Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to our special series on my PhD thesis. Last time we introduced you to the Schleswig-Holstein crisis, which as we’ve established, Palmerston was not a huge fan of. Schleswig-Holstein was a complex struggle between Danish and German nationalist opinion, but as the issue had been resolved via a Treaty signed in London in 1852, Britain couldn’t help but feel legally responsible for what happened next. What followed was a decade of dissatisfaction, and Britain remained committed to a more permanent solution. The final conference between the relevant parties failed to find a resolution in 1862, and in the midst of a Polish uprising, it was learned that the King of Denmark intended a change to the constitution in March 1863. 
As Poland was resolved and the Anglo-French relationship deteriorated, Otto von Bismarck found himself in an ideal position to take advantage. As we’ll know from BR, it is impossible to get the full measure of this crisis without looking at what Bismarck did in this, his first of three plots to make Prussia great. We’re here for Britain, and the way the rhetoric of NH was used during foreign policy crises, but do check out BR if you want more context. Bismarck proved only one problem in the Schleswig-Holstein jigsaw though – Denmark was another. Statements were made in Parliament which appeared to confirm that if the Schleswig-Holstein question did result in a second Danish-German war as it had in 1848, Britain would not stand by and let Denmark be crushed. At least, that was one interpretation of the PM’s speech, but Palmerston later maintained that he really meant that all the signees of the 1852 would come to Denmark’s aid.
But the Danes were content to believe what they wanted to believe about British sympathies, and considering the marriage of the Prince of Wales to a Danish princess, surely London would not allow Denmark to be overrun by German nationalists? There were certainly Cabinet members unwilling to accept that outcome, but even among Palmerston and Russell, the very fact that they had no immediate answer for Denmark led them to recommend a withdrawal of Danish forces from Holstein in December 1863. By then, a new Danish King had confirmed the new constitution, forcing the German Confederation, for the sake of international law, to occupy the Duchies in anticipation of a settlement. This settlement, Germans had now become convinced, would involve the Duke of Augustenburg ruling the duchies as a new middle state within the GC, a prospect which appealed to liberally minded German nationalists, but struck Bismarck as the worst possible outcome.
Again, Bismarck’s hand throughout the crisis reaches out to slap us. Through some diplomatic trickery, he persuaded the Danes to continue resistance, leaving Britain utterly without answers. With no one stopping to pause and consider whether we should talk about that conference yet, German troops now accompanied by Austro-Prussian regiments marched into Schleswig in early February. With the war now on in historically Danish territory, since Schleswig resides in the Jutland peninsula, it was easy to portray Denmark as the victim of an overwhelming invasion. But, though Palmerston and Russell fulfilled the role of hawks throughout the crisis, making use of rhetoric in public and anxious messaging behind closed doors, their wings were easily clipped by a Cabinet majority and Queen in favour of, essentially, Britain washing its hands of the Duchies. Eventually, devoid of any possible solutions, and with a Conference in London failing for the final time to reach a negotiated settlement, Britain’s hands were washed. 
Unhappy with this hand washing, at least on the surface, was the opposition. The conservatives could be expected to lay into the government for the lack of policy in the crisis, and for the spectre of British powerlessness as Denmark was beaten down by a more powerful foe. It was an easy picture to paint, but one of the messages which Conservatives were equally determined to press home was the idea that British influence had been lost. This was a key feature of the debates you’re about to hear, and it amounted to a belief that in any major developments which occurred, Britain should either have a say in what occurred, or be entitled to directly play a role. This was not explicitly stated, but it’s the impression I have of contemporary expectations of Britain’s power and prestige in the mid-Victorian period. 
We forget that this idea of exceptionalism came from being the premier world power for several decades, and firmly stamping their legend all over Napoleon’s face in 1815. But fifty years later, Britain’s position was no longer undisputed. Perhaps, the Schleswig-Holstein crisis is the first piece of evidence that the golden age of British power was over. Perhaps it was simply a catastrophic failure committed by a government and PM out of touch with how the world now worked. It was, of course, possible for both things to be true at the same time, but Palmerston remained utterly defiant. True to his reputation, Palmerston maintained that all was well, and that the Conservatives, or anyone else, could not have done better. Yet the lack of policy alternatives could not shield the government from criticism forever, and matters came to a head on 4 July 1864, when BD opened the four night debate with a searing condemnation of everything that had happened so far.
********
5.2: Parliamentary Rhetoric and the Loss of Influence
On 27 June, Disraeli had announced his intention to table the long-delayed debate on the government’s policy,[footnoteRef:1] but as Palmerston noted in a letter to the Queen, it would ‘require some dexterity to frame a censure on the government, without implying that they ought to have advised your Majesty to declare war.’[footnoteRef:2] Here Palmerston discerned the opposition’s main difficulty, and the Ministerial defence, since ‘the remarkably peaceful feeling in the country,’ meant few statesmen were willing to countenance war.[footnoteRef:3] To resolve this flaw in their attack, the opposition concentrated on the government’s record in the Schleswig-Holstein crisis, making particular use of the language of national honour. Foremost in this attack was the charge that the government had made promises to Denmark and threats to the German powers, and that neither had been fulfilled.  [1:  HC Deb 27 June 1864 vol 176, cc. 352-355.]  [2:  Viscount Palmerston to Queen Victoria, 27 June 1864, Letters of Queen Victoria, Second Series, I, p. 282.]  [3:  Extract from Queen’s Journal, 2 July 1864, Ibid, p. 234.] 

The Queen was unsympathetic towards such errors. Following a meeting with former Foreign Secretary Clarendon on 2 July, the Queen wrote in her diary of the ‘deplorable tone of bullying,’ which ‘did us great harm everywhere and lowered the dignity of the country to such an extent.’ Clarendon informed the Queen that he had prevented a warning being sent to the German powers not to move their fleets to the Baltic, and the Queen was relieved, since the ‘indignant answer,’ from Vienna and Berlin ‘would only have lowered our prestige still more.’[footnoteRef:4] That British prestige and dignity had been reduced by the government was thus privately accepted by the Queen, but the opposition determined to publicise such criticism, and to argue that their policy had also lowered British influence.  [4:  Ibid, p. 234.] 

Members had good reason to be outraged – or simply perplexed – at the steady accumulation of failures by the government. Cabinet divisions, royal opposition, diplomatic isolation, and the practicalities of dealing with such vast German land forces all contributed to Britain’s relative powerlessness by late June 1864.[footnoteRef:5] The articulation of this shameful spectacle into a suitable Motion was a difficult task, and the elasticity of influence as a term arguably reflected its logical weakness. But what was meant by influence? In the narrowest sense, influence was the ability of one state to compel another state to act in its interests, and was affected by a multitude of variables. Understanding the looseness of the term, and the ease with which Ministers could contest their charge by pointing to the economic, technological, industrial, or financial species of influence, Disraeli’s Motion focused on ‘just influence.’[footnoteRef:6] He believed that a country’s just influence ‘results from the conviction of foreign Powers that our resources are great and that our policy is moderate and steadfast.’[footnoteRef:7] By threatening the Germans and abandoning the Danes, Disraeli believed it was ‘impossible to deny, under these circumstances, that the just influence of England in the councils of Europe is lowered.’  [5:  Mosse, ‘Queen Victoria and Her Ministers,’ 282.]  [6:  The Motion read: “To express to Her Majesty our great regret that, while the course pursued by Her Majesty's Government has failed to maintain their avowed policy of upholding the integrity and independence of Denmark, it has lowered the just influence of this country in the counsels of Europe, and thereby diminished the securities for peace.” HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 750-752.]  [7:  Ibid, cc. 745-746.] 

What were the consequences of this? Disraeli insisted that they were ‘"most serious," because in exact proportion as that influence is lowered the securities for peace are diminished.’ In linking lost influence with reduced security, Disraeli sought to ‘lay this down as a great principle which cannot be controverted in the management of our foreign affairs.’[footnoteRef:8] Disraeli elaborated further that although Britain may have shrunk ‘with the reserve of magnanimity from the responsibility of commencing war,’ its statesmen were now ‘sensitively smarting under the impression that her honour is stained, by pledges which ought not to have been given, and expectations which I maintain ought never to have been held out by wise and competent statesmen.’ To those that asked what the Conservative policy was, Disraeli asserted that ‘my policy is the honour of England and the peace of Europe, and the noble Lord has betrayed both.’[footnoteRef:9] Disraeli’s Motion expressed regret for the failure to defend Danish integrity, before reiterating that these failures ‘lowered the just influence of this country in the counsels of Europe, and thereby diminished the securities for peace.’[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Ibid, cc. 746-748. He repeated this idea shortly afterwards, saying ‘It appears to me too painfully clear that to lower our influence is to diminish the securities of peace,’ Ibid, cc. 748-749.]  [9:  Ibid, cc. 748-749.]  [10:  Ibid, cc. 751-752.] 

The difficulties presented by influence’s broad meaning granted pro-government organs an opportunity to criticise the opposition’s narrow definition of the idea. The Times, now more favourable to Palmerston, was particularly critical, and believed that ‘The “just influence” of a nation is that which it ought to have, and which can never be “lowered”. Actual influence admits of any amount of bathos, but just influence of none.’ The Times insisted that ‘it will always be our duty, for example, to have a word for the weak, and a word for the strong, and something more than a word on occasions. If we do this and succeed, we shall retain our just influence; if we fail, we may lose it, not lower it.’ Yet, reflecting on the recent failures, The Times argued that Britain ‘has also failed in great company. The failure is not hers alone, but that of the neutral powers, who can hardly be said all to have “lowered their just influence,” supposing the words to have a meaning.’ The Times thus concluded ‘neither France, nor Russia, nor England has felt her “just influence lowered.”’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  The Times, 29 June 1864.] 

Disraeli’s Motion was also hampered by political realities, including disagreement over German and Danish responsibility for the crisis, which contributed to a largely pacific sentiment within Parliament.[footnoteRef:12] More importantly, the key question remained unanswered: did the Conservatives intend to replace the Ministry, while adhering to the same policy they now condemned? How would that solve the crisis? Since the debates were widely printed and disseminated,[footnoteRef:13] critics could argue that in fact, the opposition’s stance was purely performative, born of little more than cynical opportunism. Government defenders also reasoned that regardless of which party governed the country, the Austro-Prussian army would still have crossed into Jutland and forced the issue of the Duchies. Painful though it was to see a small nation overcome by the powerful, a solution was outside the limits of British capabilities. Indeed, as Sandiford stressed, the ‘mid-Victorian mind was as yet incapable of conceiving of the ultimate triumph of flagrant injustice,’ after the ‘amoral Bismarck’ had destroyed both ‘moral right and public law.’[footnoteRef:14] [12:  These sentiments prevailed within the Conservative Party itself. During a party conference Derby could declare ‘that this vacillating and inconsistent policy was discreditable to the government, and was calculated to lower the country immeasurably, to sink its renown, and lessen its influence in the eyes of Europe.’ Disraeli’s Motion was met with cheers, while one Amendment which proposed war for Denmark was greeted with ‘marks of disapprobation’ by those assembled. See The Times, 29 June 1864.]  [13:  The major London papers printed the debates in full over 5-9 July. These included The Times, Morning Post, Daily News, Morning Herald, and London Evening Standard.]  [14:  Sandiford, Schleswig-Holstein Question, p. 120.] 

Before engaging in a more comprehensive analysis of the key debates, it may be useful to survey the more important rhetorical threads. The common opposition claim was that Russell had issued empty threats to the Germans, which were subsequently exposed, causing disgrace, and reducing British influence.[footnoteRef:15] Ministers retorted that Russell’s warnings of grave consequences were a natural reaction to Powers that violated treaties and disturbed the peace.[footnoteRef:16] They asserted that the Foreign Secretary had acted in concert with Russia and France, using strong language on the expectation that those powers would preserve the 1852 Treaty. That the Treaty’s signees had abandoned it, they declared, was not Britain’s fault, and the country could not act alone to maintain a Treaty signed by most of Europe.[footnoteRef:17] This aspect of the debate occasionally veered into semantics, as Members debated what did or did not constitute a ‘menace’ in the strictest sense of the term.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  This policy was also referred to as blustering, empty menace, or bluff. Disraeli attacked this tactic from the beginning, noting that the Government’s policy ‘consisted of menaces never accomplished and promises never fulfilled.’ Although burdened by the difficulties and complications of their newfound isolation, the government did ‘never hesitate in their tone’, and ‘seemed at least to rejoice in the phantom of a proud courage.’  He added: ‘We have menaced Austria, and Austria has allowed our menaces to pass her like the idle wind’, while ‘Prussia has defied us.’ Threats to Frankfurt ‘rattled over the head of the German Diet, and the German Diet has treated them with contempt.’ Disraeli, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 746-747. Richard Cobden agreed, declaring that the ‘great fault’ of British policy was that ‘we allow ourselves to be betrayed into something like threats, without duly measuring the powder we have to carry out our menaces. There is, I say, a policy of menace in this country.’ HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 832-833. Robert Cecil insisted that ‘If we did not mean to fight we ought not to interfere’, and that ‘If we did not intend to carry out by arms our threats and measures, we must abstain from the luxury of indulging in them.’ Ibid, cc. 853-854. Henry Butler Johnstone claimed that Russell had threatened so often that ‘these impotent menaces, which it was never intended to carry out, had left their sting with those who had dared to use them.’ Ibid, cc. 866-867. Henry Liddell argued that by threatening the Germans, ‘all that it had done had been to make Germany more aggressive than she would otherwise have been, for the Germans were a proud people and resented foreign interference with their affairs.’ Ibid, cc. 875-876. Edward Horsman believed that British counsels ‘have been slighted, her warnings disregarded, her menaces derided’, while Prussia, ‘flushed with impunity’, had ‘mocked, bearded, and almost threatened us with an insolence which has left us almost cowering from the shame of misleading and abandoning a small and kindred State’, which Britain was ‘bound by the most solemn obligations to protect.’ Ibid, cc. 895-897. On the 7 July, Sir Francis Goldsmid complained that ‘without having assured themselves of the aid either of France or Russia’, the government had ‘held out to Germany distinct threats, which, unless with the help of one of those empires, they were not prepared to carry into effect.’ HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1025-1026. Lord John Manners asserted that the recalling of the Channel Fleet was itself a threat to the Germans. Ibid, cc. 1070-1071. On the final day of the debate, James Whiteside asserted that the government, ‘instead of pursuing a policy of wisdom and moderation, had recourse to menaces and threats, unaccompanied by corresponding action.’ And ‘From this inconsistent, capricious, and therefore mischievous policy, has sprung the present condition of affairs.’ HC Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1223-1224.]  [16:  On 7 July Austen Layard stated that ‘Earl Russell cannot be accused of using threats’, that ‘the language he has employed has invariably been approved and even adopted by France; that he has not been unnecessarily meddling’, that Russell had ‘supported the honour of his country, and that throughout these most difficult and delicate negotiations he has shown an ardent desire to maintain peace.’ HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 984-985. That same day Roundell Palmer asserted that ‘When the British Government say that we cannot look with indifference upon the invasion of Schleswig, hon. Gentlemen opposite regard it as a menace and a threat of going to war’, yet ‘when France says so, the declaration is regarded in a very different manner.’ Such language meant ‘that she is perfectly peaceable and by no means disposed to go to war,’ and Palmer suggested that ‘If you try by that test all the language in these documents which is called the language of menace’, Members would soon find that ‘every single expression was echoed, assented to, and repeated both by France and Russia.’ Ibid, cc. 1055-1056. In the Lords on 8 July, the Duke of Argyll insisted ‘it was our bounden duty to warn the German Powers of the danger they were incurring,’ and he believed that ‘we should have forfeited our duty as Ministers of the English Crown if we had not held out such intimations to the German Powers.’ HL Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1100-1101.]  [17:  While acknowledging that Britain felt indignant ‘that Denmark should be used as an outlet for the revolutionary passions of Germany, and that the Danes should be made experimental targets for needle guns’, Lord Elcho insisted that ‘we are not called upon, either by honour or by interest, to go to war for Denmark, any more than any of the other Powers that signed the Treaty of 1852.’ HC Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1242-1243.]  [18:  What opposition called menaces, Roundell Palmer called ‘merely enunciations of honest truth; merely timely warnings of mischief and danger—mischief and danger as much to those who receive the warning as to those in whose behalf it is given.’ HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1049-1050.] 

The other key opposition charge was that by their excessive interference in the Schleswig-Holstein question, the government had misled the Danes into expecting British aid, which had created an obligation, and made the Danes more stubborn in anticipation of British support.[footnoteRef:19] Palmerston’s speech of July 1863 was referenced, though its interpretation was contested.[footnoteRef:20] Still, it was difficult for the government to deny the cumulative impact of advising the Danes on several occasions; advice which resulted in the revocation of its constitutional reforms,[footnoteRef:21] the evacuation of Holstein and its Dannevirke defensive line, and strict instructions to give the Germans no pretext for hostilities.[footnoteRef:22] When the German Powers crossed into Schleswig regardless on 1 February, was Britain not now obliged to aid Denmark, as British advice had placed her in a strategically disadvantageous position? [19:  Robert Cecil insisted ‘one disregarded promise casts upon the escutcheon of a country disgrace which is only increased in degree by multiplied repetitions.’ He believed ‘The [Danish] King parted with his Minister, adopted an unpopular policy, repealed the Constitution which had only just been passed, and submitted to the indignity of acting at the bidding of a foreign Power, all upon the faith of the promise that if that were done England would not leave Denmark to encounter Germany alone, and upon her own responsibility.’ HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 852-853. Henry Liddell believed that by making promises to the Danes ‘it had rendered Denmark from the beginning more obstinate, less willing to admit her obligations to Germany, and had induced her to resist the efforts of Germany to obtain for German subjects those rights which unquestionably belonged to them.’ Ibid, cc. 875-876. In addition, the Marquis of Clanricarde charged Russell not with holding out a straightforward promise to fight for the Danes, but asked whether it was not because of this indecision and inconsistency on the war question, and ‘by your whole conduct,’ that the government had ‘given Denmark reason to suppose that you would go to war in her behalf, and afterwards abandoned her in her present unfortunate position? I assert that such is the case.’ HL Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1114-1116.]  [20:  Palmerston clarified this himself on 8 July, ‘The context shows, and it is quite plain, when I talked of every man in Europe—when I talked of France and Russia—I did not confine myself to this country,’ and that in suggesting that Denmark would not fight alone, ‘What I was pointing to was an European war, not a war between this country and the German Powers.’ HC Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1274-1275. See also William Gladstone, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 752-753; Austen Layard, HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 954-984; Roundell Palmer, Ibid, cc. 1053-1054. ]  [21:  Though Gladstone did point out that the March Patent was only revoked in December 1863, once the new Constitution had come into effect, see Gladstone, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 759-760.]  [22:  Butler Johnstone insisted ‘The truth was that the people of Denmark had acted in a certain way upon the faith of implicit promises made to them by this country,’ reminding Members that ‘when a great Power like England stepped forward and took the matter out of the hands of a small Power like Denmark,’ it entailed ‘an implied obligation on the part of the Government not to leave Denmark in the lurch if she accepted the advice which was given her.’ Butler Johnstone then listed these implied obligations, noting that ‘Denmark withdrew her Patent of March at our suggestion’, she ‘took measures to revoke the Constitution of November,’ she ‘retired from Holstein and allowed the Federal Execution to take place as she would not otherwise have done,’ and ‘at last she consented to the cession of a large amount of territory.’ HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 862-863.] 

By her partisan behaviour and incautious representations, furthermore, critics lamented that Britain had compromised its role as a mediator.[footnoteRef:23] Ministers countered by claiming that belligerent public speeches from both parties, general public sympathy, and the editorials of the press had raised Danish expectations, and that it was not the fault of the government.[footnoteRef:24] Although Members now conceded the obsoletion of the 1852 Treaty, Ministers reflected that Denmark had repeatedly violated it the previous year, beginning with the March Patent and culminating in the November Constitution.[footnoteRef:25] Were the Germans not entitled to seek redress from Denmark under these circumstances, notwithstanding the means through which this satisfaction was wrested?[footnoteRef:26] [23:  Cobden approved of Britain’s mediation when these parties came into conflict over Schleswig-Holstein, but warned that in Russell’s case ‘there has been a tendency when assuming the office of mediator to pass the boundary line which separates the mediator from the partisan.’ He believed that when mediating, ‘you ought not to run the risk of being dragged into the position of principal.’ HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 832-833. George Bentinck asserted that ‘the diplomatic conduct of the Government had been most unfortunate,’ and that ‘by their vacillating policy they had lowered the country in the estimation of Europe, and thus decreased the power of England to mediate between other countries.’ HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1033-1034.]  [24:  William Monsell made the point that while the government received censure for its unguarded speeches on Denmark, opposition figures had also engaged in similar rhetoric. ‘Had that language no influence on the affairs of Denmark?’, and ‘Had the yet stronger language used by Lord Derby in another place no influence? The effect of their speeches was such as to create a false impression on the minds of the Danes.’ Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1233-1234. The Duke of Argyll also singled out Earl Derby for his more belligerent speeches which raised Danish expectations, and he declared that ‘Denmark, entertaining these expectations, has been betrayed, not by us, but by the language of noble Lords opposite.’ HL Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1100-1101. See also Earl of Clarendon, Ibid, cc. 1129-1130.]  [25:  Gladstone noted that the position of the Danish King ‘in the face of the populace of Copenhagen appears to have been such as to make it impossible for him to take a course’ which ‘international obligations strictly interpreted required.’ The Danish Premier who presided over these developments was, Gladstone believed ‘in act though not in intention, one of the worst enemies of Denmark’, resigning without addressing the problematic November Constitution, which was itself only revoked ‘when the gift had lost all value.’ HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 762-763.]  [26:  Alexander Kinglake addressed the German case, Ibid, cc. 790-793.] 

Some Radical and Liberal critics favoured a policy of non-intervention, while Tories insisted that if the government never intended to aid the Danes, it should have remained silent from the beginning.[footnoteRef:27] Disraeli based much of his case on the premise that intervention in the Polish Uprising had worsened Britain’s diplomatic position, and he was joined by others.[footnoteRef:28] Ministers upheld that the public would have been appalled if the government had not so much as protested while clear violations of international law had occurred on their doorstep.[footnoteRef:29] To have said or done nothing at all during such a crisis would have represented a true humiliation, which the British public could not have tolerated.[footnoteRef:30] Further, Ministers noted that both France and Russia had issued similarly worded despatches, yet their decision to remain at peace had been described as pragmatic, rather than dishonourable. Was this not inconsistent?[footnoteRef:31] [27:  Robert Cecil insisted that ‘If we did not mean to fight we ought not to interfere.’ Ibid, cc. 853-854. William Forster believed that ‘the time had arrived for effecting a change in our foreign policy, and for replacing that meddling, dishonest system of apparent intervention, but which was really non-intervention…by an honest, dignified, and plain spoken system of non-intervention.’ Ibid, cc. 858-861. Lord Robert Montagu asserted that ‘This whole crisis has sprung from that mistaken policy of intervention on both sides.’ Ibid, cc. 880-881. Edward Horsman believed that ‘The principle of non-intervention…is a sound, right, and just principle.’ He criticised the government’s late adoption of non-intervention, noting that a more consistent version of that principle was more honourable, and concluding that ‘To the principle of non-intervention as so defined I am ready, and I believe every Gentleman in this House is ready, to give an unqualified acceptance.’ Ibid, cc. 900-901. ]  [28:  Disraeli, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 724-726. Newdegate, Ibid, cc. 781-782. Butler-Johnstone, HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 866-867. Some contested this view, and argued that opposition figures had encouraged intervention in Poland, only to renege upon it, as Edward Horsman clarified, ‘The intervention in Poland last year was a mistake—but that was forced on them by the other side of the House.’ Horsman, Ibid, cc. 899-901; cc. 913-914.]  [29:  Newdegate, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, 781-782. As James Clay noted, ‘Would the country have permitted its Government to be silent while blood was poured forth like water, and might was over-riding defenceless right in Europe? Would they have been content that Government, with folded hands, should have stood by an unconcerned spectator, while the bloody drama of Poland was acted over again in Denmark? No. The country would have dismissed with contempt the Government which had been unmindful of the call of humanity…The feeling of the country was to use every possible means, short of war, to avert its horrors from Europe.’ HC Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1262-1263. Earl of Clarendon, HL Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1131-1132.]  [30:  Lord Brougham thus declared ‘Were we to stand by silent and see her butchery and pillage of a gallant people? We should then really be humbled. If we had not felt indignation, we should have been under a delusion. If we had not expressed indignation, we should have incurred everlasting disgrace. People talk of humiliation. There is nothing humbling in being unable to prevent wrong by staying the wrong-doer; but it is humiliating to stand by in silence.’ HL Deb 8 July 1864 vol. 176, cc. 1110-1111. Brougham repeated these sentiments in the Lords and in a public speech, see Caledonian Mercury, 5 July 1864.]  [31:  Austen Layard, HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 984-985. Roundell Palmer, Ibid, cc. 1055-1056. The Duke of Argyll asserted that ‘the language held by the English and by the French Government on this point are all but identical.’ HL Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1109-1110. Russell appreciated this too, declaring that Britain was ‘exactly acting in the case of Denmark as France acted in the case of Poland.’ And yet, ‘everybody is ready to say, and more especially the Opposition part of the community, "What grand conduct on the part of the Emperor of the French! How wise of him to refrain from making war in Poland when he could not obtain the assistance of his Allies!”’ while claiming at the same time that ‘“in the case of the Government of Great Britain it is a base desertion by her of the country she hoped to befriend."’ Ibid, cc. 1172-1173.] 

Members also insisted that Russell’s repeated failings degraded British influence, and had become disgraceful, while connecting these ideas in the Motion.[footnoteRef:32] Ministers responded that to fail in a noble quest was not dishonourable, and that Britain had used its best offices to preserve peace, only to be thwarted by German aggression.[footnoteRef:33] If it was dishonourable to try, only to fail, then surely George Canning’s record, which was held in such esteem, was dishonourable also?[footnoteRef:34] One counter charge from Ministers was that the opposition had remained silent during the crisis. Surely, if the dishonour was so acute, they would have raised their voices sooner?[footnoteRef:35] In fact, this was among the weakest government defences, since opposition figures had protested Russell’s policy and complained of the lack of materials from the beginning.[footnoteRef:36] It was by no means unusual to avoid scrutiny until a crisis was concluded, but the opposition had delayed tabling a full debate on the Schleswig-Holstein policy at the government’s request. Moreover, the opposition did not receive the extensive blue books until late June, greatly reducing their capacity for analysis and comment.[footnoteRef:37]  [32:  Disraeli upheld this failure to be self-evident by the fact of Denmark’s destruction: ‘It…appears to me obvious that Her Majesty's Government have failed in their avowed policy of maintaining the independence and integrity of Denmark. It appears to me undeniable that the just influence of England is lowered in the councils of Europe.’ HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 745-746; cc. 748-749. Lord Stanley noted that failure did not have to be dishonourable, but that the additional failure to clarify Britain’s position to Denmark had been. Ibid, cc. 814-816.]  [33:  As Gladstone conceded, ‘There may have been a failure—failure for the moment, but if that failure has been a failure of honest, upright, generous efforts to prevent great masses of mankind from injuring and destroying one another.’ Ibid, cc. 774-775. Lord Harry Vane said that ‘the Government had done all that under the circumstances they could fairly be called on to do’, but ‘although he regretted that they had failed in this object, he would not admit that there was any humiliation involved in that failure’, and ‘how it had lowered the influence of England in the councils of Europe he could not perceive.’ HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 871-872. Lord Elcho admitted that ‘this country stands in a disagreeable position. Failure in a just cause, and even in a bad cause, is always disagreeable’, yet Elcho believed that ‘because the negotiations have failed, I cannot see any justice in carrying a Vote of Censure against the Government; and if I had any doubt on this point in my mind, it would have been removed by the course of the present discussion.’ HC Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1240-1241. Charles Buxton, Ibid, cc. 1252-1254. James Clay, Ibid, cc.1263-1264.]  [34:  Gladstone, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 774-775. ]  [35:  Horsman, HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 911-913. Layard, HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 991-993.]  [36:  On 9 February, Cecil declared that he ‘wished to be told the exact or proximate day on which they might look for these Papers,’ to which Layard responded that at least three weeks would be required. HC Deb 9 Feb 1864 vol 173, cc. 324. The Earl of Malmsbury complained similarly on 25 February; HL Deb 25 Feb 1864 vol 173, cc. 1061-1063. On 29 February Disraeli complained ‘I cannot, I repeat, give an opinion as to what should be the ultimate course of this country on this question, because Parliament is not, at the present moment, fully in possession of information upon the subject,’ HC Deb 29 Feb 1864 vol 173, cc. 1066-1067. On 7 April Russell informed the Lords that the debate on Schleswig-Holstein would be delayed until the Conference concluded, HL Deb 7 April 1864 vol 174 cc. 533-534. Ministers gave conflicting reasons for the delays, frustrating the opposition further, see Sandiford, Schleswig-Holstein Question, pp. 125-126.]  [37:  Gathorne Hardy thus declared, ‘What we did we did at the request of the Government,’ and this is borne out by the parliamentary evidence, which testified to repeated efforts on the government’s part to delay and avoid proper debate on its policy.  Hardy also pointed out that this suppression of information still continued, since the government were ‘in possession of information infinitely beyond what any one of us can have,’ which meant that ‘the Opposition, are therefore justified in declining to propound a policy for the future when we have not at our command the materials on which it can alone be based.’ HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1108-1010. James Whiteside also reflected that Ministers had blocked efforts to debate Schleswig-Holstein until July, and that the essential correspondence had not been made available. ‘What did I know of these despatches until they were laid on our table?’ Whiteside asked, ‘No more than if I had never been born.’ HC Deb 8 July 1864, cc. 1228-1229.] 

The main Ministerial defence was to assert that the opposition lacked a policy, and that they sought only to enter government, inheriting the policy they now attacked.[footnoteRef:38] Just as they had at the opening of Parliament, opposition figures insisted it was not their responsibility to develop a policy, particularly since they lacked the materials, and they condemned the government’s record on the basis that they would have done better.[footnoteRef:39] Yet, because they lacked a true alternative, Conservatives found that even Members appalled by the government’s record were unwilling to vote against it if the same course would be followed by a new administration.[footnoteRef:40] Finally, Ministers attempted to claim that a vote affirming lost influence would represent a disgrace, and that it was impossible in this case to separate the reputation of the country from that of the Ministry.[footnoteRef:41] Conversely, the opposition insisted that affirming the Motion was the best way to demonstrate to the world that the country did not support the Ministry’s dishonourable policy.[footnoteRef:42] [38:  Gladstone, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 765-768; cc. 773-774. Kinglake, Ibid, cc. 787-788. Layard, HC Deb 07 July 1864, cc. 990-991. Goldsmid, Ibid, cc. 1029-1031. Palmer, Ibid, cc. 1062-1063. William Monsell challenged, ‘They absolutely refused to give any idea of the policy they would pursue; and we had to gather it from loose speeches and vague declarations made by noble Lords and hon. Members, and from articles in newspapers,’ and that ‘nothing could be more dangerous than to hand over the power of carrying on these negotiations where such tremendous interests were at stake to a party who declined to declare their policy.’ HC Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1235-1236. Lord Elcho, Ibid, cc. 1242-1244.]  [39:  Gathorne Hardy declared ‘Her Majesty's Ministers are in possession of information infinitely beyond what any one of us can have; and we, the Opposition, are therefore justified in declining to propound a policy for the future when we have not at our command the materials on which it can alone be based.’ HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1009-1010. George Sandford asserted that the Liberals had been too long in office, and that this was proved by their recent failures. Ibid, cc. 1042-1044. Bernal Osborne, HC Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1217-1219.]  [40:  Cobden, HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 838-839. Roebuck, Ibid, cc. 893-895. A notable exception to this was the independent liberal William Cogan, who intended to approve the Motion to ‘purify’ the Liberal Party, HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1041-1042.]  [41:  Layard, HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 998-1000. Lord Elcho, HC Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1245-1246. John Henry Scourfield, Ibid, cc. 1247-1248.]  [42:  Lord Stanley parried this charge most effectively, stating ‘Why, that doctrine would simply amount to this, that in foreign affairs no matter can be dealt with frankly, no error of the Government is to be exposed, but the opinion of the Foreign Office must be held to be the opinion of England without dispute; and if we think that the Foreign Office has mistaken the temper and feeling of the people of England, we are not to say so, for fear of the remarks that may be made abroad.’ HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 811-812. Butler Johnstone, HC Deb 5 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 867-869. Gathorne Hardy, HC Deb 7 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1023-1024. Lord John Manners, Ibid, cc. 1069-1070. James Whiteside, HC Deb 08 July 1864 vol 176, cc.1231-1233. Baillie-Cochrane, Ibid, cc. 1240-1241. Earl Grey, HL Deb 8 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 1186-1187.] 

It is worth noting the use Members made of influence, since it was essentially recast as synonym which encapsulated the government’s failure to defend national honour. The following debates assess in more detail the opposition’s attempts to weaponize honour for political ends – a traditional tactic of opposition parties which Palmerston had also employed.[footnoteRef:43] The evidence suggest that national honour was not a panacea for the opposition. It required a certain set of circumstances to be successfully leveraged against the government, circumstances which were largely absent from the turmoil of the Schleswig-Holstein question. One could thus argue that policy shortcomings, exacerbated by complex circumstances, appreciably reduced the effectiveness of national honour’s weaponization. Also important was the genuine lack of desire of war. [43:  Of particular note was Palmerston’s criticism of the 1842 Webster-Ashburton Treaty with the United States as a dishonourable concession. See Chapter Three.] 


5.3: The Rhetoric of Influence in Parliamentary Debate
The four-night Parliamentary debate between 4 and 8 July 1864 represented the rhetorical and political culmination of the Schleswig-Holstein crisis in Britain. Sandiford presented a limited assessment of these debates, but kept the rhetoric of national honour mostly in the background, detracting from his analysis somewhat, considering its prevalence.[footnoteRef:44] In this section these tactics and their significance will be analysed, granting an unprecedented opportunity to explicate this rhetoric and assess its pervasive synonym, influence. Thus, in his reply to Disraeli’s Motion, Gladstone disagreed ‘that the just influence of England is lowered.’ Addressing the claim that British isolation had alienated traditional allies to the detriment of this influence, he retorted ‘That is not the language which is held by allied and friendly Governments.[footnoteRef:45] He then accused Disraeli of drawing on ‘nothing but the almost ribald language of a few obscure journals of the Continent.’[footnoteRef:46] If he consulted British newspapers, Gladstone may have been gratified that the press was heavily critical of Disraeli’s Motion,[footnoteRef:47] although regional papers could present a belligerent tone in the name of ‘high principle and national honour.’[footnoteRef:48]   [44:  Sandiford, Schleswig-Holstein Question, pp. 131-139.]  [45:  William Gladstone, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 774-775. ]  [46:  Ibid, cc. 775-776.]  [47:  The Times observed that while he attempted ‘to grasp a mighty argument, he finds himself with a handful of straw,’ suggesting that Disraeli’s view was ‘equivalent to an admission that England alone was faithful, true, courageous, and even wise; ready to act with the other Powers, and to advise on the supposition that they felt the sense of honour,’ a position which only failed, ‘as Denmark herself has failed, by the default of her Continental neighbours.’ The Times, 5 July 1864. The Morning Post echoed this, believing that ‘England has unquestionably been left alone; but that has been rather her misfortune than her fault.’ Morning Post, 5 July 1864. The Leeds Mercury confessed that when assessing Disraeli’s speech, ‘we are lost in the labyrinth through which we are carried,’ and noted that ‘after a succession of sneers at every step taken by the government in the direction of peace, finding the tone of the country resolutely against war,’ he had ‘cast his lot in favour of non-intervention.’ Leeds Mercury, 5 July 1864. Reflecting on the exchange between the two rivals, the Daily News believed that ‘Mr Gladstone surpassed himself last evening,’ and that ‘by the naivete of his logic,’ and ‘the hollow melodramatic thunder of his peroration,’ Disraeli had ‘delivered himself into the hands of a speaker who on every great occasion reveals some new power of thought and some unexpected grace of art.’ Daily News, 5 July 1864.]  [48:  ‘Position after position was tamely surrendered after a show of resistance and idle threats. Humiliating as that pusillanimous policy is felt to be, the arguments advanced in support of peace— now that our diplomacy is in the dust—lie still more gravely open to condemnation. Many of these arguments are not only in themselves far-fetched, but they also ignore high principle and national honour, and display throughout an incomprehensible timidity.’ Orkney Herald Weekly Advertiser and Gazette for the Orkney & Shetland Islands, 5 July 1864.] 

The traveller, writer, and Liberal MP Alexander Kinglake contested charges of lost influence by emphasising British military power, insisting that Britain’s influence ‘depended on her actual strength, and the best way to maintain her influence was to hoard her resources,’ and ‘to avoid so preposterous a war as that into which they would have been plunged had the decision of the Government been other than it had been.’[footnoteRef:49] Although critical of government failures, Kinglake refused ‘to go to the length of saying that the mismanagement had been carried so far that the honour of England was affected as alleged.’ Kinglake discerned that the true object of Disraeli’s Motion was ‘to show that by addressing encouragement and advice to Denmark and threats to the other Powers, England had placed herself in a situation which made it difficult, if not impossible, for her to recede with honour.’[footnoteRef:50] Regarding the military species of influence, the Exeter Flying Post argued that although ‘The just influence of England is founded upon her actual strength,’ it charged that ‘to parade that power against other nations without intending to call it into action, to adopt one policy for the weak and another for the strong, is to lower our influence and bring dishonour on the English name.’[footnoteRef:51] [49:  Alexander Kinglake, Ibid, cc. 788-790. ]  [50:  Ibid, cc. 789-790. He added that ‘a refusal to fight did not reduce British influence, while ‘our continued enjoyment of the blessings of peace was consistent with our national honour.’ Ibid, cc. 793-794.]  [51:  Noting Britain’s diplomatic isolation, the Post contrasted the country to France, since ‘Conscious of her own strength, and knowing well how to maintain her national honour, France can throw immeasurably greater influence into the councils of Europe than England.’ It also perceived it to be of the ‘deepest importance,’ that ‘Great Britain should maintain her prestige abroad, and possess a power in foreign councils commensurate with her high position,’ since ‘The peace and honour of the country should be the first consideration of statesmen.’ The Exeter Flying Post; 6 July 1864.] 

When her bluffs were thus exposed, this aroused sentiments of humiliation which General Jonathan Peel – younger brother of the late Prime Minister and a former Secretary for War – brought forward.[footnoteRef:52] In Peel’s view, Russell had brought the country to the brink of war, and he challenged whether ‘if we have escaped, if it has not been solely owing to our having thrown our honour overboard?’ Peel was certain that national honour would not be maintained by ‘interfering with everybody on every occasion,’ or by ‘making use of overbearing language.’[footnoteRef:53] ‘Is it come to this,’ Peel lamented, ‘that the words of the Prime Minister of England, uttered in the Parliament of England, are to be regarded as mere idle menaces, to be laughed at and despised by Foreign Powers?’ ‘Women,’ Peel declared, ‘fight with words, Monks with curses, men with swords,’ and although he had ‘not the slightest wish to see this country engaged in a war of the latter description,’ it was clear that ‘the only way to prevent it with honour,’ was to avoid ‘those two other methods of warfare, in the exercise of which the noble Lords the Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary have become such adepts, that neither woman or monk would have the slightest chance with them.’ And yet, ‘this war of words is neither safe or honourable.’[footnoteRef:54]  [52:  Peel focused on ‘those feelings of deep humiliation which I, in common, I believe, with a large majority of my countrymen, have felt for the position this country has been placed in.’ General Peel, HC Deb 4 July 1864 vol 176, cc. 793-794.]  [53:  Ibid, cc. 796-797.]  [54:  Ibid, cc. 798-799. Peel declared further that ‘If you choose to set yourselves up as the champions of the world, and to constitute yourselves the arbiters of other people's affairs,’ then ‘you must be prepared to fight for your position.’] 

Russell might claim that British prosperity was such, that she did not need to fight, yet, Peel challenged, ‘what would be said in private life of a man who refused to defend his honour on the ground that he was too rich to be shot at?’[footnoteRef:55] Although desirous of preserving ‘both the peace and the honour of the country,’ Peel proclaimed that the Government had ‘imperilled the one and tarnished the other. I say emphatically that you have tarnished the honour of the country.’[footnoteRef:56] Absent from Peel’s rhetoric was any suggestion of alternative policies. He likely discerned, in common with his colleagues, that the best method for impressing the government’s failures upon the public was to use the familiar lexicon and logic of honour.  [55:  Peel’s appeal was also to a policy of non-intervention, insisting ‘If you are not prepared to keep your word to your neighbours—if it be to your own hindrance—you had better not only shut your eyes, but your mouths also.’ Ibid, cc. 799-800.]  [56:  Peel appealed ‘to every Englishman, let his politics be what they may,’ whether ‘he has not felt a sense of the deepest humiliation,’ at the spectacle of ‘a small country whom we were bound by treaty to acknowledge, and by promises to defend, overwhelmed by odds, which, if a similar event had occurred in private life, the greatest coward in the world would have rushed forward to rescue the weak from the strong, without inquiring into the cause of the quarrel, but which in this case you have described to be an outrageous and infamous attack of the strong upon the weak Ibid, cc. 799-801.] 

Lord Stanley clarified what the Motion meant,[footnoteRef:57] labelled as ‘insanity’ the prospect of Britain fighting a war for Denmark alone,[footnoteRef:58] and challenged the position ‘that the estimation in which England is held just now can be considered as gratifying to English feeling.’ Stanley could not recall a time when ‘the policy and the position of England have been spoken of all over the Continent, as they are spoken of now.’ That was not ‘merely a question of newspapers,’ as Gladstone had claimed. Instead, that a humiliation had been incurred was a sentiment also felt by Englishmen abroad.[footnoteRef:59] Stanley explained these sentiments with reference to obligations incurred to Denmark, because ‘when you take a man's or a nation's affairs out of their own hands,’ and ‘when you assume the duty of advising, managing, directing, and when that is done by a very strong Power to a very feeble one,’ you must ‘incur a moral responsibility towards those who take your advice, you are giving an implied guarantee that they shall not suffer by taking your advice.’[footnoteRef:60] Stanley observed that it was ‘possible for a nation to get into such a position that it has before it the alternative of war on the one hand, and on the other—I will not say of dishonour—but discredit.’[footnoteRef:61]  [57:  ‘It means that we think you have blundered these foreign negotiations from beginning to end; and that we intend to call upon the House to say so.’ Stanley, Ibid, cc. 811-812.]  [58:  Ibid, cc. 812-813. Stanley also returned to the idea of honourable neutrality, believing ‘that a policy of neutrality and non-intervention may be not only a safe but a respected and an honourable position.’ Stanley referred to the example set by France during the crisis, suggesting that ‘no man now, even of those who are most bitterly hostile to the Emperor of the French, pretends that her position is lowered by the part she has taken.’ Stanley upheld ‘that not only might you have remained neutral with honour, but you might have offered advice and mediation,’ and when this failed ‘you still need not have been discredited, provided you had taken the one precaution of saying at first, at, least to Denmark, "So far we mean to go, and no farther.”’ Ibid, cc. 813-815]  [59:  Ibid, cc. 814-815.]  [60:  Stanley conceived ‘that the Ministry took up the Danish cause with a sympathy which was strong, but which was not founded on very accurate knowledge,’ and that ‘they were not a little perplexed when they found how strong a case in point of reason and of law the Germans really had.’ Ibid, cc. 815-816. ]  [61:  Ibid, cc. 816-817.] 

The London Evening Standard continued to carry the banner for the opposition, asserting: ‘If Whigs be capable of remorse or shame the colleagues of Lord Russell suffered last night almost as they deserved to suffer.’ Britain was ‘left without influence abroad or dignity at home, with ruined prestige and damaged self-respect; in a position of deep embarrassment, painful helplessness, and bitter humiliation.’[footnoteRef:62] But Conservative claims that silence was better than any intervention at all also came under attack. In their 5 July issues, several regional newspapers carried an important speech made by Lord Brougham to the Social Science Association on 2 July,[footnoteRef:63] wherein the Liberal peer challenged the opposition claim that it was better to remain entirely aloof, rather than intervene and receive snubs for its efforts. Disinterested silence, Brougham declared, would have been a true humiliation, and would have been anathema to English character.[footnoteRef:64]  [62:  London Evening Standard, 5 July 1864.]  [63:  These included the Dundee Courier, Glasgow Herald, Sussex Advertiser, Sheffield Daily Telegraph, Sherbourne Mercury, Western Daily Press, Manchester Courier and Bury and Norwich Post, in addition to 5 July edition of Caledonian Mercury.]  [64:  Brougham addressed the ‘too prevailing feeling’ that ‘this country had been humbled, if not disgraced, by its refusal to act.’ Brougham argued that ‘we should have been humbled and disgraced if we had not expressed what all of us felt, and had a right to feel,’ about the Danish struggle, and he believed that ‘it was rather a step in social progress,’ that ‘instead of having recourse to the sword on all occasions,’ the government tried ‘the effect of that moral influence upon them and the public at large.’ ‘It was honesty to protest,’ Brougham concluded, because ‘the Government would have been disgraced and dishonoured, and the country also, if they had not made such protestation, and if they had not given their advice,’ even though they expected it would be rejected. Caledonian Mercury, 5 July 1864.] 

********
It is clear from the above analysis that there was room to criticise Palmerston’s policy during the Schleswig-Holstein crisis, and that much of this criticism was delivered through the rhetoric of NH. Almost every error could be presented in these terms, and measured against its impact upon the country’s honour and influence. Where the opposition interpreted failure, we could argue that the government’s lack of response to the crisis was a symptom of its division. With Palmerston and Russell eager for intervention, at least on a point of principle, but the majority of Cabinet and the Crown opposed, some amount of paralysis was perhaps inevitable. But though this inefficiency was noted, what contemporaries were most horrified at was the spectacle of empty threats, which Russell had issued against the Germans, and which had arguably characterised the PM’s initial reaction to the crisis. 
This policy was also referred to as blustering, empty menace, or bluff, and it’s worth taking some quotes in the footnotes to show you how widespread it was. Disraeli attacked this tactic from the beginning, noting that the Government’s policy ‘consisted of menaces never accomplished and promises never fulfilled.’ Although burdened by the difficulties and complications of their newfound isolation, the government did ‘never hesitate in their tone’, and ‘seemed at least to rejoice in the phantom of a proud courage.’  He added: ‘We have menaced Austria, and Austria has allowed our menaces to pass her like the idle wind’, while ‘Prussia has defied us.’ Threats to Frankfurt ‘rattled over the head of the German Diet, and the German Diet has treated them with contempt.’ The more Radical MP Richard Cobden agreed, declaring that the ‘great fault’ of British policy was that ‘we allow ourselves to be betrayed into something like threats, without duly measuring the powder we have to carry out our menaces. There is, I say, a policy of menace in this country.’ Salisbury insisted that ‘If we did not mean to fight we ought not to interfere’, and that ‘If we did not intend to carry out by arms our threats and measures, we must abstain from the luxury of indulging in them.’ Tory MP Henry Butler Johnstone claimed that Russell had threatened so often that ‘these impotent menaces, which it was never intended to carry out, had left their sting with those who had dared to use them.’ 
Edward Horsman believed that British counsels ‘have been slighted, her warnings disregarded, her menaces derided’, while Prussia, ‘flushed with impunity’, had ‘mocked, bearded, and almost threatened us with an insolence which has left us almost cowering from the shame of misleading and abandoning a small and kindred State’, which Britain was ‘bound by the most solemn obligations to protect.’ On the 7 July, Sir Francis Goldsmid complained that ‘without having assured themselves of the aid either of France or Russia’, the government had ‘held out to Germany distinct threats, which, unless with the help of one of those empires, they were not prepared to carry into effect.’ On the final day of the debate, James Whiteside asserted that the government, ‘instead of pursuing a policy of wisdom and moderation, had recourse to menaces and threats, unaccompanied by corresponding action.’ And ‘From this inconsistent, capricious, and therefore mischievous policy, has sprung the present condition of affairs.’ 
But defenders of the government disputed these interpretations. On 7 July, the Undersecretary of for FA Austen Layard stated that ‘Earl Russell cannot be accused of using threats’, that ‘the language he has employed has invariably been approved and even adopted by France; that he has not been unnecessarily meddling’, that Russell had ‘supported the honour of his country, and that throughout these most difficult and delicate negotiations he has shown an ardent desire to maintain peace.’ That same day the AG Roundell Palmer asserted that ‘When the British Government say that we cannot look with indifference upon the invasion of Schleswig, hon. Gentlemen opposite regard it as a menace and a threat of going to war’, yet ‘when France says so, the declaration is regarded in a very different manner.’ Such language meant ‘that she is perfectly peaceable and by no means disposed to go to war,’ and Palmer suggested that ‘If you try by that test all the language in these documents which is called the language of menace’, Members would soon find that ‘every single expression was echoed, assented to, and repeated both by France and Russia.’ In the Lords on 8 July, the Duke of Argyll insisted ‘it was our bounden duty to warn the German Powers of the danger they were incurring,’ and he believed that ‘we should have forfeited our duty as Ministers of the English Crown if we had not held out such intimations to the German Powers.’ 
So the government had not threatened, it had merely expressed its disfavour for aggression, and warned, as did other powers, of the consequences which might follow. We know that Palmerston and Russell were in fact more gung-ho when it came to intervention, particularly when rumours of an Austrian navy sailing towards the Baltic, and past the Channel, were discussed. Palmerston’s reaction was so fierce that the Austrian ambassador sank into a kind of depression, which Disraeli also noted. We could see the Schleswig-Holstein crisis as a collision between the old methods of statesmen, who were accustomed to Britain getting its way by leveraging it naval power and coercing its rivals, particularly when the NH was at stake, and the new reality of the 1860s, which stated that Britain was in fact not as powerful as supposed, and that her diplomacy could easily be repelled by a party that possessed the military advantage. It was one thing to threaten weaker, minor powers, but when dealing with someone like Bismarck, who was himself well-versed in the use of threats, we might say that Palmerston and Russell attempted to BS a BS-er. This was bound to fail, and this may have been the defining failure of British policy. 
Looking even to the TA three years before, we note that when Britain threatened, the required naval forces needed to back up that threat against the Union was provided. But what had Britain done to communicate its seriousness to the German powers? Aside from recalling the navy and making concerned noises, the desire to intervene which Palmerston and Russell may have sincerely possessed was never realised in practical terms. This brings us back to Cabinet divisions, which had the effect of neutering policies which went too far for the pacific majority. If you can track down Keith Sandiford’s book on the crisis, you'll see how many times the Cabinet met, only to do nothing, and craft a policy of wait and see. When peace between the parties was out of the question, we imagine a new strategy would have been devised, but the government seemed content to stand back and watch what happened next even as Holstein, Schleswig, and eventually actual Danish land was invaded. 
As Ministers fairly pointed out, Denmark was partially to blame for this. Its own behaviour in provoking the Germans with its constitution, then stubbornly refusing to compromise, granted the Germans the excuse to intervene in the name of legal propriety. Denmark put itself legally in the wrong, even if the Germans by their invasion were legally compromised. That said, just because the government’s representations had been ignored, this did not mean Britain was humiliated. As Lord Brougham declared during a speech widely referenced in several newspapers, there was a ‘too prevailing feeling’ that ‘this country had been humbled, if not disgraced, by its refusal to act.’ Brougham argued that ‘we should have been humbled and disgraced if we had not expressed what all of us felt, and had a right to feel,’ about the Danish struggle, and he believed that ‘it was rather a step in social progress,’ that ‘instead of having recourse to the sword on all occasions,’ the government tried ‘the effect of that moral influence upon them and the public at large.’ ‘It was honesty to protest,’ Brougham concluded, because ‘the Government would have been disgraced and dishonoured, and the country also, if they had not made such protestation, and if they had not given their advice,’ even though they expected it would be rejected.
If not obliged to aid its Danish friend through military means, Britain was at least obliged to do something, and while its protest may have been viewed as weak, Britons were coming to terms with the fact that in some situations, notwithstanding her rank and power, Britain could not alter the pace of events. This brought forward claims of lost influence, which were closely connected to the idea of dishonour. But Disraeli’s attempt to use lowered influence as a catch-all term for government failure arguably backfired, since influence like NH could be interpreted in a wide variety of places. There was influence of a military, cultural, social, moral, industrial, economic, and diplomatic kind, and it was thus hysterical to suggest that all of these attributes had been lowered at the same time. The debate on influence was destined to continue, and in the next episode we’ll resume our coverage, so I hope you'll join me for that. Until though my name is Zack, and this has been episode 15. Thanks for listening and I’ll be seeing you all soon.
