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WHIG, TORY, CONSERVATIVE, LIBERAL, LABOUR 

 

Whig 

With the English Civil War and subsequent Commonwealth republic in recent memory, converted Catholic king 

James II was allowed to succeed to the throne in 1685, to avoid the risk of a return to republicanism, but only on 

condition that his heirs must be Protestant. This split the English political establishment into Whigs (against a 

Catholic king) and Tories (in favour of a monarchy over republicanism). 

 

The term "Whig" was originally short for "whiggamor", a Scots term meaning "horse driver". During the reign of 

Charles I it became a political term of abuse aimed at strongly Protestant politicians, which in 1678 came to be 

applied to those who wanted to exclude James II from succession to the throne because he was a Roman 

Catholic. 

 

The Whigs supported constitutional monarchism (ie opposed to absolute rule by the monarch) and thus were the 

enemies of the previous Stuart kings and of Roman Catholicism. The first Whig government was formed in 1714 

and the Whigs remained politically dominant, largely because of fear of Tory association with the Jacobites 

(supporters of deposed Catholic James II and his son) until King George III came to the throne in 1760. 

 

The Whigs, led by Robert Walpole, thoroughly purged the Tories from all major positions in government, the army, 

the Church of England, the legal profession and local officials. They supported the great Protestant aristocratic 

families, the Protestant Hanoverian succession, toleration for non-conformist Protestants (the "dissenters," such 

as Presbyterians), emerging industrial interests and wealthy merchants. 

 

Tory 

The term "Tory" was originally short for "toraidhe" (now "torai"), an Irish term meaning "outlaw, robber", brought 

into use in 1678, at the same time as "Whig" and equally much as a term of political abuse for those who supported 

the claim to the throne of James II. 

 

The Tories represented the more conservative royalist supporters of Charles II, who endorsed a strong monarchy 

as a counterbalance to the power of Parliament, and who saw in the Whig opponents of the Court a quasi-

republican tendency (similar to that seen in the "Long Parliament" of 1640-1660) to strip the monarchy of its 

essential prerogative powers and leave the Crown as a puppet entirely dependent upon Parliament.  

 

Tory political philosophy continued to be based on the traditionalism and conservatism which originated with 

the Cavalier faction during the English Civil War of 1642-51. Tories generally advocated monarchism, were 

usually of an  Anglican High Church religious heritage, supported the landed interests of the gentry and were 

opposed to the radical liberalism of the Whigs. 

 

Conservative 

Conservative political philosophy blended many Tory social values with moderate Whig economic positions to 

create a new political ideology, in opposition to the French Revolution, led by Edmund Burke and William Pitt the 

Younger. Daring interventionism and a strong military was to prove a hallmark of Toryism under subsequent prime 

ministers. Because these Tories led the formation of the Conservative Party, members of the party are colloquially 

referred to as Tories, even if they are not traditionalists.  

 

From 1834, under the influence of Robert Peel, who was an industrialist rather than a landowner, the Tories 

underwent a fundamental transformation into Conservatives, with a philosophy of reforming what was bad while 

conserving what was good. Conservative became the official title in 1859. 

 

The first Tory government was formed in 1710, the last (led by Wellington) ended in 1830. The first Conservative 

government was formed in 1834, first led by Wellington, then Robert Peel, with subsequent periods of government 

led by Derby, Disraeli and Salisbury through the Victorian era. 

 

Liberal 

During the first half of the 19th century, the Whig political programme came to encompass the supremacy 

of Parliament over the monarch, support for free trade, Catholic emancipation, the abolition of slavery and 

expansion of the franchise (suffrage, meaning the right of the people to vote). These views were known as "liberal" 
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for decades until the Liberal party was formed in 1859 from a coalition of Whigs and of Tories and independents 

(known as Radicals) who supported free trade. The last Whig government had ended in 1846. 

 

Led by Palmerston, then Gladstone, the Liberal Party progressively lost the the support of the aristocrat Whigs, 

especially over the matter of Irish home rule in 1886 and in the earlier 20th century, when the separate Liberal 

Unionist party was formed by Joseph Chamberlain. 

 

The first Liberal government was formed in 1859, with the last majority Liberal government in power from 1906 to 

1915. Liberals shared power in various coalition governments during the first and second world wars and the 

depression of the 1930s and finally merged with the Social Democrats in 1988, becoming the Liberal Democrats. 

 

Labour  

During the later part of the 19th century, the Liberals supported "Labour" parliamentary candidates sponsored by 

the trade unions, to represent the working classes. The first Liberal-Labour members of parliament were elected 

in 1874, but a separate Labour party was not formed until 20 years later, led by Kier Hardie, and it was a further 

20 years before the first Labour government was elected in 1924, led by Ramsay MacDonald. 

 

Liberal Democrats 

In 1981 a group of Labour politicians with moderate views set up the Social Democratic Party, which in 1988 

merged with the Liberals to form the Social and Liberal Democrats, now known just as the Liberal Democrats. 

 


