Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to our special series on my PhD thesis. In the last episode, we saw the big glaring exception to the idea that all insults must immediately be followed by a quest to obtain satisfaction. The Spanish insult to Ambassador Bulwer is a strange outlier in the supposed rule of this HS, which dictates that all insults must proceed in the same manner. Contemporaries outmanoeuvred this supposed law, by claiming to possess a forbearance, which enabled them to put up with the Spanish insult without escalation or confrontation. Such a tactic was certainly convenient for a distracted Whig government in a turbulent year, though it did not pass without criticism. Some asked whether this forbearance might be construed as weakness or apathy towards NH. If some insult emerged in the future, would John Russell’s government simply lean on its forbearance again? Well, if contemporaries did fear, or claim to fear, this outcome, within a couple of years after the Spanish incident, they would have reason to feel reassured.
For many years, British relations with Greece had not been particularly warm. Having established an independent Greece and appointed its King from a Bavarian house, the British likely anticipated the development of a stable ally. But stable was hardly an adjective which fit King Otho’s Greek regime by 1850. A major problem was the Greek debts – many of which were owed to London – which seemed unlikely to ever be paid. A more pressing issue was the Greek government itself, which participated in several unjust acts against British citizens living in Greece. This reminds us of the linkage between insults and the treatment of citizens, and although it was by now clearly established that an insult to a British citizen overseas was akin to an insult to the British nation, it is here in this crisis known as the Don Pacifico Affair that such an idea arguably became crystallised.
This presents interesting questions for the HS. Why was the Spanish insult passed over, yet the Greek offence mobilised Palmerston and Russell into a dangerous confrontation with Greece and its allies? The answer is more straightforward than you might expect. While Spain did enjoy a turbulent history with Britain, only the Greeks could boast the record of repeated insults to British citizens and the non-payment of their debts. It was of course possible to bring forward forbearance again, but Palmerston seemed determined not to do so. Instead, he adopted a more belligerent course, taking Greece to task for its latest insult, and seeing the opportunity to rectify years of other Greek offences. The consequences for this showdown in the Mediterranean were bound to be severe, yet the single-minded pursuit of satisfaction proved a boon for Palmerston’s career, and was arguably a turning point in how insults were viewed. 
This a long episode, but I believed it was of benefit to absorb this case in its entirety, and examine what it suggests for NH in full detail. I will be drawing from some pivotal Parliamentary debates, and as always, be sure to stick around to the end where some of the more striking speeches are brought forward. Escalating the Greek insult into a major confrontation did not please everyone, including those opposition figures who only two years before were complaining of forbearance. Palmerston might wonder if the opposition would ever be content with his policy – if they opposed moderation and belligerence equally, perhaps there was simply no pleasing them? The FS effectively gambled that the crisis would resolve to his benefit, and to some of his colleagues he was agonisingly close to being wrong. This incident did not supercharge Britons with a newfound sensitivity to insult, but it did bring forward these ideas and clarify them on a scale not seen before. It is therefore a vital part of my research, as we discuss in the conclusion section, so I hope you enjoy it. Without any further ado, I will now take you to the final section of Chapter Two.
*******
2.3: Rhetoric and Redress in the Don Pacifico Affair [1850]
During the 1847 Orthodox Easter festivities in Athens, an anti-Semitic mob broke into the home of David Pacifico, attacking him and causing extensive damage to his property. Through his birth in Gibraltar, Pacifico claimed British citizenship, but failed to acquire compensation from local Greek authorities for several years, despite the British resident pressing his case on Palmerston.[footnoteRef:1] Palmerston kept the quarrel alive, reminding the Greeks of their obligations, even as they requested assistance from Britain.[footnoteRef:2] In April 1849, Sir Thomas Wyse was appointed as British ambassador to Athens, and Palmerston tasked him with acquiring redress, though the Greeks remained unhelpful.[footnoteRef:3] By November Palmerston had lost patience, and he ordered the British Mediterranean fleet to sail for the Greek coast, where it anchored in January 1850. Its mission – as prescribed by Palmerston – was to coerce King Otho’s regime into satisfying several British claims, with Don Pacifico’s foremost among them.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Dolphus Whitten, Jr., ‘The Don Pacifico Affair,’ The Historian, 48, No. 2 (Feb 1986), 255-258.]  [2:  When a Greek subject was attacked in Cairo in 1848, and Athens appealed to Britain for assistance, Palmerston levelled veiled accusations of hypocrisy, and did not hide his irritation ‘Her Majesty's Government cannot refrain from expressing their surprise that the Greek Government should ask British assistance to obtain redress for wrongs sustained by Greek subjects, while the Greek Government is evading to grant redress for wrongs sustained in Greece by British subjects and Her Majesty's Government cannot but remark that there is as little of dignity in the application for aid made by the Greek Government as there is justice in the denial of redress.’ Viscount Palmerston to Sir Edmund Lyons, 19 Feb 1848 in Albert M. Hyamson, ‘Don Pacifico,’ Transactions (Jewish Historical Society of England), 18 (1953-55), 5.]  [3:  Ibid, 7]  [4:  Palmerston was consistent in his justification of the escalation, repeatedly insisting on redress in his correspondence to both British and foreign diplomats, and refusing to take Greek promises at face value. Ibid, 12-14; 15-16; 19. It is noteworthy that Palmerston did not seek the overdue payment of Greek debts, and this message was clarified by the Marquess of Lansdowne in the House of Lords, who explained that the current measures: ‘had not been adopted for the purpose of procuring the repayment of the loan so long due from Greece to this country, but for the purpose of procuring redress of grievances founded on facts which were indisputable; and…our claim for redress was declared to be well founded by the best and highest legal authorities to which it had been referred.’ Lansdowne, HL Deb 4 Feb 1850 vol 108, cc. 261-262. Palmerston stated this explicitly, insisting that ‘the case of a loan was different from that of injuries sustained by British subjects.’ HC Deb 4 June 1850 vol 111, cc. 719-720.] 

The fleet enacted a limited blockade of the country from mid-January, outraging Russia and France, who had signed an 1832 Treaty upholding Greek independence and territorial integrity. Otho’s government continued to resist, and appealed to Russia and France, presenting Britain’s demands as sudden and unreasonable, to Wyse’s fury.[footnoteRef:5] Having roused much of Europe against him, Palmerston accepted French ‘good offices’ in mid-February. Negotiations between the British and Greeks began in London, mediated by the French ambassador, and by April the London Agreement appeared to settle the dilemma.[footnoteRef:6] However, Ambassador Wyse had conducted parallel negotiations in Athens, and arrived at a more beneficial arrangement, bypassing those French efforts.[footnoteRef:7] With French ‘good offices’ embarrassed,[footnoteRef:8] its ambassador quit London in protest, adding to the sense of diplomatic crisis.[footnoteRef:9] Albert Hyamson observed that the differences between the London and Athens agreements were ‘in effect small, but these were also matters of prestige,’ and ‘amidst much talk of French honour,’ Anglo-French relations reached a new low.[footnoteRef:10]  [5:  Wyse complained that ‘The British Government is still represented as having made a sudden and peremptory demand, within twenty hours, for compensation, to an enormous and unproved amount, to a Jew of doubtful nationality; all notice of previous remonstrances and continued indifferences on the part of the Greek Government continues to be suppressed, and the conclusion is drawn that these demands are mere pretexts set up to conceal a design to subvert (by fomenting discontent and embarrassing the public revenues) the present order of things, to dethrone the King and convert the Kingdom into a British dependency etc.’ Ibid, 10.]  [6:  Ibid, 21. Palmerston claimed before the Commons that the negotiations were ‘entirely closed.’ HC Deb 16 May 1850 vol 111, cc. 105-106.]  [7:  Wyse claimed that this was not deliberate, since Baron Gros had not kept him informed of developments in London and it was ‘entirely and emphatically untrue’ that the terms of the London Convention had been communicated to him. The Daily News also charged that The Times was to blame for the deterioration in Anglo-French relations, since it took Baron Gros’ claims to have informed Wyse about the London Convention at face value. Daily News, 19 June 1850.]  [8:  The French Foreign Minister complained to the British ambassador in Paris that ‘you have made us the laughing-stock of Europe,’ Hyamson, ‘Don Pacifico,’ 22.]  [9:  The incident happened to fall on Queen Victoria’s birthday, and the French ambassador in Berlin also refused to attend a ball marking this occasion, explaining that ‘he would not remain a moment in the service of his Government unless such explanations were obtained from the British Government as would satisfy him that the honour of his country had been respected.’ Ibid, 23. Ministers attempted to explain the French ambassador’s sudden departure, but Disraeli insisted before the Commons that ‘his recall was occasioned by conduct on the part of the British Government, supposed to be derogatory to the honour of the French Republic.’ Benjamin Disraeli, HC Deb 17 May 1850 vol 111, cc. 161-162.]  [10:  Albert M. Hyamson, ‘Don Pacifico,’ 24.] 

Although it was understood that ‘the honour of England required that efforts should be made by England herself to rescue her own countrymen,’ the quest for redress was less politically straightforward.[footnoteRef:11] Opposition figures expressed concern that the ‘honour and good faith of England’ had been imperilled by the Anglo-French confrontation, and recommended a full investigation.[footnoteRef:12] Seeking resolution despite an escalating ‘press war,’ Palmerston conceded French requirements, and reverted in early June to the London Agreement as the basis for the settlement of Don Pacifico’s claims.[footnoteRef:13] This section will focus on the four-day House of Commons debate which began on 24 June. Geoffrey Hicks believed these debates provided ‘an unusually detailed example of front- and back-bench Protectionist opinion on foreign affairs,’[footnoteRef:14] but they also represent an ideal opportunity to gauge how the rhetoric of honour was used, and the extent to which the honour-script was adhered to by Palmerston and his allies. [11:  Sir Robert Inglis, HC Deb 5 Feb 1850 vol 108, cc. 388-389.]  [12:  Sir John Walsh, HC Deb 23 May 1850 vol 111, cc. 250-251.]  [13:  Hyamson, ‘Don Pacifico,’ 25-26.]  [14:  Geoffrey Hicks, ‘Don Pacifico, Democracy, and Danger: The Protectionist Party Critique of British 
Foreign Policy, 1850-1852,’ International History Review, 26, No. 3 (Sep., 2004), 519-520.] 

This pivotal debate occurred in the context of a Parliamentary crisis in confidence, as Lord Stanley presented a Motion to the House of Lords on 17 June, which charged that ‘various claims against the Greek Government, doubtful in point of justice or exaggerated in amount, have been enforced by coercive measures directed against the commerce and people of Greece,’ which were ‘calculated to endanger the continuance of our friendly relations with other Powers.’[footnoteRef:15]  When this Motion passed, it suggested that Palmerston’s tenure as Foreign Secretary was in jeopardy. Yet his colleagues rallied to his side, and Lord Russell informed the Queen that the Cabinet was collectively responsible for the Foreign Secretary’s policy.[footnoteRef:16] Rather than resign, the Cabinet would fight in the Commons, where Palmerston’s career and the Whig government’s future was at stake.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Lord Stanley, HL Deb 17 June 1850 vol 111, cc. 1232-1233.]  [16:  Lord John Russell to Viscount Palmerston, 22 May 1850 in Bourne, Foreign Policy, Doc. 53, pp. 299-300.]  [17:  Chambers, Palmerston, pp. 319-320.] 

While Stanley’s Motion provided a preview of the opposition’s attack lines, these had also been anticipated in the preceding months. Stanley had criticised the exercise of forbearance towards Spain, yet this did not stop him requesting forbearance be granted to Greece, on the grounds of its weakness.[footnoteRef:18] Palmerston was blamed for a heightened sensitivity, which led to the deterioration of British relations with the other major powers.[footnoteRef:19] It was also common for those figures to criticise the legitimacy of Pacifico’s claims as the cause of European discord.[footnoteRef:20] The typical delay in producing official documentation likely added to the opposition’s frustration.[footnoteRef:21] However, the government did enjoy support from unlikely sources, including the Radical Thomas Anstey who ‘was satisfied that it would have been a national dishonour if the Government had remained inactive, and had not taken up the claims of those parties, and done their best to obtain redress.’[footnoteRef:22] [18:  Lord Stanley lamented that ‘we had proceeded to acts of injustice and violence against a friendly foreign Power, or rather, he should say, a weak friendly foreign State, the very weakness of which State should have been the strongest inducement upon our part to exercise the greatest forbearance, whose peculiar position rendered any misunderstanding with regard to the affairs of Greece a matter of more importance than it might be from the importance of the State itself.’ Lord Stanley, HL Deb 4 Feb 1850 vol 108, cc. 258-259. The Marquess of Lansdowne agreed that while ‘no proceeding could be more unworthy of the Government of a great country than to exact from a weaker State that satisfaction which it would not require from a stronger,’ it would have been ‘disgraceful to the British character to have failed to insist upon the reparation required.’ Marquess of Lansdowne, Ibid, cc. 262-263. Independent Conservative Henry Drummond argued that ‘many cases may arise in which it would be impossible to put up altogether with an insult from a weaker Power,’ while reasoning that ‘Every one sides with the weaker party.’ Henry Drummond, HC Deb 23 May 1850 vol 111, cc. 255-256.]  [19:  Earl of Aberdeen, HL Deb 4 Feb 1850 vol 108, cc. 266-267. Palmerston defended his policy, asserting that ‘though we accepted the good offices of France, we accepted them for the purpose and in the hope of obtaining, by her friendly intervention, that satisfaction which we had begun to endeavour to obtain by the employment of our naval force,’ and ‘we could not abandon any of our demands.’ HC Deb 23 May 1850 vol 111, cc. 242-243. Conservative Young Englander George Smythe believed that ‘throughout his negotiations the noble Lord has marked his policy by jealousy and distrust, and insult towards that Government.’ Ibid, cc. 253-254. Henry Drummond declared ‘It is the honour of the Crown which is at stake—it is a question of peace or war,’ and he condemned the ‘pot valour,’ which he believed had damaged Anglo-French relations. Ibid, cc. 256-257.]  [20:  Benjamin Disraeli discerned an ulterior motive in Palmerston’s behaviour, suggesting that ‘no sane man thinks the Greek claims are anything but a pretext—no one of sane mind can suppose that a powerful armament of Britain was suddenly brought into the waters of the Mediterranean to advocate the somewhat ludicrous and suspicious claims of Mr. Pacifico. Some cause, not stated, seems to have been at the bottom of this demonstration… It seems to have been necessary, in the opinion of the Government, that a great demonstration of the power of England last year should be made in the Mediterranean seas.’ Ibid, cc. 258-259. ]  [21:  Lord Stanley was dissuaded from tabling a Motion on Greek affairs several times. HL Deb 15 March 1850 vol 109, cc. 944-945; HL Deb 13 May 1850 vol 110, 1374-1375; HL Deb 6 June 1850 vol 111, cc. 796-799.]  [22:  Thomas Anstey, HC Deb 8 April 1850 vol 110, cc. 14-15. ] 

His fellow Radical John Roebuck introduced the debate to the Commons on 24 June, referencing the government’s ability to ‘maintain the honour and dignity of this country,’ while, during such difficult circumstances, it had also preserved peace.[footnoteRef:23] This recast the Motion as a test of Palmerston’s record in office, and ensured Members would not judge him solely on his performance in the Greek affair. Where opposition figures claimed Palmerston’s behaviour ran contrary to international law, Roebuck challenged the validity of this concept,[footnoteRef:24] while levelling a veiled charge of hypocrisy against France for its effort to block British vindication.[footnoteRef:25] Had France not recently used its fleet to acquire redress for French subjects wronged in Senegal, Mexico, and San Salvador? Had she not also coerced Portugal, a European state comparable to Greece, in a similar manner?[footnoteRef:26] The Portuguese case was particularly relevant, as British statesmen in the early 1830s had explicitly acknowledged France’s right to vindicate her honour, the Anglo-Portuguese alliance notwithstanding.[footnoteRef:27] Should France not reciprocate when Britain sought satisfaction against Greece? In the face of Greek recalcitrance, Roebuck declared, ‘We forbore to take measures for enforcing satisfaction, knowing our own strength; but these successive demands remaining unanswered and unheeded, made us impatient.’[footnoteRef:28] [23:  John Roebuck, HC Deb, 24 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 255-256.]  [24:  ‘The law of nations, I take to be, accurately speaking, no law. It is a system of general morality in which the rules are of necessity vague, and depend rather on the discretion of the country than to be settled by any tribunal, for there is no tribunal competent.’ Ibid, cc. 238-239.]  [25:  Ibid, cc. 239-240.]  [26:  Roebuck also made this argument with reference to American behaviour towards Portugal and Naples, demonstrating the common nature of this behaviour. Ibid, cc. 240-242.]  [27:  See Chapter One.]  [28:  Roebuck, HC Deb, 24 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 242-243.] 

Former Attorney General Frederick Thesiger replied by asserting ‘there was no course of policy that ever had been pursued more likely to embroil us with all nations, or which had, he regretted to say, resulted in a deeper humiliation.’[footnoteRef:29] Thesiger reiterated the point that Greece was ‘a very humble Power indeed’, and he wished ‘that that very circumstance, considering the generosity we were always willing to attribute to ourselves, should have induced the noble Lord to abstain’ from ‘the threats, and the haughty and imperious language, and from the menaces,’ which Palmerston ‘would not have ventured to use to any strong Power.’[footnoteRef:30] The Foreign Secretary had thus mixed cowardice with belligerence, and ‘there was no ground for saying that the Greek Government should be called upon to make compensation, and which, if it was refused, should be forced by aggressive means.’[footnoteRef:31] Thesiger concluded by claiming that Palmerston’s policy, ‘so far from adopting a course which was calculated to maintain the honour and dignity of this country, had compromised and degraded it’, while Palmerston had ‘done everything he possibly could to embroil us with other nations.’[footnoteRef:32] [29:  Sir Frederick Thesiger, Ibid, cc. 263-264.]  [30:  Ibid, cc. 264-265.]  [31:  Ibid, cc. 273-274.]  [32:  Ibid, cc. 282-283. Thesiger also noted that while Aberdeen had previously used belligerent language with regard to the Greek loan, this was secured by Treaty, whereas Palmerston’s policy had no basis in Treaty.] 

The Daily News wondered ‘how the question ever recovered from his [Thesiger’s] prosy stupidity.’[footnoteRef:33] There was certainly room to criticise Thesiger for suggesting that no precedent existed for Palmerston’s pursuit of redress, or that Greece should receive special treatment owing to its limited strength. Whig statesman Western Wood disputed the Lords’ verdict ‘that the honour of England was not in safe keeping,’ that ‘the Commons of England had been regardless of it,’ or that ‘the Government had impaired the honour and dignity of the Crown,’ since in his view ‘they would have detracted from the one and lessened the other if they had hesitated to vindicate the rights of British subjects, which had been so long and so grievously violated in Greece.’[footnoteRef:34] Wood challenged whether the Commons would suggest ‘that they upheld the honour and the dignity of England, by permitting British subjects to be treated in this lawless and barbarous manner?’[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  Daily News, 25 June 1850.]  [34:  Western Wood, HC Deb 24 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 286-287.]  [35:  Ibid, cc. 287-288.] 

He then attacked the idea that, with Greek behaviour ‘amounting, as it did, almost to an insult to the British flag,’ Britons were told ‘that we were not to notice it, because the Power which inflicted the injury was a smaller one than ours, and not able to compete with us upon equal terms.’ Wood complained that ‘we were told we ought to forgive and forget, and, unmindful of the Powers in the background, pass over the insults, in order that the honour and dignity of England might be maintained.’ He charged that ‘those who had arrived at the resolution in the other House, must have had a very singular idea of what honour and dignity really were, or they must have been grossly misled’.[footnoteRef:36] This was no time for forbearance, because Greece had ‘made use of her weakness in order to give her that factitious strength to insult that State which had been her original protector.’ She would have to be shown that while Britain ‘was long patient and forbearing, because she was powerful, and could afford to be so,’ still ‘that the time must come when she could no longer forbear from obtaining redress for injuries, wherever her aegis of protection extended.’[footnoteRef:37] As Russell had established two years before, there were limits to British forbearance.  [36:  Ibid, cc. 288-289. Wood was adamant that ‘it could not be allowed, because another State was weak, that it should insult the English flag, and should do all that under the guardianship of Russia.’ Insisting that a blockade was a merciful method of acquiring redress, Wood asserted that ‘the right course therefore was to put forth the power and strength which she [Greece] believed we dare not exercise’. He reminded Members that this course had only been taken ‘after our letters had remained unanswered for years’, while ‘everybody but ourselves had perceived that the time was come when it was impossible for England to delay any longer to take the only step that could vindicate the honour and dignity of the country, and preserve peace.’ Ibid, cc. 300-301.]  [37:  Ibid, cc. 303-304.] 

On the second day of the debate, Palmerston delivered ‘one of the ablest speeches ever addressed to the representatives of the British people,’ which was ‘worthy of the greatest English Minister in the best days of our history.’[footnoteRef:38] The Foreign Secretary contested the conclusions of the Lords, and asserted the justice of overseas Britons requesting their home country’s assistance in acquiring redress.[footnoteRef:39] In line with this, he reminded Members that Don Pacifico ‘wanted redress, not revenge,’ a credible stance with established precedents.[footnoteRef:40] When satisfaction of any kind was thus denied, ‘this was a case in which we were justified in calling on the Greek Government for compensation for the losses,’ yet ‘the Greek Government denied altogether the principle of the claim,’ thus leaving him with no choice but to act.[footnoteRef:41] Reverting to coercive measures when satisfaction was not forthcoming was certainly consistent with the honour-script. Palmerston also justified the use of blockade, believing that the disparity in naval force made capitulation less inherently humiliating to Athens.[footnoteRef:42] [38:  Morning Post, 26 June 1850.]  [39:  Viscount Palmerston, HC Deb 25 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 380-382.]  [40:  Ibid, cc. 395-396.]  [41:  Ibid, cc. 396-397.]  [42:  The Foreign Secretary then addressed the controversy stemming from the optics of the Royal Navy overawing its smaller, weaker target. ‘Does the smallness of a country justify the magnitude of its evil acts?’ and when British subjects ‘suffer violence, outrage, plunder in a country which is small and weak, you are to tell them when they apply for redress, that the country is so weak and so small that we cannot ask it for compensation?’ Plainly, this could not stand, and Palmerston mocked the notion that ‘We are to be generous to those who have been ungenerous to you; and we cannot give you redress because we have such ample and easy means of procuring it.’ Considering this, was it not ‘more consistent with the honour and dignity of the Government on whom we made those demands’ that ‘there should be placed before their eyes a force, which it would be vain to resist, and before which it would be no indignity to yield?’ This use of overwhelming force also rebounded to Britain’s dignity, since ‘so far from thinking that the amount of the force which happened to be on the spot was any aggravation of what is called the indignity of our demand’, the Greek government ‘ought rather to have considered it as diminishing the humiliation, whatever it might be, of being obliged to give at last to compulsion, that which had been so long refused to entreaty.’ Ibid, cc. 397-398.] 

Palmerston made additional efforts to legitimise his policy, noting that Russian Foreign Minister Nesselrode ‘admits that he was aware, as long ago as 1847, that our patience might be exhausted, and that we might have recourse to coercive measures against Greece to enforce our claims’. Even more significant, Palmerston underlined how Nesselrode ‘would have endeavoured to persuade the Greek Government to come to an amicable settlement with us’, and if these had been unsuccessful, Russia ‘could not then have expected that we should indefinitely postpone coercive measures out of deference to her.’[footnoteRef:43] With his audience sensing the apogee of his lengthy performance when the Foreign Secretary began speaking without notes,[footnoteRef:44] Palmerston then challenged Members to determine whether… [43:  Ibid, cc. 404-405. Chambers wrote that Russia had persuaded the Greek government to capitulate when Wyse reimposed the blockade. Chambers, Palmerston, p. 318.]  [44:  Chambers, Palmerston, p. 321.] 

…as the Roman, in days of old, held himself free from indignity, when he could say Civis Romanus sum; so also a British subject, in whatever land he may be, shall feel confident that the watchful eye and the strong arm of England, will protect him against injustice and wrong.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Palmerston, HC Deb 25 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 444-445.] 

Government allies assumed this defence when the debate resumed on 27 June, reiterating the connection between British subjects and national honour, and criticising French intentions.[footnoteRef:46] Sir George Grey commented on forbearance, reasoning that Greece had assumed upon British magnanimity, which it had then taken advantage of.[footnoteRef:47] Grey also reminded his audience that while it was the ‘interest and duty’ of the Government to maintain friendly relations with its neighbours, ‘those friendly relations ought not to be maintained at the sacrifice of the individual rights of a British subject, and still less of the national interest and honour.’[footnoteRef:48] The rejection of Roebuck’s Motion would mean ‘a total change of policy’, and Grey urged his audience to ‘take heed how they impose on any future Government the obligation to adopt a policy fatal to the interests, the honour, and the character of this country’, which a rejection of the Motion would entail. To do other than accede to Roebuck’s Motion would mean the potential rejection of principles ‘the maintenance of which we have hitherto deemed essential to the honour and character of the country.’[footnoteRef:49] [46:  Liberally inclined former soldier Sir Henry Verney asserted that ‘every Englishman resident abroad will feel that over him the broad shield of British protection is cast, so long as he does that which is right’ while ‘every foreign Government will feel that its proceedings are observed by a vigilant eye, which watches especially any attempt that may encroach on British independence, or interfere with the safety, honour, or happiness of our countrymen.’ Sir Harry Verney, HC Deb 27 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 489-490. Baron Gros, the French ambassador to Greece, ‘prides himself on having reduced the pretentions of England’, and ‘appears rather desirous of affording the to the Government of France a triumph, than of accomplishing the object for which he was appointed.’ Ibid, cc. 492-493. Sir George Grey linked the fate of British subjects with the national honour more explicitly, when he discerned that ‘questions affecting the rights of individual British subjects, do frequently become questions which affect the interests, honour, and dignity of the country,’ and thus they could not be treated ‘in the way in which the claims of British subjects in Greece have been treated in this and the other House of Parliament, but must be regarded with reference to the important, because national, principle involved in them.’ Sir George Grey, Ibid, cc. 536-538. On the final day of the debate, Russell’s ally Sir Alexander Cockburn observed that British subjects were ‘most unquestionably entitled to redress from the Government of the country in which they happened to be at the time they sustained such a wrong’, and that if the native Government would not redress those wrongs, ‘it was only the right and bounden duty of the Government of this country to interfere on behalf of its subjects, and to obtain redress for the wrongs which they had suffered.’ Such a principle was neither unusual nor unprecedented, indeed Cockburn took it ‘to be a fundamental principle in the policy of all nations, that it is the right and duty of a State to protect its subjects against injuries sustained at the hands of other States, or subjects of such States.’ Furthermore, Cockburn insisted that ‘This has been the principle upon which nations have acted in all ages.’ Sir Alexander Cockburn, HC Deb 28 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 613-614.]  [47:  Grey underlined the documented instances ‘in which other countries have shown much less forbearance than England under somewhat similar circumstances.’ Reflecting perhaps on the dangers of forbearance, Grey claimed ‘It really appears as if the forbearance of England has been carried so far as to have led to the supposition that force would never be resorted to in order to obtain redress for her subjects,’ and that ‘therefore the remonstrances of the British Government were disregarded.’ Ibid, cc. 537-538.]  [48:  Ibid, cc. 542-543.]  [49:  Ibid, cc. 543-544.] 

Unlike the Spanish case, the Peelite faction was not now supportive.[footnoteRef:50] Sir Robert Peel disagreed that ‘the course which the Government has pursued is the course best calculated to maintain the honour and dignity of this country, or to maintain peace with foreign nations.’[footnoteRef:51] ‘I admit you may have had the right’, Peel conceded, but he discerned that ‘if every country will have recourse to force to obtain its rights, there is no guarantee for the peace of Europe for a single day.’ Conciliation and cooperation – if not arbitration – could thus be pursued with Britain’s rivals in its quest for satisfaction, without the compromise of national honour. Had they followed such a policy, ‘you would have avoided those rebukes which were administered to you by Russia and France, and which I cannot read without pain’, and thus Peel concluded that it was ‘utterly impossible, with any regard for the truth,’ for him to ‘express any positive approbation of your policy, and declare that the course you have been taking is consistent with the maintenance of the honour and dignity of this country.’[footnoteRef:52] This was consistent with Peelite support of the moderate reaction to the Spanish insult, yet it was somewhat disingenuous to call for conciliation now when the Greek government had proved so unwilling to engage with these incentives in the past.  [50:  William Gladstone challenged whether Palmerston’s job description really did require him to be the kind of Foreign Secretary who ‘like some gallant knight at a tournament of old,’ challenged ‘all comers for the sake of his honour, and having no other duty than to lay as many as possible of his adversaries sprawling in the dust?’ Palmerston’s duty was to ‘conciliate peace with dignity’. He was supposed to ‘observe, and to exalt in honour among mankind, that great code of principles which is termed the law of nations’, which Gladstone believed was the ‘noble monument of human wisdom’, and which was by its nature ‘a precious inheritance bequeathed to us by the generations that have gone before us’. To violate such laws would create a situation ‘unfavourable even to the security of British subjects resident abroad’, and contrary to Palmerston’s assertions, the logical conclusion of his interventionist policy would also be ‘unfavourable to the dignity of the country’ and the peace of the world. William Gladstone, Ibid, cc. 587-588.]  [51:  Sir Robert Peel, HC Deb 28 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 681-682.]  [52:  Ibid, cc. 687-688.] 

Lord John Russell emphasised the extent of Greek insult to make this point, arguing that the opposition had lost sight of the main thrust of Palmerston’s policy towards Pacifico. ‘The first question with respect to all these claims, it appears to me, is, has the man suffered grievous injury and wrong?’ Russell reasoned that Don Pacifico had. ‘The second question is, can he obtain from the ordinary justice in the country in which he is a resident a remedy for that wrong?’ Russell observed that he had not, yet ‘These are the two important questions’, while the wrong Pacifico suffered ‘was a very grievous one’, for which ‘he did not procure redress.’[footnoteRef:53] Even if Pacifico’s claims had been exaggerated, ‘by a principle of the law of nations he was entitled to redress through the intervention of his own Government.’ What would be said abroad, Russell challenged, ‘if we should entirely abandon the principle which the Foreign Secretary of State for this country from time immemorial has asserted…What would be the consequence?’[footnoteRef:54] [53:  Lord John Russell, Ibid, cc. 700-701.]  [54:  Ibid, cc. 703-704.] 

Russell’s support for the Motion was thus informed by precedents of international law and justice, in the interest of protecting British subjects abroad. Russell turned to the behaviour of the Greek Government itself, and Palmerston’s reaction to that behaviour. ‘I have stated already that we thought it our duty no longer to permit those insults to continue’, Russell declared. He reflected on Greece’s generally unhelpfulness in the past, asserting ‘that even on the ground of the common courtesy which nations pay to one another,’ Athens ‘ought at least to have answered our ambassador’s letters. That they did not do so looks very like as if an insult must have been intended.’[footnoteRef:55] Russell then focused on the government’s record, and asserted that if it was found that his administration had ‘for four years been sacrificing the honour and endangering the peace of the country’, then that administration could not be allowed to continue in office. Of course, Russell was ‘fully convinced that we have consulted the honour of the country, and during most difficult times have preserved to you the blessings of peace.’[footnoteRef:56] [55:  Ibid, cc. 711-713.]  [56:  Ibid, cc. 718-719.] 

Considering the debate through the lens of the lexicon of honour, one perceives that the opposition’s main Parliamentary thrust was to criticise the coercion of a weaker power as dishonourable,[footnoteRef:57] while charging that Palmerston’s behaviour increased the likelihood of war.[footnoteRef:58] Conversely, the Ministerial riposte emphasised Greek responsibility for its errors;[footnoteRef:59] insisting that it was established policy to view the national honour as contingent upon the fair treatment of British subjects, while nothing should divert the quest for vindication in those circumstances.[footnoteRef:60] Where the opposition castigated Palmerston for violating the laws of nations, Ministers replied that these laws entitled the government to guarantee the protection of Britons abroad.[footnoteRef:61] Indeed, Parliamentary debate had established the principle that the government was dutybound to acquire redress – particularly where the targeted government had been historically recalcitrant – and the government which failed the country in this regard should be cast from office.[footnoteRef:62] [57:  As Sir Stratford Canning commented in the Lords’ debate of 17 June that, ‘It is easy to trump up claims against a weak neighbour; it is easy to ask for redress in terms which make compliance impossible; then follow, in natural course, threats, reprisals, hostilities; and if, at last, our interests should compel us to interfere, or our support should be asked by other Powers, what answer could we make when our own example was referred to?’ HL Deb 17 June 1850 vol 111, cc. 1386-1387.]  [58:  Spencer Walpole, HC Deb 28 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 645-646.]  [59:  Greece’s inability to discharge its debts moved the Earl of Beaumont to argue in the same debate: ‘Had the Government adopted his advice, they would, by acknowledging the claims, have raised the national character of Greece for honesty, and prevented the loss, both in honour and in wealth, their refusal to pay a just debt had entailed upon them.’ HL Deb 17 June 1850 vol 111, cc. 1375-1376.]  [60:  Lord Eddisbury had thus insisted in the Lords: ‘It had been said that England had no right to seek redress from Greece except in conjunction with the other Powers who were the parties to the creation of that kingdom. He denied that this was the case. England had a right to independent action whenever her rights and her honour were concerned.’ Ibid, cc. 1394-1395.]  [61:  Hicks, ‘Don Pacifico, Democracy, and Danger,’ 524-525.]  [62:  Disraeli even called this principle ‘self-evident.’ HC Deb 28 June 1850 vol 112, cc. 727-728.] 

As Lord Eddisbury had claimed in the Lords’ debate of 17 June: ‘Every country must be the guardian of its own honour, and judge of the proper course which it is its duty to pursue in vindication of its own rights.’[footnoteRef:63] Indeed, even a brief survey of developments post-Pacifico reveals that Whigs and Tories alike maintained this principle, and received political credit for doing so.[footnoteRef:64] It was thus possible to discern a degree of cynicism, even hypocrisy, in the opposition’s attack.[footnoteRef:65] David Brown observed that opposition figures were criticised in newspapers ‘for trying to turn a question of national honour into one of party intrigue’ which ‘simply highlighted the extent to which the issue had come to be seen in many quarters as about Palmerston as a patriotic hero.’[footnoteRef:66]  [63:  He elaborated further that ‘the continued refusal to grant redress made it the right and duty of England to resort to such measures as usage and the law of nations prescribed for the purpose of vindicating her honour, and seeing justice done to her injured subjects.’ HL Deb 17 June 1850 vol 111, cc. 1397-1398.]  [64:  Palmerston’s confrontation with the Union during the Trent Affair is a particularly prescient example; see Chapter Four. See also Disraeli’s intervention in Abyssinia: Nini Rodgers, ‘The Abyssinian Expedition of 1867-1868: Disraeli's Imperialism or James Murray's War?’ Historical Journal, 27, No. 1 (Mar., 1984), 129-149. Sir Henry Rawlinson speech before the Commons in 1867 confirmed the importance of prestige and acquiring redress for insult: HC Deb 26 July 1867 vol 189, cc. 238-245.]  [65:  In the sardonic judgement of the Morning Post, ‘Had [Palmerston] and his colleagues sacrificed the interests and honour of their country to those of foreign States – had they even got up an English revolution, they might not only have escaped censure, but ensured approbation… He ought, on the contrary, to consider the honour of every Crown but that of Victoria, and the interests of every people save of her Majesty’s subjects.’ Morning Post, 28 June 1850.]  [66:  Brown, Palmerston, p. 322.] 

Regarding British newspapers, The Times remained consistently anti-Palmerston throughout the affair,[footnoteRef:67] though Laurence Fenton did discern a brief ‘armistice’ in the aftermath of the debate.[footnoteRef:68] With the Morning Chronicle’s support faltering, Palmerston depended upon the Globe, the Morning Post, the Morning Advertiser, and the Daily News for support.[footnoteRef:69] Significantly, however, while the skill of Palmerston’s five-hour speech received praise, few efforts were made to interrogate the principle of Civis Romanus Sum. Nor did those papers – with some exceptions – consider the implications of this idea for British national honour. Palmerston’s allies attacked the absolutist conspiracy levelled against him, and castigated the Peelites and Protectionists for attempting to use the moment to acquire power.[footnoteRef:70] Among the journals, only Blackwood’s paid the affair any attention, in a piece highly critical of the Greek government, though reluctant to fully admit the justice of Palmerston’s policy.[footnoteRef:71] [67:  On 26 June, it wrote that the Whigs had substituted ‘bold assertions for reasonable proof,’ and that ‘The whole of the pompous apology may be described as the hundredth power of a claptrap.’ The Times, 26 June 1850. On 27 June, judging Palmerston’s speech, it complained that the Foreign Secretary ‘fails to point out any fruits of his policy, except the proclamation to the whole world of a British subject’s indignities and immunities, in the worst and most inappropriate instance that could possibly be selected.’ The Times, 27 June 1850. On 28 June, it argued that ‘the interests and dignity of England have been sacrificed to an immoderate zeal in setting up or pulling down certain foreign parties in foreign States.’ The Times, 28 June 1850. Judging the government’s success in Parliament on 29 June, it argued that ‘The division…cannot be considered a triumph to Government,’ and that ‘no Government will stand long, and work well, which keeps the country ever on the brink of a European war.’ The Times, 29 June 1850.]  [68:  Fenton, Palmerston and The Times, 116.]  [69:  David Brown, ‘Compelling but not Controlling?: Palmerston and the Press, 1846–1855,’ History, 86, No. 281 (Jan 2001), 41-61; 47-48.]  [70:  As the Morning Post argued: ‘The honest Conservatives who voted with their noble leader in the House of Peers fondly imagined that they were paving the way for a Protectionist government. For the most part, they knew and cared very little about the dispute with Greece… Who shall answer to the country for so disastrous a consummation?’ 27 June 1850.]  [71:  ‘Greece Again,’ Blackwood's Edinburgh magazine, 67, No. 415 (May 1850), 526-539. It was argued that ‘[King Otho] consequently acted in such a spirit towards England, that we acknowledge a collision became unavoidable, without a sacrifice of the dignity of the British Crown. The papers laid before Parliament show, that the communications of the English Government were left unanswered for years.’ Ibid, 531.] 

The London Evening Standard presented ‘a very different notion of national honour – always to confess and to repair a wrong,’ whether it was ‘inflicted upon the powerful or the weak, but more promptly, and, if possible, more liberally in the latter case.’ It required the government ‘Never to abet demands unsupported by justice, whatever claims the unjust demandant may have upon you. And always speak truth without favour and without fear.’ This was ‘the sum of national honour as understood by our forefathers; but Lord Palmerston’s Greek negotiations and their consequences will ill bear an application to this test.’[footnoteRef:72] In the aftermath of the Lords’ defeat, the Shipping and Mercantile Gazette had argued that Palmerston’s policy ‘was calculated to be alike disgraceful to the fair fame and character of the country,’ but that ‘Happily the fame and character of the country have been redeemed,’ because ‘A majority of thirty-seven of the peers of England have vindicated the national honour.’[footnoteRef:73] A meeting of Quakers in Sheffield compared the readiness to fight France with the obsolete practice of duelling, and insisted that arbitration would be more consistent with national honour.[footnoteRef:74] Yet such interpretations were heavily contested.[footnoteRef:75] Critics attacked The Times in particular, and underlined the primacy of national honour in Britain’s relations.[footnoteRef:76] There were certainly grounds for criticising Greek good faith in its failure to pay its debts, and though the government maintained such debt was not the issue, it arguably reduced sympathy towards King Otho’s regime.[footnoteRef:77] [72:  London Evening Standard, 24 May 1850.]  [73:  Shipping and Mercantile Gazette, 22 June 1850.]  [74:  ‘A nation had rights like individuals, and…they should be protected; but was bloodshed the best way? As to national honour, there was no true honour unconnected with goodness, and there was no true goodness in calling forth angry passions, and letting loose bloodhounds to practice on mankind every species of brutality. If our honour was insulted, he was not the wisest man who was the most quick in resentment. Let them remember the time when it was the custom of all men to go about armed, when quarrels and bloodshed were in consequence of daily occurrence. And if men were now to go about armed with swords and pistols, ready, whenever they thought their honour touched, to fight, such men would be seized and punished as disturbers of the public peace… When two men were armed to the teeth, a slight occasion would suffice to provoke a contest. And when two nations had large armaments, a comparatively small cause might easily embroil them. This state of things was a stimulus to the angry feeling, which was likely to arise from supposed insults to the national honour.’ Sheffield Independent, 27 April 1850.]  [75:  ‘Our solemn obligations, our national honour, must, in all events, be preserved. With nations, as with individuals, where honour is in question, interest is not to be heard. But our true, solid, and well-understood interest speaks the same language. The certain consequence of disregarding national honour is a struggle a little procrastinated, but at greater disadvantage when it does come — a struggle, not with the help of allies, for they will have been deserted and disgusted, but alone and single-handed — a struggle, not for victory, but for existence.’ Bell’s Weekly Messenger, 11 Feb 1850.]  [76:  The Morning Post decried The Times’ efforts ‘to calculate the amount of English honour by weight and measure,’, asserting that ‘the people of England will not estimate national right, national honour, and British liberty at so low a value as they hold in the calculations of our panic-stricken — or panic-striking — contemporary.’ Morning Post, 5 Feb 1850.]  [77:  As the Morning Post had complained ‘When a representative of a country has been offended, or its colours insulted, the national honour insist that a satisfactory reparation be required; but the national honour together with the national material interest, requires that it be not quietly tolerated when such a Government laughs at the most sacred pecuniary engagements.’ Morning Post, 26 July 1849.] 

The Don Pacifico debate may be considered a continuation of the preceding years’ discussions concerning the defence of British subjects abroad. It was influenced in 1850 both by Lord Stanley’s determination to unite the Protectionist with the Peelites over their opposition to Whig foreign policy,[footnoteRef:78] and by Palmerston’s well-documented frustrations with the intransigence of King Otho’s regime.[footnoteRef:79] This context aside, the debate was nonetheless significant because the principle was so explicitly presented and justified – in this case by a majority of 310 to 264. The defeat in the Lords – as Ministers had hoped – was thus compensated by the Commons,[footnoteRef:80] vindicating Palmerston’s policy, while casting him as the true defender of the rights and honour of travelling Britons.[footnoteRef:81]  [78:  Hicks, ‘Don Pacifico, Democracy, and Danger,’ 526-528. Stanley had to overcome political resentments established since the division of the Tories over the Corn Laws, for which Sir Robert Peel was held responsible: ‘Bad as the Whigs are, unconscious as they seem of their own incapacity, and indifferent to the national honour, we would much rather see them reposing on the treasury benches than that the treacherous Baronet should ever again be placed at the helm.’ Londonderry Sentinel, 18 Nov 1848.]  [79:  Brown, Palmerston and the Politics of Foreign Policy, p. 102. Daniel Hannell also considered Palmerston’s policy towards the Ionian Islands, where the Greek government was considered to have intervened. Hannell, ‘Lord Palmerston and the ’Don Pacifico Affair’ of 1850: The Ionian Connection,’ European History Quarterly, 19 (1989), 495-507. See also Hannell, ‘A Case of Bad Publicity: Britain and the Ionian Islands, 1848-51,’ European History Quarterly, 17 (1987), 131-143. For further context on the Ionian Islands see Bruce Knox, ‘British Policy and the Ionian Islands, 1847-1864: Nationalism and Imperial Administration,’ English Historical Review, 99, No. 392 (Jul., 1984), 503-529; Eleni Calligas, ‘Lord Seaton’s Reforms in the Ionian Islands, 1843-8: A Race With Time,’ European History Quarterly, 24 (1994), 7-29.]  [80:  ‘The majority in the House of Commons is sufficient to give back to the liberal party the sceptre nearly wrested from its hands. We congratulate the country upon the result, and are the more rejoiced at it from feeling, that the House of Commons has spoken by its vote the great and growing sentiment of the nation.’ Daily News, 29 June 1850.]  [81:  Enthusiastic crowds cheered Palmerston’s arrival at the Commons the following day. The Globe, 28 June 1850.] 

Where Russell’s forbearance had been criticised following Bulwer’s expulsion from Madrid, critics now claimed that Palmerston should have exerted more forbearance in dealing with Greece. One could argue that in the context of the dishonour at Kabul, the vindication of Captain Elliot’s position at Canton, and the controversy over Alexander McLeod,[footnoteRef:82] the coercion of Greece was consistent Palmerstonianism. It reaffirmed the political utility of pressing foreign governments in the name of British honour, thereby asserting the honour-script’s primacy. By emphasising the Greek insult and the quest for redress, Palmerston did not merely preserve the Whig government, he also secured his position as the spokesman of patriotic Britons, an essential development in his acquisition of the Premiership five years later.  [82:  See Chapter Three.] 


Conclusion
What emerges from this analysis is a surprising variation in reaction to insults, influenced by occasionally contentious circumstances. One observes that in the case of China – and the concurrent invasion of Afghanistan – there was no question of responding alternatively than a swift campaign for satisfaction. In stark contrast, the treatment of Spain’s insult to Ambassador Bulwer in 1848 presented the theme of forbearance, by no means an unprecedented idea, but certainly striking in the context of Palmerston’s response to foreign insults. Finally, when addressing the long record of Greek insults, Don Pacifico’s foremost among them, the Foreign Secretary pushed not for war, but a stringently enforced blockade. During the debates which followed this controversial policy, Palmerston effectively codified the principles which had underpinned foreign policy for several decades. Insults to British subjects – whether in New York, Canton, Kabul, or Athens – had long been treated as insults to the nation, but in 1850 Palmerston asserted that this principle was at the core of British rights and honour. 
As if to confirm their pre-existing acceptance and popularity, these declarations granted the Foreign Secretary a political triumph, while affirming his reputation as the primary defender of these interests. This arguably made the Spanish case more exceptional, as according to Civis Romanus Sum, Bulwer had been blatantly maltreated by his Spanish hosts. That Palmerston and the Prime Minister pressed forbearance instead of satisfaction highlighted the limitations of the honour-script. Spain’s recent receipt of British assistance and sympathy meant that a quest for satisfaction was complicated, and politically undesirable. Where statesmen possessed sufficient strategic incentives, it appears, the honour-script could be ignored. This did not mean the rhetoric of honour was absent; nor did it shield the government from bypassing this familiar formula. In the end, however, the government shrugged off the ‘unparalleled’ insult, and suffered no appreciable political or military consequences.
This could be contrasted with Greece, which had neglected to fulfil its financial obligations for years, and consistently failed to provide the redress legally due to British subjects. Don Pacifico’s plight was essentially the final straw; the Greek government had assumed upon British magnanimity for too long, and had to be disabused of their offensive recalcitrance. Palmerston pursued the honour-script with a striking vigour, drawing the horror of MPs and the ire of Russia and France. Although he did not declare war, Palmerston authorised a tight blockade which fostered a crisis in the Mediterranean, and a political crisis in Parliament. Here, the crisis rebounded to Palmerston’s political favour, but it was not without cost. If the public viewed him as the defender of British honour, his colleagues, political opponents, and the Queen saw him invariably as reactionary and dangerous. Palmerston, one could argue, pursued the honour-script too far.
Although some were discomforted, these cases reveal that Palmerston did enjoy political support which occasionally cut across party lines. Radical support for imperial campaigns was palpable, particularly where those Radicals possessed interests which connected them to the East India Company. In the comparatively fluid political circumstances of Lord Russell’s premiership, Radicals like John Roebuck and Thomas Anstey spoke in support of satisfaction in Greece, yet sided with the forbearance policy towards Spain. Moreover, when Peel’s government presented its Asian triumphs, Russell assured Members that these victories would rebound to British security and honour in the future, and even Palmerston reflected favourably on the success.[footnoteRef:83] In 1848, Peel refused to support a Motion which would affirm British humiliation, aiding Russell’s policy of forbearance. Thus, political identity did not guarantee one’s political position when an insult had been incurred. Sir George Bankes’ critique of forbearance, and his recommendation of a policy of vindication towards Spain, could be compared to the professed Protectionist and Peelite aversion towards these goals in Athens. These figures contended government policy with the rhetoric of honour, providing them a degree of flexibility, subject to their interpretations of what national honour required. [83:  Palmerston ‘gave them all the credit they deserved, for having conducted a war of which they originally disapproved to a termination, with as much vigour as though they had been the parties originally engaged in it… Every man must rejoice that the operations undertaken vindicating the honour of the British arms, and the maintenance of the British empire in Asia, should have been brought to so triumphant a result.’ HC Deb 2 Feb 1843 vol 66, cc. 131-132. He did dispute the Governor General’s role in the campaign, and spent most of his speech criticising the Webster Ashburton Treaty.] 

Thanks to the ethic’s inherent flexibility, it was possible to challenge Palmerston’s interpretation of honour, and deploy suitable rhetoric to make one’s case. A common tactic was to profess sympathy with Palmerston’s motives, but disagree with his methods. Occasionally, however, the challenges appeared nakedly political. Where in 1848 opponents lamented that Spain was being granted a forbearance she would misunderstand, in 1850, Palmerston was criticised for his determination to acquire satisfaction from a weaker power. Moreover, where he did refrain from following the honour-script in Spain, opposition figures were as quick to urge vindication for Bulwer as they were to insist on arbitration in Greece. The established precedents of third parties seeking satisfaction from a weaker power – including by the French against Portugal, Brazil, and Mexico – were ignored. One discerns a degree of inconsistency and hypocrisy in these attacks – also noted by Palmerston[footnoteRef:84] – which highlights the extent to which contemporaries politicised and weaponised the rhetoric of national honour for their own purposes. This rhetoric is palpable in the opposition’s more pressing objections; they underlined errors which damaged the country’s prestige in China, and they lamented the shameful excesses at Kabul’s bazaar, claiming such shame superseded the end triumph; opposition figures were also active in pressing the dishonourable immorality of the opium trade. [84:  Palmerston addressed this in a response to Disraeli during an 1842 Commons debate, pouring scorn on Disraeli’s tendency to criticise him for exhibiting ‘at one time a blameable supineness, and at another what he had pleased to call a terrible energy.’ Palmerston, HC Deb 23 June 1842 vol 64, cc. 524-525. While Disraeli could claim that his policy was ‘at one time too servile and at another time too active’, Palmerston defended his record in office, asserting that he had ‘maintained a European peace without any sacrifice of British interests, without any derogation from British honour’. Ibid, cc. 531-532.] 

But why were insults treated so unequally? Here it is contended that this had less to do with the magnitude of the insult, and was influenced more by the context of the offending power, including its military capacity. Palmerston continued this trend into his final premiership, choosing to take advantage of American distraction to press for satisfaction in the Trent Affair, while neglecting to push for the realisation of the country’s Danish obligations in a war with a united German opinion. The response to insult was necessarily tailored to the circumstances. Thus, when reacting to non-European insults, the response was consistently more belligerent, as the target was perceived to be weaker.[footnoteRef:85] Contemporaries pressed for satisfaction, even vengeance, and rejoiced when British mercantile and imperial interests were firmly established in Hong Kong. Only a minority spoke of forbearance towards non-Europeans; the more popular approach was to emphasise a dishonourable mismanagement which necessitated vindication. Contemporaries hesitated to attack the acquisition of satisfaction, but they did maintain that the national honour would never have been imperilled in the first place had Ministers administered the situation more effectively. [85:  One example is given of the British policy towards Burma, and the declaration of war in 1825: ‘The Nation's honour requires atonement for wrongs wantonly inflicted, and insolently maintained; and the national interests equally demand that we should seek by an appeal to arms, that security from future aggression, which the arrogant and grasping spirit of the Burmese Government, has denied to friendly remonstrance. With this view, and for this purpose, the Governor-General in Council, deems it his indispensable duty to adopt measures to vindicate the honour of the British Government; to bring the Burmese Government to a just sense of its character and rights; and to obtain an adjustment of our Eastern Boundary, precluding the recurrence of similar insults and aggressions in future." Quoted in East India Committee of the Colonial Society on the Causes and Consequences of the Afghan War (Second Edition, London: 1842), p. 117.] 

The danger to British prestige in India was upheld as justification for a retributive campaign to Kabul, where soldiers liberated women and children, and thus the country’s honour, from captivity. Britain had to demonstrate its military superiority, if Indians were to be deterred from challenging her supremacy at an inopportune moment.[footnoteRef:86] In China, the East India Company’s need for compensation was intertwined with the importance of acquiring political reparation. Years of Chinese insults were presented in evidence, and the opportunity to end the humiliating supplication of British representatives before the Qing Emperor gratified British pride. However, it is significant that neither Asian campaign saw the country united in its campaign for satisfaction. There was little enthusiasm in the media or Parliament for such conflicts, and although the rhetoric of honour arguably aided the implementation of these policies, the act of seeking and acquiring satisfaction did not bolster the Whig government’s popularity or save Melbourne’s administration from collapse. Still, Palmerston’s recognition of honour’s rhetorical power distinguishes his terms in office, even if the fruits of this approach – Don Pacifico notwithstanding – were either uninspiring, or inherited by Peel’s Conservatives. [86:  As Yapp perceived, the loss in Afghanistan was linked to British prestige in India, which was itself propped up by the bluff of British power in the subcontinent: 'If Indian enemies of British power believed that revolt was foredoomed to failure they would be less inclined to make the attempt. Accordingly, it was vital that the Raj should never be defied and never beaten but should always present an impression of confident, overbearing power. Essentially it was bluff, but it was a bluff which no one could be allowed to call and its maintenance was at the root of most of the wars of British India.’ Malcolm E. Yapp, Strategies of British India: Britain, Iran and Afghanistan (Oxford, 1980), p. 12.] 

Such conclusions challenge Avner Offer’s contention that Britons consistently adhered to a form of honour-script, or that they were unwilling to deviate from its tenets when convenient. However, the honour-script did constrain Ministers, forcing them to use language which fitted their policies within honour’s ideological imperatives, while defending against alternative interpretations of the ethic. Moreover, adherence to the honour-script did not shield the government from criticism, as opposition figures pivoted to material or administrative flaws in policy, and then subsumed these attacks within the rhetoric of honour. From this, one may conclude that honour was most effective in the hands of statesmen adept at wielding it. Palmerston was not the only expert in this sense. As confrontations with the United States demonstrated, Tory MPs could also withstand the rhetoric of honour, and manipulate its tenets to their advantage.
*******
Thus concludes our examination of insults in the 1840s. It is worth noting again how inconsistent contemporary behaviour was when it came to insult. For China, Afghanistan, and Greece, there could be no alternative but the use of force, yet even in that policy of force differences did exist. Greece was spared a war with Britain, and was instead choked by a tight blockade which almost did provoke a war, until calmer heads prevailed. It’s almost as though it was more acceptable to take greater risks when engaging with non-European powers, hence the willingness to take greater offence, when Britain could simply declare itself unoffended in the case of Spain. Perhaps by now you view NH merely as window dressing; as an excuse for what statesmen intended to already do, or as a weapon which opposition figures cynically used to attack the government, or perhaps both. 
However, wherever you stand, it is clear that NH had a both a presence and tangible power. Particularly when the appropriate rhetoric was deployed, statesmen could stand on their soapbox of NH, and dare anyone to contest the idea that honour was at stake. Such attempts were not always successful, and the opposition were rarely caught completely unprepared. At the same time though, this messaging proved the difference for Palmerston when his career was at its most perilous. Had he lost the Commons vote on DP, we could have a very different view of Palmerston than is held today. Yet, by drawing on messaging which was all too familiar to him, and presenting the DP case as a matter of principle, which was entwined with the nation’s honour, the government could and did argue that to challenge such principles would represent a drastic alteration in traditional policy. 
And it should be said again, there was nothing revolutionary about what Palmerston was doing. It was very similar to his behaviour a decade before, when he stood firm in the face of French threats, to preserve the integrity of the Ottoman Empire, using Russian help to do so. In this case both Russia and France were against him, and this supercharged the notion of NH; pushed into a corner, Britain must hold her nerve, and preserve her principles, or else she would be denied respect and justice from foreign powers in the future. There was also the very reasonable defence, that the opposition were inconsistent and arguably hypocritical when it came to criticising Palmerston’s policy. As the FS put it himself during an 1842 debate, referring to Disraeli’s portrayal of him, and pouring scorn on Disraeli’s tendency to criticise him for exhibiting ‘at one time a blameable supineness, and at another what he had pleased to call a terrible energy.’ While Disraeli could claim that his policy was ‘at one time too servile and at another time too active’, Palmerston – then as now – defended his record in office, asserting that he had ‘maintained a European peace without any sacrifice of British interests, without any derogation from British honour’.
By 1850, these sentiments had seemingly hardened, at least in public. Benjamin Disraeli was known for his plain speaking, and he discerned an ulterior motive in Palmerston’s behaviour, suggesting that ‘no sane man thinks the Greek claims are anything but a pretext—no one of sane mind can suppose that a powerful armament of Britain was suddenly brought into the waters of the Mediterranean to advocate the somewhat ludicrous and suspicious claims of Mr. Pacifico. Some cause, not stated, seems to have been at the bottom of this demonstration… It seems to have been necessary, in the opinion of the Government, that a great demonstration of the power of England last year should be made in the Mediterranean seas.’ Palmerston rallied against these depictions of a European crisis, returning the blame to Greece’s door thanks to its years of insulting behaviour. He also swatted aside any suggestion of forbearance, in stark contrast to his treatment of Spain. The Foreign Secretary then addressed the controversy stemming from the optics of the Royal Navy overawing its smaller, weaker target. 
‘Does the smallness of a country justify the magnitude of its evil acts?’ and when British subjects ‘suffer violence, outrage, plunder in a country which is small and weak, you are to tell them when they apply for redress, that the country is so weak and so small that we cannot ask it for compensation?’ Plainly, this could not stand, and Palmerston mocked the notion that ‘We are to be generous to those who have been ungenerous to you; and we cannot give you redress because we have such ample and easy means of procuring it.’ Considering this, was it not ‘more consistent with the honour and dignity of the Government on whom we made those demands’ that ‘there should be placed before their eyes a force, which it would be vain to resist, and before which it would be no indignity to yield?’ This use of overwhelming force also rebounded to Britain’s dignity, since ‘so far from thinking that the amount of the force which happened to be on the spot was any aggravation of what is called the indignity of our demand’, the Greek government ‘ought rather to have considered it as diminishing the humiliation, whatever it might be, of being obliged to give at last to compulsion, that which had been so long refused to entreaty.’
There was thus a depth of logic to this method of challenging Greece for its crimes, and it was certainly necessary to lay out this argument if the opposition’s line was to be successfully contested. At all points, whether Whig or Tory, the government faced opposition from hawks and doves to varying degrees. Some extracts strike me as particularly noteworthy though, once they bring NH into the equation, and attempt to explain how peace and honour could each be preserved, only to take the very opposite policy in the next crisis. Newspapers could do this as well, but such changes were more often due to changes in the editor than a dramatic change in overall ideology. In 1850, we see extracts from two papers which remained largely consistent. The first, Sheffield Independent, was liberal, yet could still present challenging messages for the government. In the face of apparent war with France in 1850, it covered a Quaker meeting in Sheffield, which is worth quoting:
‘A nation had rights like individuals, and…they should be protected; but was bloodshed the best way? As to national honour, there was no true honour unconnected with goodness, and there was no true goodness in calling forth angry passions, and letting loose bloodhounds to practice on mankind every species of brutality. If our honour was insulted, he was not the wisest man who was the most quick in resentment. Let them remember the time when it was the custom of all men to go about armed, when quarrels and bloodshed were in consequence of daily occurrence. And if men were now to go about armed with swords and pistols, ready, whenever they thought their honour touched, to fight, such men would be seized and punished as disturbers of the public peace… When two men were armed to the teeth, a slight occasion would suffice to provoke a contest. And when two nations had large armaments, a comparatively small cause might easily embroil them. This state of things was a stimulus to the angry feeling, which was likely to arise from supposed insults to the national honour.’ 
Such appeals to peace could be met with an emphasis on NH’s importance, as Bell’s Weekly Messenger presented: ‘Our solemn obligations, our national honour, must, in all events, be preserved. With nations, as with individuals, where honour is in question, interest is not to be heard. But our true, solid, and well-understood interest speaks the same language. The certain consequence of disregarding national honour is a struggle a little procrastinated, but at greater disadvantage when it does come — a struggle, not with the help of allies, for they will have been deserted and disgusted, but alone and single-handed — a struggle, not for victory, but for existence.’ Similarly the MP, now more sympathetic to Palmerston after many years opposing him, attacked The Times’ efforts ‘to calculate the amount of English honour by weight and measure,’, asserting that ‘the people of England will not estimate national right, national honour, and British liberty at so low a value as they hold in the calculations of our panic-stricken — or panic-striking — contemporary.’ It added further that ‘When a representative of a country has been offended, or its colours insulted, the national honour insist that a satisfactory reparation be required; but the national honour together with the national material interest, requires that it be not quietly tolerated when such a Government laughs at the most sacred pecuniary engagements.’
This may have gotten lost in my above analysis, but Britain was a divided place in the mid-nineteenth century. Revolutionary ideas were by no means dead after 1848, and a wide range of issues could pull MPs apart, in a time of fluid political groupings which were not as set in stone as ours. Still, something everyone could agree on – or felt compelled to claim that they agreed on – was that the NH was of paramount importance. This was Palmerston’s way in, to cut through divisions and build a coalition of MPs which would support the Whigs, while gaining some measure of popularity for himself. Before we go further in the Palmerston story though, it’s worth reflecting on a period of AA relations, to show that much of the rhetoric which characterised these European confrontations were echoed in occasionally fiercer terms when London and Washington rubbed each other the wrong way. Between 1838-1846, a steady stream of disagreements emerged between the two parties, which were all subsumed within the rhetoric of NH. I hope you'll join me for this in chapter three, but until then my name is Zack, thanks for listening and I’ll be seeing you all soon.
