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Reviews

The political rivalry between 
William Pitt the younger and 
Charles James Fox was legend-

ary at the time and the ongoing ramifi-
cations of that rivalry continue to affect 
politics even into the present day. In the 
early nineteenth century, as political 
parties in something approaching their 
modern form began to emerge, clubs 
named after these erstwhile antagonists 
sprang up in towns around the country, 
aiding the formation of the Whig and 
Tory parties. Indeed, in Cambridge a 
Pitt Club still exists, although its func-
tion is now much more social than politi-
cal, and the ground floor of its clubhouse 
is rented to a branch of a well-known 
pizza restaurant. 

Both Pitt and Fox, as the authors 
of this new dual biography note, have 
attracted considerable attention from his-
torians and biographers in the intervening 
period. Yet, while such important politi-
cal practitioners as Russell, Rosebery and 
William Hague have written about one or 
other of them, writing about their paral-
lel lives has been less common. This vol-
ume seeks to give equal attention to each 
of them, sometimes through telling their 
stories in separate chapters and sometimes 
through focusing on their interactions, 
as the unfolding narrative dictates. One 
of the authors has written more about 
the politics of the Foxite tradition and 
the other of the Pittite (although in the 
much more recent past) and the idea is that 
this twin perspective allows for a greater 
degree of balance in the assessment of 
these parallel lives than has sometimes 
been the case in works that have often 
approached the hagiographic.

The parallel lives approach also allows 
the opportunity to consider properly 
some of the shared features of the careers 
of Pitt and Fox and draw attention to 
their similarities. Both came from fami-
lies who had been involved in high-level 
politics for some time. Their fathers had 
been rivals, and occasional allies, dur-
ing the tempestuous politics of the 1750s. 

Both had a serious interest in the inherit-
ance of the classical world and modelled 
their oratory on its best exempla. Both 
were interested in parliamentary reform 
and engaged with some of the ideas put 
forward by Edmund Burke to mitigate 
some of the worst excesses of the unre-
formed British constitution. Likewise, 
both expressed a degree of enthusi-
asm for the abolition of the slave trade, 
although Fox was ultimately more cen-
tral than Pitt in pushing the legislation 
that led to abolition in 1807. Both also 
devoted their considerable reserves of 
mental and physical energy to the busi-
ness of politics and their overall health 
suffered as a result – the impact of poor 
health on the careers of many politicians 
before the advent of modern medicine is 
often underappreciated.

The authors are particularly good at 
recreating the parliamentary dynam-
ics of the contest between Pitt and Fox. 
They give a good impression of the ways 
in which they each used rather different 
techniques to get their respective mes-
sages across. Fox could be more bril-
liantly eloquent and able, for much of his 
career, to make emotional and persuasive 
speeches, regardless of his activities on 
the previous evening. Pitt, by contrast, 
was more forensic in his approach. He 
was able to weather the Foxite onslaught 
and, over time, incrementally won MPs 
over to his point of view. Two of the best 
examples of their contrasting oratorical 
styles are included in the appendices – 
Pitt’s 1783 dissection of the formation of 
the Fox–North coalition and Fox’s 1806 
speech against the slave trade.

The narrative flows easily and some 
of the more complicated and confus-
ing episodes of the period, such as the 
ministerial instability from the defeat at 
Yorktown in 1781 until the formation of 
Pitt’s first ministry in late 1783, are well 
explained. The reader gains a good sense 
of the wider cast of characters involved 
in the politics of the period, as well as of 
the continuing importance of familial 

connections and sociability. Fox was 
operating within an aristocratic Whig 
milieu, while Pitt’s friends from his 
time at Cambridge remained important 
throughout his political career.

As the authors acknowledge, histo-
rians have disagreed considerably about 
several important aspects of Pitt and 
Fox’s careers. The tone here is one that is 
generally more sympathetic to the view 
that Fox was the victim of royal preju-
dice, forced from office by unconstitu-
tional actions on George III’s part in 1783 
and kept out for the next two decades 
because of the king’s antipathy towards 
him. While the conclusion acknowl-
edges that Fox was not without charac-
ter flaws, it fails to draw the connection 
between subsequent efforts to memori-
alise Fox (and indeed Pitt) and the ways 
in which subsequent generations of his-
torians viewed them. We know that Fox 
became a hero for nineteenth-century 
Liberals and that later Conservatives 
placed great importance on Pitt as their 
ideological and political forebear. This 
book has a tendency to assume that the 
divisions between Whigs and Tories that 
were central to nineteenth-century poli-
tics and the emergence of a two-party 
system were already readily apparent, 
even if not to such an extent, in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century. In this 
it goes against the broad historiographi-
cal consensus that argues that Toryism 
disappeared as an effective political and 
parliamentary force at some point in the 
middle of the eighteenth century, only to 
re-emerge with the same name but argu-
ably different central ideological concerns 
in the early nineteenth century. Thus, 
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the more interesting question about the 
rivalry between Pitt and Fox is not so 
much about seeing them as representatives 
of opposing political traditions as about 
the legacy of earlier eighteenth-century 
Whiggery and the political lessons to be 
derived from the Glorious Revolution of 
1688. Here, it might be said that Fox was 
interested in the spirit of 1688, while Pitt 

was more concerned about the letter. For 
Pitt, 1688 had defined a once-and-for-all 
constitutional settlement that needed to 
be upheld, while Fox was willing to see 
it as encompassing a set of principles that 
might find new expression in changing 
circumstances.

Despite this caveat, the authors have 
provided a thoroughly readable account 

of the political and parliamentary his-
tory of the period that amply illustrates 
why good political history remains 
attractive to publishers and readers alike.
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