the emphasis remains on the
interaction between state and society as epitomised in the fluctuating
relationship between parliament and the classes who controlled it and
the electorate to whom they had ultimately to answer.



1

Eighteenth-century Britain

It has been claimed that the single most important event in Britain’s
history occurred millions of years ago, or whenever it was during the
formation of the earth’s surface that the English Channel and North
Sea were formed, separating the British Isles from the continent of
Europe. Certainly the fact that the mainland of Great Britain,
comprising England, Scotland and Wales, is an island has been of
central importance to its development as a nation. Thus the isolation
of the British made their history, in some respects at least, different
from the rest of Europe’s.

One of the crucial differences was the county. Until the Local
Government Act of 1972, which became effective in 1974, England and
Wales were divided into fifty-two counties and Scotland into thirty-
three. In the eighteenth century the English counties were adminis-
trative units, Each had a sheriff, a commission of the peace, and a
militia presided over by a lord lieutenant. The post of sheriff was
irksome and expensive, and men tried to avoid selection for it. By
contrast the offices of justice of the peace and deputy lieutenant of the
militia, though they were unpaid, were coveted since they bestowed
status on their incumbents. The justices administered a great deal of
statute law, either singly, in pairs, or collectively, at the sessions held
every three months and therefore called quarter sessions. They would
refer the most serious cases, involving capital crimes, to the assizes,
generally held twice a year in the county town, when a judge from one
of the common law courts at Westminster would preside over the
trials.



