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people’s attitudes toward change were not entirely unrelated to their position in society. For 
example, Tories tended to come from the landed agricultural elite that had been long domi-
nant in England, whereas the Whigs were more likely to come from the rising commercial 
elite. Tories and Whigs also differed in their attitudes toward the relationship between 
church and state. The Tories tended to support the Church of England’s attempt to monopo-
lize religious and political life by barring people who did not belong to the Church of 
England from holding public office, whereas the Whigs tended to support religious 
toleration. These differences in social and economic background also influenced foreign 
policy preferences. Because Whigs were more associated with commerce, they tended to be 
more “internationalist” in their outlook. For instance, they were willing to finance Queen 
Anne’s military efforts because they saw such actions as important for protecting their com-
mercial interests. Tories, by contrast, tended toward isolationism—they supported only 
those claimants to the Crown who came from the British line of succession and sought to 
avoid continental royalty that might bring foreign entanglements.

As you can see, the embryonic parties at the end of the seventeenth and beginning of the 
eighteenth centuries tended to sort members of Parliament into two distinct camps that were 
cleaved along several dimensions. The correlation or mapping across these dimensions was 
not entirely perfect. For example, there were nonconformist Tories as well as Whigs repre-
senting rural districts. Similarly, some Tories joined with the Whigs in inviting William of 
Orange and, later, George of Hanover to pursue the British Crown. As is the case with mod-
ern political parties, some members toed the “party line” more comfortably on some issues 
than on others. On the whole, though, the Whigs and Tories comprised parliamentarians 
who shared views across different policy dimensions. It is (only) at this point that these “like-
minded” parliamentarians began to resemble what we would call a political party. Some of 
the policy dimensions along which Tories and Whigs competed at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century are shown in Table 14.3. As we will see, some of these same issue dimen-
sions have been central to party systems in other times and places as well.

Table 14.3      Some Dimensions of Whig-Tory Conflict

Whigs Tories

“Progress” “Tradition”

Limited government Monarchy

Gentry Nobility

Nonconformity and toleration High Church orthodoxy

Commerce Agriculture

Urban Rural

Internationalism Isolationism




