
8 Journal of Liberal History 120 Autumn 2023

William Gladstone and William Gladstone and 
the Question of Slavery, the Question of Slavery, 
1832–331832–33

As history and activism have con-
verged in recent years, the subject of 
slavery has become the touchstone 

for testing political morality in Britain, past 
and present. John Gladstone (1764–1851) was a 
wealthy merchant who, after the birth of his 
youngest son William in 1809, acquired slave-
holding plantations in Guyana and Jamaica, 
and was eventually awarded £105,781 in com-
pensation when slavery was abolished in the 
British Empire in 1833. William Gladstone 
never held slaves or owned plantations, but it 
was only a matter of time before his links to 
slavery would ‘require’ further examination.1 
In response to the Black Lives Matter move-
ment, in the wake of George Floyd’s murder 
in the United States in 2020, pressure mounted 
from activist groups to remove statues of the 
four-time Prime Minister in the United King-
dom, and to rechristen buildings, parks and 
streets that had been named in his honour 
throughout the old British Empire. Scholars 
and public figures increasingly embraced a 
new historical model – reparative or repara-
tory history – in which the past is interrogated 
for the purpose of decentring whiteness and 
any trait, value or characteristic associated 
with white power.2 The historical e6ects of 
this activist impulse were brought into sharp 

relief in August 2023 when Charles Gladstone, 
great-great grandson of William Gladstone, 
travelled to Guyana with members of his fam-
ily to apologise for his father John Gladstone’s 
involvement in slavery. They wished to apolo-
gise personally, and to donate £100,000 to sup-
port the University of Guyana’s International 
Centre for the Study of Migration and Dias-
pora, in keeping with the ideals of reparatory 
justice. Four related articles in The Observer of 
19 August 2023 preceded the Gladstone fam-
ily trip, and these were soon followed by doz-
ens of press notices and television reports from 
around the world. Almost invariably, Charles’s 
relation to William was highlighted, along 
with large illustrations of the venerable old 
Prime Minister, now implicated in the family 
apology.3

The apology was not well received. On 25 
August, Charles Gladstone addressed an assem-
bly at the University of Guyana, acknowledg-
ing ‘with deep shame and regret’ his ‘ancestor’s 
involvement in this crime’ and apologising 
‘with heartfelt sincerity’ to the ‘descendants 
of the enslaved in Guyana’.4 The university’s 
vice-chancellor was gracious, but many were 
not satisfied. Yells of, ‘it is not accepted’ and 
‘murderers’, were heard from the back of the 
crowd, as protesters waved placards reading, 
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‘Your guilt is real Charlie. Move quickly to 
reparations now.’ The apology and gift were 
denounced as ‘perfunctory’, one commentator 
characterising it as performance, merely ‘spit 
shining their halos’.5 Others complained that 
the money should have been given to com-
munity organisers or reparations groups. The 
President of Guyana, Dr Irfaan Ali, did not 
attend the ceremony, but he publicly declared 
that the descendants of John Gladstone ‘must 
now also outline their plan of action in line 
with’ the 15-member Caribbean community 
(CARICOM) ‘10-point plan for reparatory 
justice’, and he urged that those involved in the 
slave trade should be ‘posthumously’ charged 
for ‘crimes against humanity’.6 

Patrick Robinson, Jamaica Member of the 
International Court of Justice, was sceptical 
of the apology. He observed that the United 
Kingdom could no longer ignore calls for 

slavery reparations, and urged the British gov-
ernment to move toward payment of more 
than £18 trillion in reparations to 14 coun-
tries.7 The government stood by its position, 
publicly expressed during Prime Minister’s 
Questions in April in the wake of a similar 
apology by Laura Trevelyan. When Rishi 
Sunak was then asked whether he would ‘o6er 
a full and meaningful apology’ for Britain’s 
‘role in slavery and colonialism and commit to 
reparatory justice’, he declined, observing that 
the country should be ‘inclusive and tolerant of 
people from all backgrounds’, but that ‘trying 
to unpick our history’ was not ‘the right way 
forward’. 

All the modern actors in this drama have 
plausible arguments to make. It seems laud-
able for Gladstone and his family to person-
ally apologise to the people of Guyana, and 
to make some attempt at repairing the e6ects 
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of John Gladstone’s slaveholding. It is under-
standable that the descendants of men and 
women once enslaved on John Gladstone’s 
plantations would be sceptical of apologies, 
and would demand reparations. It is equally 
clear that a significant number of Britons raised 
on the virtues of individualism and personal 
responsibility would reject the proposition that 
they are responsible for the slave trade or the 
‘colonial mess’ in Caribbean countries, as Ali 
called it. I am not advocating any of these posi-
tions. But if one cares at all about understand-
ing Britain and the British people in the 1830s, 
it is necessary to move beyond the require-
ments of a particular activist agenda that are 
far from self-evident, and to pay some atten-
tion to what men like William Gladstone actu-
ally thought and said about slavery, to examine 
his reasoning, and on that basis to determine 
the degree to which he should or should not 
now be implicated in his father’s slaveholding.

Prologue
Gladstone’s opinions about slavery changed 
over time, as did the circumstances in which 
he lived. In a retrospect of 1894, he reflected on 
the real ‘illiberalism’ of his early Tory views on 
slavery, but noted what was widely understood 
in the 1830s, that they ‘were not illiberal as 
compared with the ideas of the time’.8 Thomas 
Fowell Buxton, leader of Britain’s abolition-
ist movement, believed that Gladstone was 
‘guided by principle’, and genuinely seeking to 
improve the condition of those enslaved and 
hasten their emancipation. This was broadly 
Gladstone’s reputation among both aboli-
tionists and plantation owners, a position that 
enabled him to appeal to a wide spectrum of 
the electorate, from ultra-Tories to devout 
Wesleyans.9 The same could not be said of his 
father. To recognise such di6erences, however, 
is not to suggest that Gladstone’s attitudes were 
wholly acceptable to all abolitionists, or that he 
never supported his father in the public forum. 
The debate over slavery was far more compli-
cated than most activists today will allow, and 

any understanding of the moment will nec-
essarily reflect nuances that have largely been 
lost to us nearly 200 years later. It is a greater 
misreading of Gladstone’s position to call him 
an ‘apologist’ for slavery than to argue that 
he was an emancipationist, though neither of 
these terms quite captures the fullness of his 
views.10 Just as there is a growing recognition 
that the slaveholding ‘interest’ was diverse, the 
anti-slavery movement also was ‘a heteroge-
nous collection of anti-slaveries, with a vari-
ety of emphases’.11 The considerable diversity 
on both sides of the slavery question, rooted in 
personality and method as much as in princi-
ple, helps to account for the favourable views 
of Wilberforce, Buxton and others closely 
associated with the abolitionist movement, and 
for the considerable di6erences on the issue of 
slavery between Gladstone and his father.

Gladstone was first elected to parliament in 
1832, when Britain was a distant and di6erent 
realm. He was slow to accept the absolute value 
of individual rights, but instinctively embraced 
the contours of mainstream political culture, 
focusing on practical rather than speculative 
activity, hence his distaste for abstract notions 
of freedom. His arguments on slavery reflected 
the logical extension of a principled conserva-
tism rooted in Christian purpose, social hier-
archy and a respect for tradition. In this world 
where Burke trumped Paine, inequality was 
an inescapable fact. Progress and emancipation 
were nevertheless both possible and desira-
ble, and it is in this context that Gladstone first 
developed his attitudes toward slavery and his 
plans for emancipation.12 

This is the cultural context, but the key to 
‘seeing’ his position is more personal. Whereas 
John Gladstone and most others in the West 
India interest professed Christianity, very few 
of them applied Christian scripture in the way 
young Gladstone did, as a true and specific map 
to the ideal confessional state, where subordi-
nation was the fundamental principle of the 
greater good, and Godly transformation the 
highest goal. Sorting out belief from self-de-
ception, and high principles from implicit, 
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and even explicit, racism, is di8cult. But in 
beginning to make the argument that Glad-
stone’s support for amelioration and emanci-
pation was genuine and carefully weighed, 
with God as his witness, one need only read his 
The State in its Relation to the Church (1838) and 

observe the responses of friends and foes. In his 
understanding of the balance of moral goods, 
the Church was central to the maintenance of 
social order and justice, and salvation its chief 
purpose. Many disagreed with his assessment 
of the times, but no one doubted his sincer-
ity. In later years, Gladstone himself repented 
of his naïveté in believing that the real union 
of Church and State might be restored, and he 
repented of his illiberal views toward slavery, 
which in 1832–33 he could only see as benevo-
lent and spiritually motivated. 

This article will examine Gladstone’s posi-
tion during his most illiberal period, just as he 
was entering public life as a Tory in 1832–33, 
and will explore how a misreading by scholars 
of the complicated relationship between John 
Gladstone and his youngest son contributed to 
a misleading conflation of their views on slav-
ery. It will then seek to explain the reasoning 
behind Gladstone’s support for gradual eman-
cipation and the Abolition of Slavery Bill. 
While he considered the use of the term ‘eman-
cipation’ disingenuous, he was committed to a 
practical plan for bringing it about in the near 
future. E6ective and supervised state-spon-
sored Christian education would in time lead 
to what he considered to be the most mor-
ally consistent plan for abolishing slavery, and 
would accomplish four related goals: redress-
ing the failures of the British government, 

preparing enslaved workers for civic life, vin-
dicating the centrality of the Church of Eng-
land, and freeing the slaves.

Two historiographical trends have impeded 
a meaningful understanding of Gladstone’s 
early attitudes toward slavery. The first 

involves the increased 
attention paid during 
the past two decades to 
patterns and practices of 
slaveholding in the Brit-
ish Empire, and especially 
to the financial benefits 
accrued by the descend-
ants of slaveholders from 
the time of emancipation 

in 1834. The ‘vast possibilities’ of compensa-
tion records were noted by Eric Williams in his 
pioneering work Capitalism and Slavery in 1944, 
but it was not until Nicholas Draper’s The 
Price of Emancipation: Slave-Ownership, Com-
pensation and British Society at the end of Slavery 
in 2010 that any attempt was made systemat-
ically to demonstrate the breadth and par-
ticularity of the financial legacy of slavery.13 
Draper’s detailed examination of compensa-
tion records formed the foundation of several 
related projects which aimed to ‘put slavery 
back into British history’.14 He was co-founder 
of the initial project, ‘The Legacies of British 
Slave-ownership’ (2009–12), and co-director 
of its successor, the ‘Structure and Signifi-
cance of British Caribbean Slave-ownership’ 
(2013–15). These projects led to an important 
book, Legacies of British Slave-Ownership: Colo-
nial Slavery and the Formation of Victorian Brit-
ain, and the creation of a searchable database 
maintained by the Centre for the Study of the 
Legacies of British Slave-ownership (LBS) at 
the University of London, providing detailed 
information on enslavers, estates, related maps, 
and commercial, cultural, historical, imperial, 
physical and political legacies of slave owner-
ship, which in turn have spawned or enhanced 
dozens of more narrowly focused works.15 

Chronologically, these historiographical 
developments coincided with the Black Lives 
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misleading conflation of their views on slavery. 
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Matter movement, formed in the United States 
in 2013 but widely internationalised following 
George Floyd’s murder in 2020. Traditional 
history and activism combined to produce an 
atmosphere particularly receptive to interpre-
tations of British history that emphasised the 
destructive roles of racism and capitalism, even 
within the anti-slavery movement. In 2012, 
Richard Huzzey could still argue that there 
was ‘no vindication for colonialism or racism 
in the truth that Victorian politics and culture 
were not fundamentally mercenary, conspir-
atorial, or amoral’.16 By 2020, however, even 
British hostility toward slavery had been rou-
tinely racialised and the lines between histor-
ical scholarship and activism further blurred. 
Abolition in 1834 was, in Padraic Scanlan’s 
Slave Empire, simply ‘the first breath of a new 
British world where white supremacy, framed 
as a benign, raceless ideal of human flourish-
ing, justified new kinds of conquest and domi-
nation’.17 Similarly, in an outstanding study of 
the anti-abolitionist interest in Britain during 
the 1820s and 1830s, Michael Taylor argues in 
the adjunctive preface and epilogue that those 
who were not active abolitionists were nec-
essarily ‘pro-slavery’, implicating Gladstone 
as one of ‘those people’ – ‘their money, their 
ideas, and their politics’, which ‘bequeathed the 
true and terrible legacies of British slavery’.18 

The work of the Centre for the Study of the 
Legacies of British Slavery and recent studies 
such as those by Taylor and Scanlan illustrate 
the current historical challenge in examining 
the issue of slavery in nineteenth-century Brit-
ain. It is just possible to tell a story repugnant 
to contemporary morality, but di8cult to do 
it without apology and at least nominal iden-
tification with an activist agenda that has little 
regard for the past per se.19 And while the early 
works of Draper, Hall and others are essential 
in better understanding why a generally pro-
gressive society was politically divided over 
the issue of slavery, their historical work has 
increasingly been used as so many tools for 
promoting contemporary social goals.20 Today 
the Centre is committed to ‘reparative history’, 

distancing themselves from the concept of ‘a 
disinterested examination of the past’. 21 This 
approach to history has in recent years served 
as a template for the public discourse on race, 
slavery and reparations. It has been embraced 
by much of the academic community, and its 
theoretical assertions have become required 
signalling for anyone seeking reconciliation, 
and foundational tenets of organisations call-
ing out the descendants of British slaveholders. 
The CARICOM Reparations Commission 
(CRC), for instance, developed a ‘10-point 
Reparations Plan’ in 2013. By the time Charles 
Gladstone apologised in Guyana ten years 
later, this had become the ‘10-point Plan for 
Reparatory Justice’, with new language calling 
for a ‘reparatory justice approach to truth’, to 
which Charles Gladstone assented even as his 
e6orts were being publicly rebuked. 

The goals of acknowledging injustices 
and setting them right are admirable, but not 
exactly coterminous with the kind of profes-
sional history which seeks to understand the 
past on its own terms, and to make judgments 
about the past without primary reference to 
a future that could not have been known or 
comprehended. By the time Professor Mat-
thew J. Smith assumed the Centre’s director-
ship in June 2020, this particular ‘approach to 
truth’ had widened its remit to include medical 
inequality during the Covid-19 pandemic and 
‘the recent horrific murders of unarmed Black 
US citizens’ as part of the struggle to deal with 
‘with the legacies of forced labour and abuses 
of Africans and their descendants’.22 The Cen-
tre’s increasingly close association with activ-
ist rhetoric and goals has fostered an academic 
atmosphere in which the morality of the past 
is inherently suspect, and in which William 
Gladstone can be implicated, without serious 
inquiry, in ‘crimes against humanity’.23 To the 
activist, and increasingly to a growing number 
of students and scholars, it is enough merely to 
assert ‘the fact’ that ‘we are all implicated in the 
legacy of slavery’, with no distinction between 
circumstantial association and moral responsi-
bility. 24
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The second historiographical issue a6ect-
ing the current understanding of the young 
Gladstone and slavery is mainly biographi-
cal, related to the natural tendency to focus 
on his later, more prominent years. Given that 
the issue of slavery and the attending period 
of apprenticeship was settled by 1838, before 
Gladstone became a Liberal or had risen to 
the front rank in politics, scholars have paid 
relatively little attention to his views on the 
issue, and especially little to his rationale. Two 

important treatments written near the time 
of his death are Alfred F. Robbins, The Early 
Public Life of William Ewart Gladstone (1894) and 
two chapters by F. W. Hirst in Wemyss Reid, 
The Life of William Ewart Gladstone (1899). Both 
are still useful in addressing Gladstone’s early 
parliamentary career and drawing attention 
to contemporary sources, but they su6er from 
the authors’ lack of access to private materials 
now widely available. Chapters Two and Five 
of David Bebbington’s The Mind of Gladstone 
(2004) are essential in understanding the prin-
ciples informing Gladstone’s early thought and 
the gradual widening of his liberal sympathies, 
but it deals surprisingly little with the issue 
of slavery itself. Also useful is Peter J. Jagger’s 
Gladstone: The Making of a Christian Politician 
(1991), which is light on analysis but thorough 
in its use of early documents. 

Only two works have dealt with Gladstone 
and slavery in any depth. Sidney Checkland’s 
The Gladstones: A Family Biography provides 
significant but partial and divided informa-
tion on Gladstone’s role in his father’s financial 
dealings in the West Indies. Roland Quin-
ault’s ‘Gladstone and Slavery’ was the first 
work to gather a wide range of underused 
documentary evidence. The power of the 

article is in demonstrating the subtle similar-
ities of Gladstone’s sensibilities toward the 
institution of slavery across a lifetime, even 
as he adopted more liberal positions, but this 
necessarily limits a more thorough examina-
tion of his position at the time of the abolition 
debates. Quinault’s fundamental scepticism 
of Gladstone’s motives, however, under-
mines any attempt to explain the logic of his 
position.25 

None of Gladstone’s earlier biographers 
could have imagined 
how central the disposi-
tion of the slave question 
would become to his rep-
utation, considering that 
the issue seemingly had 
been settled sixty years 
before his death. But any 

person worthy of their society’s gratitude 
must periodically be measured against the 
evolving society they helped to create. Such 
reassessment is a form of social criticism, and 
thus within the purview of the non-profes-
sional historian, but it is also a form of bio-
graphical representation, and can only be 
successful to the extent that it cares for both. 
Students speaking out against ‘black oppres-
sion’ in 2020 were clearly wrong in claiming 
that Gladstone in his maiden speech argued 
against the abolition of slavery, and it is not 
credible to suggest that he was pro-slavery.26 
But at the same time the historian does no 
good in minimising Gladstone’s opposition 
to immediate emancipation on grounds of 
moral fitness, which he unambiguously stated 
on many occasions, both before and after his 
maiden speech in 1833. Because no biogra-
pher has yet fashioned a convincing portrait 
of the young Gladstone, taking into account 
complex personal and cultural imperatives 
rooted in classical social models, Burke’s prin-
ciples, Canning’s example and divine provi-
dentialism, his strong and consistent support 
for gradual emancipation has continued to be 
tied to the more extreme, ‘pro-slavery’ model 
so often identified with his father.27

Given that the issue of slavery and the attending period 
of apprenticeship was settled by , before Gladstone 
became a Liberal or had risen to the front rank in politics, 
scholars have paid relatively little attention to his views on 
the issue, and especially little to his rationale. 
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The Gladstones and the legacy of 
slavery
William Gladstone’s connections to slav-
ery are less unknown than misread. He never 
enslaved anyone, owned plantations, or held 
workers under apprenticeship (the seven-year 
transitional system of bound labour prescribed 
by the Slavery Abolition Bill). He supported 
the abolition bill, which immediately freed 
enslaved children under the age of six, pro-
vided meaningful amelioration of conditions 
for enslaved workers and ended in full emanci-
pation for slaves held in the West Indies. Even 
the abolitionist leader Buxton encouraged abo-
litionists to support the bill for ‘the good of the 
Negroes’.28 

When Gladstone was born in 1809, his 
father was already a wealthy merchant, 
engaged in trade, shipping and marine insur-
ance. Earlier that year John Gladstone had 
become chairman of the Liverpool West India 
Association, and three years later acquired a 
joint share in his first plantation, Success (in 
Demerara), but his interests in the West Indies 
remained mainly commercial until the 1820s.29 
His part in the promotion of British slavery 
has been extensively studied, first because of 
the 1823 slave uprising in Demerara that began 
on the Success Plantation and ended with the 
death of a missionary accused of preaching 
sedition.30 The political and public inquiry into 
the uprising, as well as his widely published 

newspaper exchange with the Quaker aboli-
tionist James Cropper, revealed to the larger 
British public, and to later historians, much 
that had previously been unknown about the 
dynamics of absentee slave ownership in the 
British West Indies. 

The second reason that the Gladstone 
connection to slavery has been so carefully 

examined is that John Gladstone received one 
of the largest compensation payments from 
the government when slavery was abolished 
in 1833. In anticipation of the government’s 
plan to compensate plantation owners, he fre-
quently used his sons Tom and William, both 
MPs in the 1830s, as liaisons in his lobbying 
e6orts, though their roles were limited.31 All of 
the Gladstone children benefitted financially 
– William having been gifted £15,000 by 1843 
– but these legacies were beyond his control, 
and in any case were not necessary to his good 
education, privileged lifestyle or political pre-
ferment.32 His great opportunity in Newark in 
1832 had everything to do with his energy and 
brilliance in denouncing Reform in Oxford 
during the previous year. There was much 
confusion in the press about which ‘Gladstone’, 
son or father, was the subject of any particular 
story, which further emphasised the patronym 
alone. Parliamentary reporters sometimes con-
fused Tom (b. 1804) and William, reverting to 
the indiscriminate ‘Mr Gladstone’ when they 
could not be sure who was speaking.33 In rela-
tion to slavery, as late as June 1838, the Jamaica 
Royal Gazette erroneously reported that the 
Holland estate was ‘the property of Mr. W. E. 
Gladstone, member for Newark’.34 Had this 
been true, he would have been the owner of 
a plantation worked by apprentices, which 
would account for some of the more extreme 
political accusations sometimes levelled against 

him. But it was not true. 
John Gladstone had pri-
vately informed his sons 
in May 1838 of the future 
settlement of his estate, 
but made it clear that the 
transfers would not be 

e6ected until 1 January 1839, five months after 
the ending of apprenticeship, and even then, 
only the profits from their father’s many busi-
ness ventures would be turned over to his chil-
dren prior to his death.35

As a boy, Gladstone was fascinated by 
politics.36 Before the age of twelve, he was 
already following local and national issues, 

The second reason that the Gladstone connection to slavery 
has been so carefully examined is that John Gladstone 
received one of the largest compensation payments from 
the government when slavery was abolished in .

William Gladstone and the Question of Slavery, 1832–33



Journal of Liberal History 120 Autumn 2023 15

and beginning to develop a critical sensibil-
ity regarding political language and method. 
This natural inclination was sharpened by 
the tumultuous aftermath of the Napoleonic 
wars, and by his father’s complex and often 
disappointing political career, which included 
political friendships with George Canning 
and William Huskisson, who served as MPs 
for Liverpool between 1812 and 1830. It also 
reflected a more personal interest not common 
to his three older brothers, Thomas (b. 1804), 
Robertson (b. 1806) and John Neilson (b. 1807). 
He was aware of the controversial nature of his 
father’s slaveholding, at least from the age of 
thirteen, and probably much earlier, and was 
conditioned at an early age to accept expla-
nations both accounting for the institution of 
slavery and supporting its moral validity. In 
writing to his mother in 1823 about his father’s 
exchange of letters in the Liverpool press with 
Cropper, Gladstone eagerly attacked Cropper’s 
hypocrisy in condemning West Indian slavery 
while profiting from the sugar trade in the East 
Indies. Cropper’s method was ‘confused’, he 
argued in the most stentorian schoolboy man-
ner, withholding ‘mitigating evidence’, instead 
of appealing to ‘cool and open argument’.37 At 
the same time, he knew that his mother and 
saintly sister Anne were averse to the acqui-
sition of slave-holding estates.38 As the years 
passed, in the family home in Liverpool, and 
at Eton and Oxford, he was often reminded of 
the conflicting moral and commercial interests 
at stake as the debate over slavery and the fate 
of the colonial empire escalated.39 But until 
1832, this issue was only one of many for Glad-
stone, and subsumed under the larger rubric of 
politics.

Developing a response to slavery 
Too much has been made of both Gladstone’s 
active interest in slavery as a political question 
and the degree to which his views were shaped 
in deference to his father.40 Quinault rightly 
points to half a dozen cases in which Gladstone 
read about or discussed the issue.41 One could 

add a dozen more. But these cover a decade of 
time, and one will search in vain for any sense 
of cause on Gladstone’s part involving the issue 
of slavery before 1832. He showed far more 
interest in Canning’s legacy, Catholic eman-
cipation, Liverpool politics, Church reform, 
the Eton and Oxford debating societies and, 
finally, by 1831 the great matter of Reform, 
which threatened, in his mind, the very foun-
dations of society. It was only during his first 
campaign for Newark in the autumn of 1832, 
and in the debate surrounding the Slavery 
Abolition Bill in his first parliamentary session, 
that he began to study the question with any 
rigour, reading and taking careful notes about 
the actual conditions of slaveholding.42 Still, 
any interest in slavery and the West Indies 
paled in comparison to his reading on Church 
reform, the tithe, English history or poetry. 
Until the debate over the Slavery Abolition 
Bill and the attending questions of compensa-
tion, Gladstone was as likely to read the For-
eign Quarterly, or Hallam’s Translation of Milton 
or a draft of the Irish Church Bill, as anything 
related to the West Indies.

While it is true that John Gladstone was a 
formidable father and William a dutiful son, 
there was a kind of theatre at work in their 
relationship, particularly as young Gladstone 
moved into public life. His father was at once 
financially brilliant, permanently energetic, 
personally demanding and totally unselfcon-
scious.43 William genuinely admired his father, 
for his financial acumen, his daring entrepre-
neurship, his philanthropy and his Christian 
faith. It was no small source of pride for Glad-
stone to see these qualities combined in the 
building of churches and colleges, and it was 
edifying for the two of them to work hand in 
hand in raising beautiful and permanent edi-
fices to the glory of God, as some fathers and 
sons might go for an afternoon shoot.44 But 
John Gladstone’s religion was mainly practical, 
and William was stubborn. He recognised his 
father’s flaws and justified them – while simul-
taneously exaggerating his own hypocrisy and 
sinfulness. If his father’s ‘intellect was a little 
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intemperate’, Gladstone admired his character 
and his deeply a6ectionate nature, and young 
Gladstone sometimes took advantage of this.45 
Of course William genuinely believed that it 
was his Christian obligation to be obedient – 
what more natural channel for the will of God 
than ‘the wishes of a parent?’ – but he never 
understood this quite literally to mean that he 
was never to conceal anything from his father 
or to always trust in his judgment, as his father 
had demanded of Tom.46 William disagreed 
with his father on many specific and often 
major issues.47 And though he often expressed 
his di6erences in terms of self-recrimination, 
or remained silent when necessary, his mind 
was seldom changed, particularly on matters 
of principle.

Knowing that Gladstone deeply admired 
his father, had been raised to accept slavery 
as an element of historical reality in a fallen 
world, and believed unquestioningly in Aris-
totelian principles of hierarchy, is it fair to 
say that his ‘stance on slavery was essentially 
the same as his father’s’?48 Given their dif-
ference in age and employment, one might 
imagine this to be true. In 1830, John Glad-
stone was 65 years old, and had made himself 
wealthy by skilfully navigating a global mar-
ket in the most uncertain times of revolution 
and war, while William, at 20, was not yet 
quite a serious scholar.49 But it is not clear at 
that time how closely he identified with his 
father’s views, or how carefully he had con-
sidered them. Between 1830 and 1832, Wil-
liam’s university concerns were tempered by 
a rising seriousness of purpose, and it is at this 
point that one can begin to discern the con-
tours of his personal perspective on slavery 
and those held in bondage by the system. He 
was still in many ways naïve, but also intelli-
gent, good-hearted and quick to learn, qual-
ities that served him well during his first 
experience of practical politics in Newark 
during the autumn of 1832. By the time the 
debate over the Slavery Abolition Bill rose to 
prominence in Britain, both father and son 
had publicly stated their views on slavery in 

considerable detail, a6ording a good oppor-
tunity for examining their relative positions 
on the issue.

In the autumn of 1830, as reports of cru-
elty and abuse from the West Indies led to a 
rising call for immediate emancipation, John 
Gladstone published the pamphlet A Statement 
of Facts connected to the Present State of Slavery, 
which pushed back against abolitionists who 
were ‘unacquainted with the negro charac-
ter’ and colonial society. His argument was 
thorough, and included many elements of the 
common case for slaveholding. Historically, 
slavery had existed ‘since the origin and for-
mation’ of this world. Economically, slavery 
was necessary, for the negroes would not vol-
untarily work, given the ‘relaxing influence 
of the climate’ which led to ‘a love of ease and 
relaxation’. Legally, slavery was sanctioned 
by ‘acts of the British legislature’ by which 
planters had acquired their ‘right of property’. 
Politically, the ‘reckless impatience’ of the 
abolitionists was ‘misplaced’, for they had no 
‘property stake’ and such a course would lead 
to the ‘abandonment’ of the sugar colonies by 
the white inhabitants. Gladstone acknowl-
edged some occasional abuses, but reminded 
readers that there was ‘brutality, murder, plun-
der and cruelty’ even in England. He invited 
readers to compare the condition of slaves, 
whose ‘comforts and wants’ were generally 
provided, to the condition of workers in Eng-
land’s industrial cities and in Ireland. ‘I may 
be told’, he wrote, ‘that “the slave in our colo-
nies works from compulsion, the labourer here 
from choice”’. He granted this, but asked what 
the choice amounted to. ‘Is it not either to sub-
mit to labour, which exhausts his strength 
and health for a bare subsistence, or to leave it 
and starve?’ John Gladstone’s recommenda-
tions were clear: support for Canning’s 1823 
resolutions to ‘ameliorate the state of slavery, 
to improve the condition and raise the char-
acter of the people’, but do not name the time 
or circumstances for some distant emancipa-
tion. ‘It is not for me’, he wrote, ‘to attempt 
to say when a system should terminate which 
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Almighty God in the Divine wisdom of his 
overruling providence has seen fit to permit’.50

William, then at university at Oxford, read 
his father’s pamphlet in December 1830, but 
was completely preoccupied thereafter with 
the activities of the Essay Club and Debating 
Society. The subject of the moment was the 
Duke of Wellington, whose administration 
came under debate on 11 November. Glad-
stone caused a row by reporting the debate to 
the editor of the Evening Standard and declar-
ing that ‘the rising generation’ had just pro-
nounced the administration ‘undeserving of 
the confidence of the country’.51 There was 
more than a little vanity and love of battle 
here displayed, as Gladstone had opened and 
closed the debate, and taken up a third of its 
time. On 17 May occurred the epochal speech 
in which Gladstone excoriated the reformers 
and marked himself in the university as fore-
most among the young debaters. This too he 
followed up with a letter to the Evening Stand-
ard, in which he sketched for the public the 
place that the rising generation would soon be 
taking in public a6airs. Two weeks after his 
anti-reform speech, Gladstone first spoke pub-
licly on the issue of slavery, in his last speech at 
the Oxford Union on 2 June 1831. There was 
nothing of the enthusiasm, the ‘outgrowth of 
passion’, that had made the anti-reform speech 
so memorable, and as a result he was not at his 
best.52 But he was prepared to address the pro-
posal, ‘That while all due precaution consist-
ent with such a measure should be taken, the 
negroes in the West Indies should be eman-
cipated without delay’. Gladstone countered 
with a carefully prepared amendment that 
fairly encapsulated the views on the subject he 
would take with him to parliament in 1833: 

That legislative enactments ought to be 
made, and, if it be necessary, enforced – 
(1) For better guarding the personal and 
civil rights of the negroes in our West 
India Colonies. (2) For the establishing of 
compulsory manumission. (3) For secur-
ing universally the receiving a Christian 

education, under the clergy and teachers, 
independent of the planters; a measure 
of which total but gradual emancipation 
will be the natural consequence, as it was 
of a similar procedure in the first ages of 
Christianity.53

His approval of amelioration was generally 
consistent with his father’s views, but already 
William was going much farther, calling for 
‘compulsory manumission’ and for Christian 
education ‘independent of the planters’.

Young Gladstone was knowledgeable about 
the West Indies, but he was far more interested 
in the question of reform and its implications 
for the state of the Church of England in Brit-
ish society. No one paid much attention to the 
speech and it was not, for a change, reported to 
the Evening Standard.54 At that point he plunged 
into a project for gathering signatures from 
resident bachelors and undergraduates for a 
petition opposing the Reform Bill, skipping 
chapel three times in the process, and attend-
ing parliamentary debates between 3 and 8 
October. It was, in Richard Shannon’s words, 
‘a week of intoxication and enchantment’ 
that could not last, for final honours schools 
were to commence on 9 November (Literae 
Humaniores) and 9 December (Mathematics).55 
Having earned double firsts, he immediately 
packed to leave for home, and on 1 February 
1832 departed for his Grand Tour of Europe 
in the company of his brother, John Neilson. 
For the next six months, Gladstone was so full 
of the historical glories of the Continent that 
there was no room for mundane matters. These 
cultural treasures were some consolation for 
the enactment of the dreaded Reform Bill, 
which became law on 7 June 1832.

The Newark campaign, 1832
On 6 July, Gladstone returned to his hotel 
in Milan to find a letter from his friend Lord 
Lincoln, o6ering on behalf of his father, the 
fourth Duke of Newcastle, his support in the 
upcoming general election in the contest for 
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the borough of Newark-upon-Trent. Glad-
stone was at once stunned and thrilled, hav-
ing imagined that he must first spend several 
years in private study of history, theology, pol-
itics and a host of other subjects that would be 
required for the ripening of a public man. He 
quickly returned to England, landing on 29 
July, and spent the next two weeks in what he 
termed an ‘amphibious state’ between candi-
date and private person.56 On 4 August Glad-
stone received a letter from the Duke and an 
enclosed request from Edward Smith Godfrey, 
President of the Red Club and chairman of 
Gladstone’s election committee, for an address 
to the borough constituents. He immediately 
sat down to prepare one, which was printed on 
Monday 6 August, and finally published in the 
Nottingham Journal on 11 August. 

As a young man just out of university, 
unknown to the electorate and running against 
a strong slate of candidates, he was unsure 
what to say to his prospective constituents. 
First, he reminded them of ‘a warm and con-
scientious attachment to our Government 
as a limited Monarchy, and to the Union of 
our Church and State’ – clearly throughout 
the 1830s, this high ideal was the sine qua non 
of Gladstone’s politics and, in his mind, the 
source of ‘numberless blessings’ to the nation. 
Also consistent with his general approach 
was an appeal to ‘facts’, with ‘abstract prin-
ciples’ only useful in ‘subservience’ to them. 
His only mention of slavery was in a general 
listing of positions: the ‘alleviation’ of public 
burdens, the defence of Irish establishments, 
a ‘dignified and impartial’ foreign policy, the 

Election handbill from Newark, , attacking 
Gladstone on the basis of his father’s views on 
slavery.

Gladstone’s response, arguing that slaves 
should be educated to be able to prove their 
fitness to use freedom responsibly.
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‘amelioration’ of conditions of the labouring 
classes, and ‘the adjustment of our Colonial 
Interests’, providing for ‘moral advancement 
and further legal protection of our fellow-sub-
jects in slavery’.57 All the elements of this per-
sonal declaration were platitudinous enough, 
lightly expressed and the small portion on slav-
ery was consistent with his final Oxford Union 
address of 1831. In Gladstone’s mind, however, 
the primary issue was Reform, and how this 
might a6ect the Church of England.

Gladstone was surprised, then, when on 14 
August the Agency Anti-Slavery Committee 
published an advertisement that included his 
name in Schedule A – as a candidate for Par-
liament, whose ‘past conduct, or present pro-
fessions, or admitted personal interest in the 
question’ had convinced the committee that 
the candidate would not support immediate 
abolition.58 This was true enough, and consist-
ent with Gladstone’s Oxford Union speech, 
but only implied in his declaration of 4 August. 
The advertisement further confused the issue 
by indicating that Schedule A ‘contains, as a 
matter of course, all who are known to be slave 
proprietors’. The Whig incumbent, Serjeant 
Wilde, was listed with those who were rec-
ommended ‘with perfect confidence’ for those 
desiring ‘immediate abolition’.59 The listing 
of Gladstone in Schedule A left room for some 
confusion regarding the reasons for his inclu-
sion. None of the Newark constituents were 
likely to know anything of his obscure Oxford 
speech, with all its careful distinctions and 
clear call for ‘compulsory manumission’, but 
many would have read – long before he first 
arrived in Newark at the end of September – 
that he was ‘a Liverpool merchant’ and a Tory 
with ‘considerable commercial experience’, 
neither of which was true, but which suggested 
a West Indian connection.60 ‘All I can say’, he 
recorded in his diary, ‘is, God help the poor 
slaves, whose interests I fear will be torn in 
pieces between the contending parties’.61

Even before the Agency Anti-Slavery Com-
mittee’s advertisement appeared, some con-
stituents were confused about Gladstone’s 

opinions regarding slavery. In a letter to God-
frey forwarded to Gladstone, Francis Eggle-
ston identified the political ambiguity of the 
candidate’s statement – ‘the adjustment of our 
Colonial interests, with measures for the moral 
advancement and further legal protection of 
our fellow subjects in slavery’. ‘Could I be 
informed by you’, Eggleston wrote, ‘whether 
Mr.Gladstone intends their continuance in slav-
ery? Or will he not only advance their morals, 
protect their rights, but vote for (upon proper 
restrictions) their emancipation from slavery?’62 … 
That was the question. 

Gladstone had included some account of his 
views on emancipation in an earlier draft, but 
had deleted them. He sat down immediately to 
pen a more thorough record of his opinions on 
the slavery question and what should be done 
about it. In this first, careful exposition of his 
views on slavery, two fundamental character-
istics mark a middle ground not quite accept-
able to the immediate abolitionist or the West 
Indian planter.63 Gladstone believed that in 
dealing with an issue so beset with ‘prejudice 
and misapprehension’, which mingled con-
flicting goods in Christian truth, historical 
precedent, legal obligation and human rights, 
that an open and unbiased search for the truth 
was the necessary foundation for successfully 
resolving the di8culty. ‘In my soul and con-
science’, he had written a few days earlier, ‘as 
I shall answer at the day of judgment, I do not 
feel that I have any bias on the question. … I 
think I could account for it intelligibly enough 
to any moderate person’.64 When Gladstone 
perceived abolitionists treating the matter 
with ‘levity’, or as merely a matter of politics, 
he was disgusted.65 If, on the other hand, they 
approached the issue as a solemn duty and with 
some recognition of conflicting claims, he was 
inclined to listen and even cooperate. This 
explains in part why he so valued the work of 
William Wilberforce and Buxton, and, in this 
case, why he was ready to so openly and fully 
answer Eggleston – whose premise assumed 
that Gladstone might vote for emancipation – 
‘upon proper restrictions’. This was the essence of 
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Gladstone’s position. It was not the goal of the 
abolitionists he disliked, but rather the sim-
plistic moral terms in which they often cast the 
debate.

The second essential characteristic for Glad-
stone in approaching the slavery issue was 

the ‘law of humanity’, rooted in the writ-
ers of antiquity and confirmed by Scripture. 
Thus, after attempting to remove any bias, he 
makes ‘the first question to be answered’ – ’Is 
the holding an individual in slavery in itself a 
sin?’ To determine the answer, he argued, ‘we 
must of course repair to Scripture’. If scripture 
condemns slavery as a sin, there is no option 
but to ‘emancipate immediately and univer-
sally’. In Gladstone’s judgment, slavery was not 
necessarily a sin, and thus the issue of slavery 
could not be resolved by the simple solution of 
immediate abolition.66 In the absence of scrip-
tural condemnation, he argued that Britain’s 
policy should be guided by ‘the interests of the 
parties concerned’, temporal, yes, but mainly 
‘those higher interests, which they possess in 
common with ourselves, as our brethren in 
all the features of our conditions’. Remarka-
bly, Gladstone considered the interest of ‘the 
people themselves, and of their owners, to be 
identical’, in that their ultimate goal should be 
spiritual health and restoration. As improbable 
as this may now sound, the combination of his 
classical education and literal reading of scrip-
ture led him to conclude, in the happy phrase 
of David Bebbington, that ‘Aristotle and the 
Bible spoke with one voice’.67 Inequality was 
both natural and good. In a private note of 
1830, Gladstone concluded that ‘the natural 
law of humanity’ was that some ‘are to rule, 
others to obey, the wellbeing of the whole 
meanwhile remains the end in order to whose 

attainment the parts are thus disposed’.68 To 
his mind, it was ‘pretty clear that the abstract 
form of freedom’ was not ‘absolutely a legit-
imate object of desire or pursuit’. The ‘object 
to be desired’ was not ‘universal freedom of 
action, which obviously would do him harm 

if his will be depraved and 
generally inclined to what 
is wrong’.69 

Gladstone admitted 
that there was ‘unques-
tionably’ a ‘great and 
alarming evil in the con-
dition of the West Indian 

slaves’, but believed it was mainly a moral evil. 
In addressing the physical condition of the 
enslaved – and trusting too much on the tes-
timony of eyewitnesses – he argued that ‘in 
point of food, clothing, means of acquiring 
property, care in sickness, and general treat-
ment’, the condition of West Indian slaves was 
‘very decidedly superior to that of the labouring 
classes’ of England. Gladstone made it clear 
that he was not ‘imputing any extraordinary 
benevolence to the owners’, merely observ-
ing the actual physical result of the economic 
interest of the planters. Gladstone readily 
admitted that enslaved men and women had 
been mistreated, and that ‘gross maltreatment’ 
would almost certainly happen in the future. 
The only way to solve that problem was 
through ‘emancipation’, with further ‘legal 
protections’ in the meantime.

Gladstone’s entire conception of poli-
tics, which included the issue of slavery, was 
founded on the exclusive nature of Christian 
truth, for he did not think it likely that ‘the 
di8culties of political relations’ could ever be 
‘surmounted except by practical Christiani-
ty’.70 The greater evil, ‘which no emancipation 
of itself can remove, and which immediate 
emancipation’ would ‘inevitably perpetu-
ate‘, was the low moral condition of the slave, 
which was the reason he did not favour imme-
diate emancipation. Gladstone lauded both 
‘private benevolence’ and ‘legislative enact-
ment’ for e6orts at ‘religious instruction’, but 

The greater evil, ‘which no emancipation of itself can 
remove, and which immediate emancipation’ would 
‘inevitably perpetuate‘, was the low moral condition of the 
slave, which was the reason he did not favour immediate 
emancipation.
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he believed that the government – and hence, 
the country – were to blame. The country 
had been ‘wicked’ in ‘proposing Christian-
ity as a nation’ and ‘having embodied it in 
both the legislature and laws’, while continu-
ing ‘to bring these poor people into bondage 
and hold them in it’, while withholding from 
them ‘that transcendent blessing which it was 
in our power to have communicated’. It was 
the ‘wicked example’ of Britons that kept the 
slaves in a ‘state of animal existence’. Until 
‘that slumber is dispelled’, Gladstone wrote, 
‘I do not think it possible that he can be made 
sensible of the high capabilities and destinies of 
his being’ that would lead to ‘purely voluntary 
industry and good conduct’. Until a Christian 
principle of action was provided, he believed 
that ‘emancipation would be the sorest evil 
which could be inflicted on the slave’. His view 
of slavery as expressed for the electors of New-
ark was consistent with his general apprecia-
tion of the ‘natural law’ of politics, confirmed 
in scripture, that ‘the right to govern’ could 
only lie ‘where the capacity to govern’ was also 
found.71

This was not merely a self-serving expla-
nation of the situation that existed, though 
clearly he was speaking from a position of 
privilege as one who had inherited that prov-
idential ‘right it govern’. More importantly, 
for Gladstone, unlike his father, it was a start-
ing point for a solution that was in reach. Both 
sides in the debate reflected good and evil 
principles – the West Indian interest mixing 
selfishness with ‘lawful caution’; the aboli-
tionists combining ‘fervid benevolence’ with 
imperial ‘recklessness and indi6erence to the 
rights of property’. Gladstone believed that, 
if both sides worked ‘in good earnest’, there 
were still ‘remarkable facilities for raising the 
Negroes to the condition of an enlightened 
and Christian population’. He was optimis-
tic that ‘a comprehensive scheme of education’ 
was still practicable. Sceptics might consider 
this cant or self-delusion, but it was more than 
that. Gladstone knew the Christian faith and 
character of his father, and of the planter class 

more generally, and believed that this ‘body of 
Christian men’ would respond favourably to 
a ‘practical scheme for genuine religious edu-
cation’ that might eventually result in eman-
cipation. He also could see on the horizon an 
opportunity for himself and others to actually 
develop such a plan.72 

Gladstone believed that justice demanded 
compensation for the planters, and his father 
expected him and Tom to serve as his facto-
tums in London, reporting on developments 
among the various committees and groups rep-
resenting the West India interest, and deter-
mining the temperature of the political debate. 
This could have created a moral dilemma, 
but the main work of the committees was to 
determine whether or not to support the Abo-
lition of Slavery Bill, with its £20 million in 
compensation, and, if so, how to apportion it 
among the planters. On these matters Glad-
stone agreed with his father. The slave trade 
originated before any West Indian coloni-
sation, it was sanctioned by British law and 
pressed upon the government ‘by the manu-
facturing and trading classes’ of the country. 
Had not Colonial Secretary Lord Dartmouth 
in 1775 required the trade in slaves, refusing 
to ‘allow the colonies to check or discour-
age in any degree a tra8c so beneficial to the 
nation’?73 But Gladstone was clear about the 
primary reason he supported the bill. Even a 
just compensation to the planters would not 
atone for an emancipation that was ‘ruinous to 
the Negroes’. The ‘true object’ was to eman-
cipate them neither sooner nor later than the 
moment at which emancipation would be 
‘beneficial’ to both the slave and the planter. 
Because slavery developed from an ‘unfortu-
nate combination of circumstances’, and was, 
like war, ‘evil in its origin’, it was impossi-
ble to be ‘at once got rid of’.74 It nevertheless 
provided ‘remarkable advantages for ensur-
ing’ the ‘blessings of systematic and univer-
sal instruction’. The abolitionists, Gladstone 
argued, ‘wish to change the name, I the 
nature’ of that state of society. ‘I want e6ectual 
emancipation’.75
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Gladstone’s position, then, in 1832–33, 
was to support emancipation with a period 
of apprenticeship, with ‘the opportunity of 
manumission’ granted to those who showed 
‘industry and good conduct’, then to wait for 
a ‘general di6usion of knowledge’ that would 
‘put the Negroes in the condition as to religion 
of the people of this country. In his optimistic 
view, this was ‘no di8cult nor distant object’. 
If slavery then did not ‘die a natural death, let 
it die a forced one by direct interposition of 
the Legislature’. He had called for ‘compul-
sory manumission’ in his speech to the Oxford 
Union in 1831, and it was still his position dur-
ing the debates of 1833.

Godfrey, who knew that the issue of slav-
ery would be foremost with many, especially 
among the Wesleyans, was right to press Glad-
stone for clarification. From that point for-
ward, Gladstone’s tact, openness and goodwill 
carried the day. He began his canvass on 25 
September 1832. A handful of women were 
angry about his position on slavery, and many 

Wesleyans were hesitant to o6er support. 
But that evening Gladstone met privately 
with thirty or forty of them. Their man-
ner he found ‘really gratifying’, because they 
‘behaved as voters ought, as men who had a 
duty to perform, and commands of conscience 
to follow’. He was surprised that they had not 
heard the accounts of the Anti-Slavery Society. 
‘They were candid and fair beyond anything’, 
he wrote to his father, ‘and not one of them left 
the room without leaving us his promise’.76 

Gladstone’s Whig opponent Wilde, who 
had made slavery the issue of the campaign, 
made frequent use of John Gladstone’s pam-
phlet in the process.77 In his address at the 
Clinton Arms of 9 October 1832, Gladstone 
devoted half of his message to the issue, yet 
without directly responding to his father’s 
own particular views. He repeated his appeal 
to the ‘paramount authority of scripture’, gen-
tly reminded voters that ‘fitness’ should be ‘the 
condition of emancipation’ and touted a ‘uni-
versal and e8cient system of Christian instruc-
tion’ for West Indian slaves, as a preparation 
for emancipation. Knowing that some were for 
immediate emancipation, he emphasised his 
common ground with them: ‘We are agreed, 
that both the physical and the moral bondage 

The first session of the new House of Commons 
following the Great Reform Act,  February 
 (painted by Sir George Hayter, © National 
Portrait Gallery, London)
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of the slave are to be abolished. The question is 
as to the order and the order only: now Scrip-
ture attacks the moral evil before the temporal 
one, and the temporal through the moral one, 
and I am content with the order Scripture has 
established.’78 Wilde continued to attack Glad-
stone with A Statement of Facts, and the aboli-
tionists continued to appeal to the Wesleyan 
community for ‘the immediate extinction of 
Colonial Slavery’.79 One man opposed him 
because he did ‘not go far enough about slav-
ery’, another because, as he wrote to his father, 
of ‘the situation in which I stood! We can do with-
out them’.80 And Gladstone was right. At the 
declaration on 14 December, he topped the 
poll: Gladstone 887, fellow Tory Handley 798, 
and the Whig Wilde 726. What was perceived 
as wise moderation, even among Wesleyans 
and others who favoured emancipation, won 
the day at Newark.

Gladstone’s maiden speech, 3 June 1833
Gladstone’s maiden speech in Parliament on 
3 June 1833 was not a major policy statement, 
but it was notable for two reasons. It was fore-
most a spirited defence of his father, who on 
14 May had been publicly named by Colonial 
Secretary Lord Howick as the proprietor of the 
Vreed-en-Hoop estate in Demerara, where, it 
was alleged, slaves had been worked to death 
in proportion to increases in sugar production. 
Gladstone argued that Howick had erred in 
both honour and in fact. He should not have 
made a statement impugning John Gladstone’s 
‘moral character’ without notice, particularly 
as two members of his family sat in the House. 
Notice would have given Gladstone the oppor-
tunity of marshalling his facts, for he believed 
that the best information was derived from 
the reports emanating directly from the plan-
tations themselves, along with reports from 
various travellers who had witnessed man-
agement of the estates first-hand. ‘What man’s 
character would not be a6ected if he should 
see, from the reports from his estate, that while 
the sugar cultivation was increasing his slaves 

were dying o6 in equal proportion, and if, 
under such circumstances, he should continue 
the same system of management?’ In terms 
of defending his father’s honour, Gladstone 
received a sympathetic hearing from both 
friends and opponents, who considered family 
loyalty as being, in Richard Shannon’s phrase, 
‘on the level of a cardinal virtue’.81

The speech also served as an announce-
ment to the House, and to a lesser extent to 
the public at large, that a formidable young 
Tory was among them, full of facts, and fire 
and an uncommon grasp of detail.82 Not only 
was Howick’s assertion wrong, that the mor-
tality rate on Vreed-en-Hoop was 14 per cent 
– it was about 2 per cent. Even then, the figures 
there were not representative. On Mon Repos, 
in 1825, the estate produced 1,200 pounds of 
sugar per enslaved worker, which according 
to Howick’s ‘own admission’ was the ‘low-
est average for any estate’, but in fact when his 
father had acquired the property in 1828, ‘250 
were immediately added to the gang’, which 
materially altered the calculations. As to pun-
ishments on Vreed-en-Hoop, Gladstone had 
a trump card in his pocket, a letter from the 
estate, dated 20 April 1833, which indicated 
that there had been exactly one punishment 
during the current year. This all demonstrated 
that ‘honourable and respectable branches of 
his family’ which owned West Indian property 
‘were not inattentive to the wants, the wishes, 
the feelings, and the interests, of the negro 
population’. 

When the leading Irish MP Daniel O’Con-
nell spoke of ‘the blood of the negro’ crying 
‘to God from the ground’, Gladstone admit-
ted that if there were genuine ‘recklessness of 
human life’ among the planters, this would 
‘deprive them of the right to appeal to jus-
tice’. When Buxton argued that the number 
of males and females in Demerara was equal, 
Gladstone had the figures ready to disprove it, 
and when Buxton boldly challenged the plant-
ers – ‘Give me the quantity of sugar, and I will 
give you the decrease of life’, Gladstone was 
happy to apply his ‘theorem’. In ‘St Vincent 
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there was an increase of 122 persons in twelve 
years: in Santa Lucia there was a decrease of 
1,962. In Santa Lucia, the produce of sugar had 
been 6 cwt. per man, so how much ought that 
in St Vincent’s to be? He had not worked out 
the problem, but the answer’ would be ‘very 
di6erent indeed from the fact, which gave no 
less than 10 cwt. per man’. Gladstone had an 
answer for every criticism, speaking to spe-
cific cases in Demerara, St Vincent, Santa 
Lucia, Trinidad, Jamaica, and Barbados, each 
disproving careless allegations against the 
‘West-Indian interest’.

Even for the historian attempting to under-
stand the nature of a remote line of reason-
ing, there is something faintly ludicrous in 
responding to the question of freedom or con-
tinued slavery for 800,000 men, women and 
children with updated information just arrived 
from one estate and illuminating statistics 
regarding the number of hogsheads of sugar 
produced in particular colonies according to 
mathematical ‘theorems’. But if one is unwill-
ing to recognise that all matters in Britain in 
that period, from slavery to trade to labour, 
were debated in the context of the concrete 
and with a deep suspicion of the abstract, it is 
virtually impossible to understand the terms 
of the debate, or the views of the abolitionists 
themselves, making it di8cult to fully appre-
ciate the magnitude of their achievement in 
shepherding the bill through the legislature. 
Why were so many of them, including Bux-
ton, willing to support gradual emancipation; 
why were so many of the petitioners willing 
to qualify their abolitionist appeal; and why 
were they willing to support compensation 
for the planters? O’Connell himself appealed 
to the million and a half signatures that had 
been gathered on petitions against slavery, and 
argued that Howick and others had ‘proved 
indubitably’ the case of the anti-slavery advo-
cates. The ‘way’ in which he came at the evi-
dence was the testimony before the committee 
regarding the condition of the slaves and the 
testimony of those who wished to disprove 
it. And in refuting planter claims regarding 

excessive loss of life among the slaves, O’Con-
nell ‘would only state the fact’ for every 1,720 
persons in the West Indies, there were 65 
deaths, while in England the number was only 
31 – ’those were the facts which no man would 
deny’.83 Howick and O’Connell and Buxton 
might vigorously disagree with Gladstone 
about the validity of compensation, but they 
did not dispute that it was a proper point of 
discussion which required supporting facts. 
Appeals to ‘liberty as a natural right’ were sec-
ondary, even among most radicals. For Glad-
stone, the weighty issue of slavery was only 
one aspect of the condition of the world, good 
in God’s conception, marred by the sinfulness 
of humanity but redeemable through Christ.84

Conclusion
The question of abolishing slavery in 1833 
was not framed to suit the twenty-first cen-
tury. Even staunch abolitionists could then 
speak in terms of emancipation in the sugar 
and co6ee colonies ‘so as not to destroy them’. 
Both abolitionists and slaveholders professed 
religious motives and generally cooperated 
in philanthropy. Nor were West India mer-
chants ‘systematically contested in any moral 
or social reaction against their involvement in 
slavery’.85 Most observers weighed the com-
plexity of the sugar issue, in which commer-
cial, imperial, philanthropic, and religious 
considerations mingled, ‘confounding and 
crossing each other and confusing legislature 
and nation lost in a maze of conflicting inter-
ests and contending emotions’.86 Even in con-
sidering the possibility of freeing enslaved 
children, John Gladstone could not imagine 
continuing sugar cultivation in such circum-
stances, for there would be too much insecu-
rity of labour at harvest time, and the demand 
at home would be too great. The Star, like 
young Gladstone, however, believed that 
education might work. If the children were 
properly trained, they would ‘make free 
labourers, just like the natives of all coun-
tries, if duly recompensed’.87 Even Buxton 
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and ‘many senior abolitionists’ were hostile 
to ‘wild and enthusiastic immediatism’.88 So 
there was room for disagreement in Brit-
ish society in 1833, just as in British families, 
regarding the best way for dealing with the 
issue of slavery.

John and William Gladstone agreed on 
many things about slavery. They believed that 
it was sanctioned by history and justified by 
the exclusive truth of the Christian gospel. 
Neither understood slavery to be necessarily 
sinful, but recognised that it had been sup-
ported by legal statute and encouraged by the 
government, and thus in justice required com-
pensation with the abolition of slavery. Both 
supported amelioration of the condition of the 
slaves, consistent with Canning’s resolutions of 
1823, which included what Taylor calls ‘impos-
sibly restrictive caveats’: the ‘safety of the col-
onies’ and the ‘interests of private property’.89 
They both recognised the enervating nature of 
sugar production, but considered it less brutal 
than many forms of factory work in England 
or Ireland, and more conducive to a gener-
ally happy life. They admitted that violence 
against slaves did occur – but saw this as con-
sistent with the ‘brutality, murder, plunder and 

cruelty’ present in all societies, including Eng-
land’.90 They also believed that those instances 
were greatly exaggerated, particularly follow-
ing the Orders in Council of 1831, which had 
made any slave owner who ill-treated his slaves 
liable to prosecution.

William Gladstone’s views were, however, 
distinctive in a number of respects. First, he 
was troubled by the dehumanisation of the 
slave system, rooted in the ‘original sin’ of the 
slave trade, and believed it to be a fair claim to 
emancipation. The planters make them ‘slaves 
of our lust … incompetent to enjoyment they 

still retain the capacity of su6ering’, and all 
for the sake of torrents of wealth flooding 
into England.91 He was also committed to an 
unbiased investigation of emancipation (how-
ever contested the possibility of this may now 
appear), and to a respectful hearing for those 
of similar mind. When some Demeraran dep-
uties wished Gladstone to hold back peti-
tions for gradual emancipation, he demurred, 
feeling that it would be ‘disrespectful to the 
petitioners’.92 Too, he supported compulsory 
manumission. Whereas his father would not 
‘attempt to say when a system should terminate 
which Almighty God in the Divine wisdom of 
his overruling providence has seen fit to per-
mit’, William had a clear idea as to when and 
how it should be done.93 Those enslaved should 
be freed when their moral condition had been 
raised through Christian education outside the 
control of the planters. If this proved unsuc-
cessful, he then believed that slavery should 
be abolished through legislation. John Glad-
stone vaguely spoke of a distant possibility of 
emancipation, though he had no idea how it 
might be brought about. During the Newark 
campaign, William disagreed with his father 
regarding ‘the di8culties of emancipation’ 

and was already thinking 
about e6ective means of 
preparing for it.94

Shortly after his 
maiden speech and deep 
into his lobbying work on 
behalf of the planters of 

six colonies, Gladstone met William Wilber-
force, the leader of the campaign against the 
slave trade in the 1790s and 1800s, for the first 
time, introduced by his son. In arranging the 
meeting, Henry Wilberforce reported that his 
father wished him to tell Gladstone he knew 
‘of a very kind proposal wh. he made about 
me and am particularly obliged to him’.95 This 
was a poignant moment, for the great aboli-
tionist had once been friendly with John and 
Anne Gladstone until their falling out over 
the Demerara Revolt of 1823 and the founding 
of the Anti-Slavery Society.96 Nevertheless, 

The question of abolishing slavery in  was not framed 
to suit the twenty-first century. Even staunch abolitionists 
could then speak in terms of emancipation in the sugar and 
coffee colonies ‘so as not to destroy them’.
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during their meeting, Wilberforce asked after 
his father, and ‘how is your sweet Mother?’ 
Gladstone listened to the exalted abolitionist 
pray with his family, and must have reflected 
on the troubling religious divisions within his 
own family, particularly over the issue of slav-
ery. It was a touching scene, with the gentle, 
generous old hero showing undue kindness 
to an earnest young man just entering pub-
lic life. Wilberforce was in many respects the 
kind of public man Gladstone wanted to be 
– rigorous in self-examination (and a fervent 
keeper of a diary), serious, generous in spirit 
and in philanthropy, and optimistic about 
the future. Four days later, Wilberforce was 
dead. After attending his funeral on 3 August, 
Gladstone’s thoughts turned ‘solemn, particu-
larly about the slaves’.97 He deeply admired 
Wilberforce – for his stand against slavery, for 
his reflective life, for his evangelical Church-
manship – ‘almost purely an individual case’ 
among Tories, he thought.98 And the sincer-
ity of his feelings for Wilberforce were clearly 
understood by the family, who consulted him 
on West Indian questions while preparing the 
testamentary biography of their father. Upon 
receiving a copy of The Life of William Wilber-
force from his sons, Gladstone acknowledged 
what an example he was for a man in public 
life, and observed that on the issue of slavery, 
he had never regarded Wilberforce’s conduct 
with ‘any feeling but admiration’.99 The irony 
is inescapable. In his mercantile roots and fam-
ily loyalty, Gladstone was his father’s son, but 
with respect to religious sensibility, personal 
habit and method, he had far more in common 
with Wilberforce.

So where did Gladstone stand in 1833? Was 
he an apologist for slavery, or an abolitionist? 
He was a first-time member of parliament with 
little influence, who rarely spoke. He finally 
rose to prominence in the early 1840s and con-
tinued to shape the contours of British politics 
for more than half a century. It is unneces-
sary to recount the long list of his achieve-
ments, but generally they were on the side of 
the oppressed, including British workers and 

prostitutes, Africans tra8cked into slavery, the 
Irish generally and religious minorities in Bul-
garia and Armenia. As he gained more practi-
cal experience of the world, more and more of 
his e6orts were designed to promote greater 
freedoms and less violence globally. Henry 
Manning, who had been both his intimate 
friend and religious antagonist, reflected on 
Gladstone’s ‘boyish … admiration of Canning’ 
during that first Newark election. But there-
after he reckoned that his ‘whole career’ had 
been ‘for the people, always widening out’.100 

When Gladstone re-read his speech on the 
Slavery Abolition Bill ‘at some later period’, 
he regretted his early illiberal opinion and 
was thankful for the ‘enormous and blessed 
change of opinion’ on ‘the subject of negro 
slavery’.101 And by 1878, fully understanding 
his own complicity in resisting immediate 
abolition, he named ‘the Abolition of Slav-
ery’ as the first great historical example where 
‘popular judgment’ was ‘more just than that of 
the higher orders’.102 What Gladstone had not 
learned at Oxford, he later observed, was to 
properly value ‘the imperishable and inestima-
ble principles of human liberty’.103 He regret-
ted his youthful Tory views, and subsequently 
changed both his opinions and his policies. 

While some today hold him morally 
responsible for slavery, others are wonder-
ing why a speech from 1833 is being wielded 
against him. When Brent Council in 2020 
raised the possibility of renaming Gladstone 
Park due to the family links to slavery, the 
Bulgarian Ambassador to the United King-
dom reminded the mayors of London and 
Brent that Gladstone was still a hero in Bul-
garia for supporting their 1876 uprising 
against the ‘Ottoman system of slavery’.104 
Gladstone’s maiden speech was naïve in some 
respects, and some of his views unpalatable 
200 years on, but his humanity was even then 
beginning to widen out.

Dr John Powell is Professor of History at Oklahoma 
Baptist University. He is currently at work on a biog-
raphy of ‘Young Gladstone’.
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