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C H A P T E R 1

Victorian visions of global order: an introduction

Duncan Bell

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

For much of the nineteenth-century Britain, standing at the heart of a vast
and intricate network of power and patronage, dominated global politics.
The Victorian empire was the largest that the world had ever known,
spanning all the continents and oceans of the planet, and shaping the
lives of hundreds of millions of people. The political, cultural, and eco-
nomic dynamics of our own age bear the imprint of this tangled history.

The British empire is the subject of a vast scholarly literature.1 In recent
years a fertile, and rapidly expanding, subfield has investigated the multiple
ways in which empires have been theorised – imagined, explained, justi-
fied, and criticised.2 This dovetails neatly with a strand of scholarship that
explores the development of international thought, analysing how thinkers
of previous generations conceived of the nature and significance of political
boundaries, and the relations between discrete communities.3 The spatial
reorientation of intellectual history has been catalysed by two broader
developments: a fixation, ranging across the social sciences and humanities,
on the dynamics and normative status of globalisation, and more recently,
a concern with the revival of empire, driven primarily by American foreign
policy.4 As well as highlighting the richness of past thinking about empire
and international relations, scholars have demonstrated that much of what
has been greeted as exhilaratingly original in current thinking about global
politics, has roots deep in the history of western political reflection. As
Istvan Hont argues, for example, there is little that is conceptually novel in
contemporary accounts of globalisation, and issues such as the complex
and potentially destabilising relationship between international commerce
and state sovereignty were staple topics in eighteenth century political
discourse.5

Yet despite the surge of interest in the history of imperialism over the last
quarter of a century, the array of arguments addressing the Victorian
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empire, and the practices of nineteenth-century international politics more
generally, have received surprisingly little sustained attention from histor-
ians of political thought. Victorian Visions of Global Order seeks to help
fill a significant gap in both intellectual history and the history of political
theory, through exploring some of the most prominent and interesting
ways in which thinkers based in Britain imagined the past, present, and
future of global politics during the long years of Queen Victoria’s reign
(1837–1901).

In The Expansion of England (1883) J. R. Seeley lambasted ‘our childish
mode of arranging history’.6 He was referring to the common tendency to
partition, label, and judge the past according to which monarch happened
to be sitting on the throne, whether Elizabeth, George III, or Victoria. In so
doing, he suggested, the historical imagination was constrained, the iden-
tification of long-term patterns of continuity and change obscured. This
charge carries considerable weight, and the authors of the following chap-
ters do not stick rigidly to the exact span of Victoria’s rule, sometimes
reaching further back in time to trace connections with the intellectual
worlds of preceding decades, even centuries, and sometimes moving for-
ward into the early twentieth century. A case can nevertheless be made for
examining the Victorian period as a distinctive era, both politically and
intellectually. The 1830s saw the end of what J. G. A. Pocock, following
Reinhart Koselleck, refers to as the ‘sattelzeit’, an era of disruption and
transformation in patterns of discourse, conceptions of temporality, and
understandings of the political universe, which began in the mid-eighteenth
century and intensified over the revolutionary period and during the
Napoleonic wars. Pocock argues that this period witnessed the end of ‘early
modernity’ and the birth of ‘the modern’.7 Liberalism was its most sig-
nificant progeny. In Britain the Roman Catholic Relief Act (1829) and the
Reform Act (1832) ushered in a new era, marked above all by the rise of
liberalism, the slow gestation of democracy, the increasing importance of
ideas about nationality and ‘national character’, and the move from mer-
cantilism to free trade.8 The 1830s also witnessed a distinct break in the
dramatis personae of theoretical debate. The decade saw the death of Jeremy
Bentham (1832) and Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1834), intellectual polestars
of their generation, whilst Thomas Macaulay, F. D. Maurice, Thomas
Carlyle, and John Stuart Mill, to name only some of the more influential,
rose to prominence.9 Mill’s celebrated ‘reaction’ of the nineteenth century
against the eighteenth, while exaggerated, was not completely illusory. The
1830s likewise signalled the end of what C. A. Bayly labels the ‘first age of
global imperialism’. He argues that the European drive for overseas empire
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can be divided into three main epochs. If the first saw the European states
beginning their brutal march across the globe between 1520 and 1620, and
the third, stretching through much of the nineteenth-century and reaching
its pinnacle in the ‘Scramble for Africa’ from the 1880s onwards, saw them
fight over the remaining unoccupied territories, it was the middle epoch,
reaching from 1760 to 1830 and driven by the imperatives and might of the
‘fiscal military state’, that saw the greatest ‘percentage of the world’s
resources and population seized and redistributed’.10 It was also the first
that was truly global in reach, encompassing territories in south and
southeast Asia, North America, Australasia, much of the middle east, and
southern Africa. Victorian imperialism deepened and extended these
foundations.

The end of Victoria’s reign is less clearly defined; the customary terminal
date for the long nineteenth century is 1914. Nevertheless, the South
African War (1899–1902), which acted as such a shock to British publics
and elites alike, was a significant point of rupture, and can act as a
convenient point to frame the volume. Victoria had been buried before it
reached its bitter conclusion. At the century’s end, Britain had entered the
democratic age, albeit partially and often grudgingly, attacks on the shib-
boleth of free trade were on the rise, socialism in its diverse forms was
gaining some adherents and more enemies, and organic and welfarist
theories of state and society dominated debate. Liberalism was on the
retreat, its recrudescence in the wake of Chamberlain’s tariff reform
campaign imminent but not yet discernable.11

The term ‘visions of global order’ captures something important about
many of the positions covered in this book.12 It signifies both the ambi-
tion and the prophetic mode of enunciation that characterised much of the
thinking about empire and international politics during the century,
highlighting the all-encompassing nature of many Victorian theoretical
projects. This was an age of grand (and grandiose) theorising. It was also
an age in which intellectual generalists thrived, and the crossing of what in
the twentieth century many would come to regard as sturdy disciplinary
walls was the norm. It is very hard to separate ‘the political’ (or ‘political
theory’) from other domains of nineteenth-century thought – it was
embedded in, and shaped by, political economy, theology, jurisprudence,
the emerging social sciences, especially anthropology, literature, and the
writing of history.13 Much of the most influential and interesting political
thinking was articulated, moreover, in registers and formats that often
escape the eye of historians of political theory, who have tended to focus
on canonical figures even as they seek to locate them in their multifarious
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contexts. This is a valuable exercise, but when applied to the Victorians,
and especially when probing the history of international and imperial
thought, it can lead to omission and distortion. There are few ‘canonical’
figures to examine, which has meant, in practice, that a great deal of
attention has been lavished on John Stuart Mill.14 Whilst this has led to a
much fuller understanding of the centrality of empire in his political
vision, Mill has frequently, and usually implausibly, stood in as represen-
tative of his time, and in particular of liberal attitudes to conquest and
imperial rule. Consequently, wider patterns of thought and contrasting
political and theoretical tendencies have often been elided.15 It is impor-
tant to avoid basing sweeping generalisations about a vibrant and conflict-
strewn intellectual environment on a very limited range of sources; and
it is also essential to recognise the different registers, outlets, and modes
of systematic political reflection that shaped the intellectual life of the
time.16 Any comprehensive exploration of Victorian imperial and inter-
national thought must traverse both sophisticated theory and more
mundane forms of speculative, reflective or prescriptive political dis-
course. Following this injunction, the chapters in this volume range
from detailed historical reconstructions of public policy debates to
analyses of some of the most complicated political theorising of the era,
in doing so encompassing figures as diverse as W. E. Gladstone, Frederic
Harrison, L. T. Hobhouse, J. A. Hobson, H. M. Hyndman, James
Lorimer, Henry Maine, Karl Marx, John Stuart Mill, D. G. Ritchie,
Wilfred Scawen Blunt, J. R. Seeley, Herbert Spencer, Travers Twiss,
and John Westlake.

The languages used to theorise world order have an extensive and
intricate history; much of our own vocabulary emerged or assumed its
current meanings during the long nineteenth century. Jeremy Bentham
coined the term ‘international’ in 1789 to replace the ‘law of nations’ as an
appellation for law that extended beyond the state, governing the ‘mutual
transactions of sovereigns’.17 Today it is so commonly employed that its
genealogy is often forgotten, as is its problematic formulation, which
stresses ‘nation’ where it invariably refers to ‘state’.18 The terms associated
with empire (including imperialism, imperial, colony, and colonisation)
also have highly complex histories, some stretching back millennia, others
of far more recent provenance. Here is not the place to chart these histories,
but it is worth indicating that the meaning of empire was not fixed during
the nineteenth century, connoting as it did an assortment of different, and
sometimes contradictory, processes and political forms. During the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, the term ‘empire’ signified the lands
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comprising the Three Kingdoms of Britain and Ireland, and it was only in
the second quarter of the eighteenth century that it became popular as a
designation for the totality of the British state and its overseas territories,
principally lands in the Caribbean and North America.19 Although its
terms of reference varied, it was widely employed throughout the
Victorian age. For some, it meant simply the full array of British posses-
sions throughout the world; for others, it was used in a more differentiated
sense, referring, for example, to the British empire in India, the empire of
settlement, and so forth.20 Whilst acknowledging that Britain possessed an
empire in India, Africa, and the Caribbean, Seeley denied that the colonies
in Australia, New Zealand, the Cape, and Canada constituted an empire
‘in the ordinary sense of the word’, preferring to see them as an integral part
of a British ‘world-state’.21 Differentiation often followed from the con-
flicting lessons the Victorians drew from ancient Roman and Greek modes
of foreign rule, although it also frequently expressed the semantic vague-
ness that characterised much political discourse at the time.22

‘Imperialism’, meanwhile, was a term used for much of the Victorian
period to characterise the purportedly despotic municipal politics of
France; it was only in the 1870s that it entered mainstream usage to refer
to aggressive policies of foreign conquest, and even then confusion over its
meaning was rife.23 These definitional conflicts continue to this day, most
conspicuously in the emotive debates over whether or not the United States
should be classified as an empire, and if so, whether it represents a
depressing continuation of western imperial history, or a significant
break from it. The history of political thought provides ample ammunition
for all sides, replete as it is with diverse and sometimes incongruous
accounts of the character of empires, colonies, and imperialism.

I I . P O L I T I C A L A N D I N T E L L E C T U A L C O N T E X T S

Historians conventionally divide the Victorian period into early, middle and
late, although they often differ over the precise demarcation points.24 In this
short introduction it would be foolhardy to attempt either a comprehensive
account of the manifold social, political, economic, and intellectual,
developments spanning the era or an exhaustive synthesis of recent scholar-
ship.25 It is useful, however, to briefly outline some of the basic features that
historians have identified as shaping the character of British political life
in the decades under discussion in this book, both to establish the general
historiographical context and to highlight the ways in which the following
chapters conform with and challenge these lines of interpretation.

Victorian visions of global order: an introduction 5



In very general terms, the early years of Victoria’s reign, up until the
1850s, were marked by pessimism and apprehension. Emerging victorious
from over a decade of war against Napoleonic France, the country was soon
riven by internal discord and unrest. Indeed the first half of the century was
characterised, argues Boyd Hilton, by ‘a constant sensation of fear – fear of
revolution, of the masses, of crime, famine, and poverty, of disorder and
instability, and for many people even fear of pleasure’.26 Apocalyptic
visions of bloody revolution alarmed and energised the ruling elite, leading
to harsh punitive legislation and then, following an acrimonious struggle,
to limited franchise reform. All of this took place in the context of rapid
industrialisation and urbanisation, which simultaneously re-calibrated the
economy and uprooted many traditional ways of life. Aside from the
Reform Act, the other key piece of legislation was the repeal of the Corn
Laws in 1846, a defining moment in British history, and one that was to
play a pivotal role in the political imagination for the remainder of the
century. As a result of constitutional reform, the crushing of dissent, the
strength of popular conservatism, the flexibility of the governing elite,
increasing affluence, and, argues Miles Taylor, the existence of an imperial
system that lowered the tax burden on the middle classes and simul-
taneously provided a ‘safety valve’ for the removal of political agitators
and excess population, Britain escaped an eruption of revolutionary fer-
vour in 1848.27 The mid-century years saw the flowering of a more
optimistic mood; the 1851 Great Exhibition, a paean to British confidence,
economic dynamism, and political power, symbolically inaugurated a new
era. The period stretching from the early 1850s to the late 1870s is often
seen, indeed, as an ‘age of equipoise’ characterised by ‘stability, optimism,
social solidarity, relative affluence, and liberality’.28 ‘Old corruption’ was
defeated; a popular monarch sat on the throne.29 The previous social
discord receded into the background, partly through exhaustion and partly
through clever government intervention, whilst the economy flourished.
Despite occasional invasion ‘scares’, there was no serious threat to the
territorial integrity of the United Kingdom.30

This optimism was soon to falter: during the closing years of Victoria’s
reign, and especially from the 1880s onwards, the horizon once again
darkened, although not to the degree seen earlier in the century. Global
competition, both economic and geopolitical, seemed more intense and
threatening. The swift rise of a unified Germany flaunting its imperial
ambitions, the post-Civil War dynamism of the United States, the percep-
tion of a menacing Russian threat in the East: all generated consternation.
Such concerns triggered the publication of numerous popular novels and
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short stories envisaging the outbreak and trajectory of future wars that the
British would fight against a variety of enemies, most commonly
Germany.31 This was also the period of the rapacious ‘Scramble for
Africa’, as the European powers sought to divide up the remaining terri-
tories of that vast continent.32 Domestic political clashes turned increas-
ingly bitter, especially over the extension of the franchise, the prospect of
Irish Home Rule, and then the war in South Africa. The economy was
thought to be in free-fall, whilst the ‘social question’ once again raised its
head.33 Individuals across the political mainstream feared the perfidious
march of ‘socialism’, a term vague even by the prevailing standards of
political argument, seeing it as a potential threat to all that had been
achieved during the century. When Victoria died in 1901 the political
elite of the country was deeply divided.

The chapters in this volume offer considerable support to this tripartite
historical narrative. The repeal of the Corn Laws generated, as Anthony
Howe argues in his contribution, an outbreak of optimism about the pacific
effects of international trade, which was (partly) extinguished in the closing
two decades of the century by a bleaker assessment of the international
situation, and a loss of confidence in the powers of free trade to overcome
dangerous rivalries. Casper Sylvest highlights how the mid-century years
witnessed the blooming of international law, regarded by many of its
proponents as a key agent for fostering moral progress in world politics.
Likewise, as I examine in my own chapter, during the last three decades of
the century international competition and domestic unease intensified
interest in the settler colonies, for many people saw the immense expanses
of land across the Atlantic and in the South Pacific as a means of guaran-
teeing British power and prestige, as well as spaces in which to foster a new
breed of rugged imperial patriots.

But a number of chapters also complicate the standard picture. In
particular, the view of the mid-Victorian era as an age of equipoise needs
to be balanced by a recognition of the existence of widespread anxiety over
Britain’s place in the world. Arrogance and pride co-existed with appre-
hension and frustration. Looking back on the early 1850s, Henry Maine
told his Cambridge audience in 1888 that the ‘generation of William
Whewell may be said to have had a dream of peace’, exemplified by the
atmosphere surrounding the Great Exhibition, but the ‘buildings of this
Temple of Peace had hardly been removed when war broke out again,
more terrible than ever’, and he pointed to the Crimean War (1854–6) as
inaugurating a new period of conflict. To believers in the possibility of
peace this represented ‘a bitter deception’.34 The campaign in the Crimea
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demonstrated the ineptness of the British Army, whilst the Sepoy
Rebellion (1857–8) and the prolonged controversy that followed
Governor Eyre’s brutal repression of the Morant Bay rebellion in
Jamaica (1865) highlighted the precarious hold of the British over their
subject populations, challenged (as Karuna Mantena argues in her chapter)
the very foundations of the liberal imperial mission, and served to harden
racial attitudes.35 British failure to help the Danish, as had been promised,
over Schleswig-Holstein in 1864, the devastating Prussian victory over
Austria at Königgrätz in 1866, and increasing unease at the potential
bellicosity of Napoleon III, all fuelled fears that British power was eroding
dangerously. This does not mean that the equipoise was illusory – and it is
important to remember that many commentators at the time thought that
international and imperial affairs, aside from moments of high drama, such
as wars, resonated little with the public36 – but rather that the relationship
between domestic and foreign affairs needs to be conceived in a more
nuanced and dynamic manner.37

The political languages that the Victorians drew on and developed were
constantly evolving. Most prominent of all was liberalism, the subject of
many chapters in this volume. Analysing the development and structure of
liberalism is a formidably difficult task. This is mainly because it is what
Raymond Geuss terms a ‘Janus-faced historical phenomena’, simultan-
eously comprising a constantly shifting abstract theoretical structure, ‘a
collection of characteristic arguments, ideals, values, and concepts’, and a
complex ‘social reality, a political movement that is at least partially
institutionalized in organized parties’. Such an amalgam presents difficul-
ties for ‘traditional forms of philosophy’ – and, it might be added, tradi-
tional forms of the history of philosophy – which tend to focus on the
‘analysis and evaluation of relatively well-defined arguments’, not on the
dynamics of political contestation, and the interweaving of principled
argumentation, rhetorical ploys, tactical manoeuvre, and power.38 The
term liberal was first used in Spain circa 1810 to refer to a political party
demanding the circumscription of royal power and the creation of a
constitutional monarchy modelled on that in Britain.39 It was employed
in Britain increasingly from the 1830s onwards.40 Drawing on a variety of
different (and sometimes conflicting) intellectual positions, including
Benthamite utilitarianism, classical political economy, the historical socio-
logy of the Scottish enlightenment, civic humanism, and long-standing
whiggish organicism, liberalism in its diverse and competing forms shaped
the political thought (if not always the political practice) of much of the
Victorian age. It underwent constant adaptation and reinvention: at
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various junctures its proponents drew on, reacted against, or incorporated
numerous influences, including evolutionary theories (both pre- and post-
Darwinian), continental political thought, especially Comte and Saint-
Simon, the marginalist revolution in economics, and various shifts in the
philosophical current, particularly the rise of idealism, to name only a few
of the more significant.41 The Liberal party, which had emerged from the
shell of the Whigs, and also incorporated Peelite Tories and a miscellan-
eous collection of Radicals, dominated parliamentary politics for much of
the mid-Victorian era, until it fragmented over Home Rule in the 1880s.42

Even after this parliamentary collapse, however, liberal thought remained
vibrant, mutating as its advocates wrestled with the lessons taught by the
idealists who, following the inspirational example of T. H. Green, had
come to dominate British philosophical debate.43

Mirroring the general influence of liberalism, much of the international
thought of the mid- and late-Victorian periods can be seen as composing a
species of ‘liberal internationalism’. Encompassing figures as diverse as
Cobden, Mill, Maine, Sidgwick, Spencer, Hobson, and Hobhouse, liberal
internationalism was powered by the twin engines of international law and
international commerce, its adherents (often adopting the mantle of
prophets) believing that when combined and properly directed the two
could generate a transformation in international ‘morality’, ushering in a
new, more harmonious age. The international domain, so it was argued,
need not be governed by the ruthless logic of militaristic competition and
incessant conflict. There were, of course, many different strains of this
loose (and often imprecisely articulated) cluster of beliefs, and it spanned
intellectual and sometimes even party political divides.44 There were also
assorted positions that stood in opposition to it – including pacifism,
promoted with varying degrees of enthusiasm by the more radical members
of the energetic peace movement, a plethora of socialist and Marxist visions
of world order, the pragmatic realism of Lord Salisbury, forms of jingoistic
imperialism, as well as the glorification of war, albeit quite rare in Britain,
that Karma Nabulsi has helpfully labelled ‘martialism’.45 Nevertheless,
liberal internationalism was probably the most widespread mode of think-
ing about global politics during the closing decades of the century, at least
among the intellectual elite. Its influence lasted well into the twentieth
century, and continues to this day.46

One of the main fault-lines running through nineteenth-century British
visions of global order concerned the role of the empire. Victorian thinkers
tended to divide the world into different imaginative spheres, each gen-
erating radically diverse sociological accounts and competing ethical
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claims. The most important divide separated the ‘civilised’ and the ‘non-
civilised’ (savage or barbarian) spheres, and it was argued that the relations
between civilised communities should assume a very different form from
those governing the relations between the civilised and non-civilised. This
distinction did not preclude the existence of considerable variation within
each category – it allowed, for example, the construction of elaborate
hierarchies of civilised states, as well as differentiation between types of
‘savage’. But there was no consensus on how or where to draw the lines,
on the actual content of civilisation, or over how deeply ingrained the
distinctions were. Levels of civilisation could be assessed in relation to the
socially dominant modes of theology, ascribed racial characteristics, tech-
nological superiority, political institutions, the structure of family life and
gender relations, economic success, individual moral and intellectual
capacity, or (as was typically the case) some combination of these. This
bifocal, though fluid, conception of global order provided the theoretical
foundations for justifying empire: it simultaneously deprived ‘non-civilised’
communities of the protective sovereign rights that were held to govern
relations between the ‘civilised’ states while legitimating conquest in the
name of spreading civilisation.47

Most nineteenth-century British political thinkers supported empire in
one form or another, but this allowed for significant variation in the
intensity of their support, the types of arguments offered in its defence,
and the actual shape, size, and purpose of the empire envisaged. There were
also notable critics of empire and imperialism, most famously Richard
Cobden and Herbert Spencer, and the various positivist and socialist
writers examined by Gregory Claeys in his contribution to this volume.48

Sweeping claims about the political thought of the time – for example,
about the inescapable connections between liberalism and empire, often
generated by a reading of Mill’s work – neglect much of the theoretical and
political diversity of the era. The following chapters seek to paint a far
richer picture of the time, one that stresses the variability, conflict, and
dissonance, as well as the continuities, in conceptions of empire and
international politics.

I I I . S T R U C T U R E O F T H E B O O K

The book opens with Anthony Howe’s panoramic account of the ‘rise and
fall’ of the ideology of free trade. The Repeal of the Corn Laws, combined
with the 1847 Repeal of the Navigation Acts, propelled the British state into
a new political and economic age, a transition that was to have profound
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consequences for both domestic and international politics. Alongside the
scale and prestige of the empire, free trade came to define Britain’s role, as
well as the sources of its power, on the global stage. It also formed, as Howe
has written elsewhere, an essential element in popular political identity.49

Howe traces the emergence of the ideology, noting its roots in the eight-
eenth century and stressing the way in which following 1846 the argument
over the potential costs and benefits of free trade was largely supplanted by
conflict over its scope and consequences. For moderate advocates, free
trade was primarily an instrument for re-calibrating Britain’s economic
relations with other countries, creating increased prosperity and, it was
hoped, more friendly political interaction. For other, more ambitious
devotees, including Cobden and Spencer, free trade would help to erase
the scourge of war, undermine the feudal passions of patriotism, and help
to dissolve the bonds of empire. After reaching a peak of optimism in the
1860s, there followed, contends Howe, a period of retrenchment, vigorous
nationalism, neo-mercantilism, and military aggression – a time, that is, of
‘imperial globalisation’. Thus, contrary to many recent accounts, the
apogee of free trade was to be found not in the years immediately preceding
the First World War, but rather forty years beforehand.

The following two chapters chart the evolution of international law.
Focusing on the character and foundations of international law, Casper
Sylvest revises the standard narrative that describes the gradual, but inex-
orable, defeat of natural law by positivism.50 This whiggish story, implying
a simple linear progression, occludes as much as it illuminates. As Sylvest
demonstrates, naturalism was never fully supplanted, and indeed positi-
vism and naturalism co-existed – sometimes comfortably, sometimes in
tension – within British conceptions of international law well into the
twentieth century. He argues that British international legal thought can be
divided into three periods. Between 1835–55 international law began to
emerge as a self-contained subfield, albeit one that tended to anchor
jurisprudence in theology. Between 1855–70 international lawyers
became increasingly confident, securing new institutional respectability,
and secular accounts of law and morality began to displace theological
arguments. Finally, after 1870 the role of evolutionary theories (coupled to
the idea of civilisation) provided authoritative new foundations for legal
reasoning. Throughout the century British lawyers battled the ‘spectre of
Austin’, the argument by the Benthamite theorist that ‘laws properly so
called’ rested on a command theory of sovereignty, requiring a determinate
and identifiable source, and that international law was consequently merely
a tissue of custom and convention, a moral rule not a law.51 The ultimate
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resolution to this problem, argues Sylvest, was to be found in the idea of
legal evolution, of ‘international law as law in the making’, which ‘obtained
a standing in international legal argument that was not far removed from
that formerly occupied by ‘‘natural law’’’.

Jennifer Pitts explores the debate amongst the emerging international
legal community over the boundaries of civilisation, and hence over the
legitimate membership of international society.52 There was no consensus
on the exact criteria for and scope of membership, and jurists and public
commentators adumbrated a wide variety of arguments. Most believed in
the dualistic nature of global politics, stressing the moral and hence
juridical superiority of the civilised over the barbarous, although there
were a few dissenters, located mainly outside the professional ranks of
the lawyers, who challenged this myopic arrogance. Pitts argues that
international lawyers placed the idea of civilisation at the centre of their
conception of law, and in particular she illustrates how they focused on the
notion of ‘capacity as reciprocity’, ‘rendered variously as an ethical notion
particular to certain religions, or as a capacity of cognition or will’, to
determine which states should be granted the prized membership of
civilisation. The Ottoman empire, the Indian princely states, African
kingdoms, as well as Native American regimes, were usually excluded for
reasons including ‘civilizational backwardness, a lack of sufficiently
abstract notions of justice [and] the hostility of Islamic states to infidels’.
The Ottoman empire generated the most heated debate, while the standing
of Asian commercial states, and in particular China, was also a topic of
intense deliberation. Pitts highlights the tensions inherent in, and also the
occasional opposition to, jurisprudential attempts to delineate the civilised
from the barbarian, and she traces the role of such debates in legitimating
the ideas and practices of international law, noting the role that legal
positivism played in challenging universalism, and suggesting, ultimately,
that the Victorian boundaries of international law were often less fluid and
open than those of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

Sandra den Otter and Karuna Mantena both concentrate on India. Den
Otter analyses the attempt by reformers, mainly utilitarians, to codify
Indian law. In doing so she highlights how shifting ideas about colonial
law were bound up with justifications of imperial legitimacy and under-
standings of the foundations and evolution of social order. ‘Victorian
political thinkers were a pivotal part of a trans-national exchange in the
ideas and practice of civil society and government.’ Law, ‘the gospel of the
English’, as James Fitzjames Stephens called it, was often considered both a
gift of the civilised to the barbarian and a key to the efficacy of British
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imperial administration.53 The 1860s and 1870s saw the most ambitious
period of law-making, as much Hindu and Muslim customary law was
codified with the intention of rendering it ‘rational, lucid and intelligible to
all’, usually with negative consequences: ‘Colonial interventions distorted
indigenous law and then, rather than interjecting dynamic growth, tended
to ossify the distortions.’ From the 1860s onwards, various currents of
evolutionary thinking led to a greater emphasis on comparative accounts of
social development, and this emphasis served both to strengthen and
destabilise universalism. Den Otter demonstrates the methodological
imperative of interweaving analyses of theory and practice, arguing that
an actual engagement with Indian policy-making led many theorists to
modify their thinking about the universality of law, Henry Maine foremost
amongst them. As Maine wrote, in the light of experience the scholar of
India does not completely reverse ‘his accustomed political maxims, but
revises them, and admits that they may be qualified under the influence of
circumstance and time’.54 Den Otter argues that this modification was not
simply the product of the practical difficulties encountered in colonial
administration, but of ambiguities in underlying theories of legislation and
civil society that were emphasised and exacerbated by an immersion in
Indian policy-making.

Casting her eye over the century, Mantena argues that the optimistic
missionary zeal of the liberal imperialists reached its climax in the middle
decades of the century, before gradually losing intellectual plausibility and
political support in the face of a number of challenges. A series of events,
especially the Sepoy Rebellion, the Eyre controversy, and the Ilbert Bill
crisis (1883), combined to undermine the belief of the earlier liberal
reformers (most notably John Stuart Mill) that subject populations could
be transformed, through a combination of incentives and coercion, into a
civilised people fit for self-government. It no longer looked so straightfor-
ward, and a reconsideration of the sociological and anthropological found-
ations of the civilising mission led to a shift in the justification of empire
and the type of imperial government advocated. Under the influence of the
‘comparative approach’, an anthropological turn in imperial thought
stressed the immense difficulty, the potential dangers, and even the ethical
problems, of uprooting ‘traditional’ ways of life and forms of community.55

It was this mode of thinking, which had been pioneered by Maine, that
helped to legitimate the policy of ‘indirect rule’.56

Georgios Varouxakis examines a neglected topic that was of considerable
importance during the nineteenth century, namely the role of ‘greatness’ in
political thought. This was a debate mainly about status within the
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‘civilised’ world. In particular, he focuses on the ways in which liberal
thinkers of various stripes – principally John Stuart Mill, Walter Bagehot,
J. R. Seeley, John Robertson, Lord Acton, James Fitzjames Stephens, and
Matthew Arnold – conceived of the conditions necessary for characteris-
ing a state as ‘great’. Varouxakis outlines the competing conceptions of
the ideal configuration of territoriality, nationhood, and the state.
Emphasising the variability of the proposed conditions of greatness, he
notes that for most Victorian thinkers greatness was equated with size, and
as such they challenged both the viability of an international system
characterised by massive asymmetries in scale and also the value of living
in a small state. Great states, it was proclaimed, bred great individuals.
Others, however, had a more complex attitude towards greatness. Small
states could, it was countered, be great – think only of Athens or Florence.
In such units, political debate was vibrant, civil society strong, and virtue
could flourish along with power. John Stuart Mill argued that the key lay in
the level of ‘civilisation’ that had been reached, and the prestige that others
assigned to the state. For Arnold, greatness was ‘a spiritual condition’,
excellence that attracted the ‘love, interest, and admiration’ of mankind.57

Large states, in this reading, often displayed torpor, sluggishness, and, that
great source of Victorian apprehension, ‘stagnation’ and decay. Varouxakis
concludes by suggesting that as the century drew to a close the dominant
mid- and late-Victorian equation between size and greatness was beginning
to loosen, with thinkers such as Robertson lambasting those (notably
Seeley) who denigrated small countries and basked in the hubristic glory
of vast territorial extent.

One of the main gaps in both the ‘new imperial history’ of the last
twenty years and the more recent interest in the history of imperial thought
concerns the role of the settlement empire (spanning what we know now as
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, as well as parts of South Africa).
From the 1870s onwards these colonies played an increasingly important
role in the British imperial imagination. This period witnessed the flower-
ing of the idea of Greater Britain, a vision in which the ‘mother country’
and the colonies were conceived of as a single political community.58 The
debate over Greater Britain was driven by a combination of two mutually
reinforcing anxieties: fear over the potentially deleterious consequences of
domestic political reform, especially in light of the world-historical rise of
democracy; and fear about the increasing levels of international competi-
tion, both political and economic. This resulted in numerous calls for the
creation of a globe-spanning British polity, encompassing the rapidly
expanding colonial communities. This polity would act as a bulwark
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against the encroaching threats, deterring potential competitors whilst
simultaneously providing an outlet that, through a proposed system of
systematic emigration, would deflate the danger of political revolt or
degeneration at home and populate the colonies with increasing numbers
of imperial patriots. In my own contribution to the volume, I examine the
ambitious vision of Greater Britain as a global state. Most of the propo-
nents of Greater Britain were less adventurous, advocating a variety of
proposals for drawing the colonies and the ‘mother country’ into closer
relations, including the construction of non-legislating Advisory Councils
and the election of colonial representatives to parliament. A few, including
some of the most prominent, went further, and I examine the genealogy of
their ideas and the forms that the global state was supposed to assume.

Gareth Stedman Jones’s chapter traces Karl Marx’s views on the char-
acter of empire and imperialism. Both deeply embedded in Victorian
society and alienated from it, Marx wrote on imperial questions over an
extended period of time, although as Stedman Jones highlights, his views
changed significantly towards the end of his life. Initially Marx held fast to
the same assumptions of the superiority of European civilisation that were
so widespread amongst nineteenth-century thinkers, drawing much of his
understanding of non-western societies from literature published during
the 1810s and 1820s. His views on Eastern despotism, and on the caste-
bound nature and ‘passive immobility’ of Indian society, helped generate
his ambivalence about the British empire in India. In the 1850s he criticised
the motivations and many of the consequences of British rule, while
insisting nevertheless that in bringing advanced technologies, industry,
and bureaucratic rationality to a backward society, the British were helping
to lay the foundations for a necessary social revolution. They were serving
as the ‘unconscious tool of history’ by releasing the potential energies of the
Indian people.59 Stedman Jones argues, however, that during the 1870s
Marx’s position shifted, and that this was part of a general theoretical
reorientation. In moving from a ‘post-capitalist’ to an ‘anti-capitalist’
stance, and utilising newly published ethnological writings, Marx began
to see capitalism as entirely destructive, rather than as the Promethean
agency that he had previously imagined. Modelling a socialist future on a
primordial past, he saw no role for capitalism (and hence capitalist
empires) in positively transforming the world, instead preferring to seek
inspiration in a romantic view of ancient and uncorrupted primitive
communities.60

Peter Cain examines the fervent debate over Disraeli’s imperial policy.
This is a study in the manipulation of political language and in the politics
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of unintended consequences. He argues that Disraeli was defeated by a
coalition of two normally distinct political groups, and that both, in this
instance, employed a long-standing anti-imperial language of ‘popular
radicalism’. This language stretched back to Thomas Paine and remained
in circulation on the radical fringe of liberalism in the late Victorian era,
where its most sophisticated advocate was Herbert Spencer. The first,
and most consistent, proponents of this view were radicals who regarded
imperialism as a throwback to a feudal age – a ‘militant’ society in
Spencer’s terminology – and as a bar to progress. ‘They came to see it as
nothing less than an attempt to set in reverse the long march towards
liberty and constitutionalism that . . . they saw as the great and glorious
achievement of English history, the foundation of its commercial vigour, of
its opulence, and of its standing in the world.’61 However Gladstone,
strongly influenced by his devout Christianity, also drew on this language,
utilising it to great effect in his assault on the foreign and imperial policy of
Disraeli’s Tory party during the famous Midlothian campaign in 1879–80.
When directed at Disraeli, this critique was often tinged with anti-
semitism. The temporary alignment between the radical and Whig wings
of the Liberal party proved decisive in defeating Disraeli’s ambitions, but
the political cost to the Liberals was very high. The vitriol with which
Gladstone attacked Disraeli served to mask their many points of agree-
ment, and painted the liberal mainstream in an anti-imperial light that was
misleading, and which as a result lost the party considerable support and
haunted it over the following years.

Gregory Claeys explores some of the most powerful lines of ‘anti-
imperialist’ thought that emerged among the diverse elements of the
British ‘left’ during the closing decades of the nineteenth century, and
onwards into the twentieth. He shows how the proponents of a number of
distinct visions came together from the 1860s onwards, in a powerful
‘coalescence of views’, to offer a systematic and (relatively) sophisticated
critique of the economic, political, social, and psychological roots of
imperialism. He explores three ‘interrelated paths to an ideal of human-
itarian foreign policy’: positivism, represented forcefully by Frederic
Harrison, which came to prominence during the 1860s; the idiosyncratic
Pan-Islamism of the (inappropriately) self-styled ‘conservative nationalist’
Wilfred Scawen Blunt; and the revival of socialism in the 1880s, represented
especially by H. M. Hyndman, the leading British interpreter of Marx.
Drawing on a variety of different sources, both religious and secular, these
thinkers fashioned a ‘cosmopolitan humanitarian’ critique of imperialism
centring on the pernicious influence of finance capital. As Claeys argues, in
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so doing they prefigured J. A. Hobson’s hugely influential account of
Imperialism (1902) by over two decades. They were also, he shows, sym-
pathetic to calls for national self-determination by non-western peoples, as
a result of which they tended to support nationalist movements throughout
the empire. Some even supported violent resistance to western occupation.
Although they failed to win over the mainstream of public opinion, Claeys
argues that this group provided a vital source of opposition to empire. They
also generated ideas that fed into radical liberalism and the development of
the early Labour party, especially in the wake of the South African War.

The concluding chapter, by David Weinstein, focuses on ‘consequen-
tialist cosmopolitanism’. Weinstein identifies important elements of
the political theories of a number of key late Victorian thinkers, especially
L. T. Hobhouse, J. A. Hobson, and D. G. Ritchie, and traces the
continuities and shifts in their thought in the early twentieth century. He
argues that in order to grasp fully the meaning of specific and carefully
elaborated political theories, it is essential to understand the wider philo-
sophical systems in which they are embedded and from which they are
derived. ‘Political theory and moral philosophy typically come fastened
together.’ In this chapter he shows how Hobhouse, Hobson, and Ritchie
anchored their ‘cosmopolitan’ visions of international politics in conse-
quentialist foundations and theories of social evolution. Their cosmopoli-
tanism, he argues, lay in the belief that individual ‘self-realisation’, rather
than the prioritisation or valorisation of communal (especially national)
attachments, was the ultimate good. For all three, this cosmopolitanism
found institutional expression in the conviction that grand federations of
civilised states would help to secure global harmony. Weinstein also
demonstrates, however, that similar philosophical foundations can gener-
ate contrasting political positions. Whilst Hobson and Hobhouse offered
some stinging criticisms of empire and imperialism, and while all three
thought that human rationality could eventually overcome the passion for
war and aggression, Ritchie argued, also in consequentialist terms, that the
empire was of great benefit to humanity.

In combination, the chapters in this volume explore some of the cross-
cutting currents of Victorian international and imperial thought. In so
doing they illuminate the complexity and variety of intellectual and polit-
ical debate during the period, and the differences separating thinkers as
well as the many assumptions they shared. At a time when visions of empire
are once again resurgent, and when ideas about globalisation and the rights
and obligations of ‘civilisation’ have assumed a central place in the western
geopolitical imagination, understanding the ways in which previous

Victorian visions of global order: an introduction 17



generations of thinkers conceived of the dynamics of global politics, and
the prejudices, contradictions, and ambiguities, permeating their argu-
ments, is a timely endeavour.
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C H A P T E R 2

Free trade and global order: the rise and fall
of a Victorian vision

Anthony Howe

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

With the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 Britain entered on an unprece-
dented course for a Great Power. In adopting unilateral free trade, it
opened its markets to all the nations of the world equally while seeking
no reciprocal benefits. Rather than this heralding simply a new phase in
Britain’s shopkeepers’ mentality, for many this offered the potential to
reorder relations between states which industrialisation made possible.
Trade – the douceur of commerce – would replace warfare between
nations, for rather than representing a zero-sum contest between mercanti-
list states, the opening of a world market offered the possibility of universal
peace. This ambition was voiced by the Conservative architect of repeal Sir
Robert Peel, who, in writing to the citizens of Elbing in Germany, urged
that ‘by encouraging freedom of intercourse between the nations of the
world, we are promoting the separate welfare of each and are fulfilling the
beneficent designs of an all-wise Creator’. ‘Commerce’ was, he continued,
‘the happy instrument of promoting civilisation, of abating national jeal-
ousies and prejudices, and of encouraging the maintenance of general peace
by every consideration as well as every obligation of Christian duty.’1 This
language, however, was far from that of many of his own former supporters
who distanced themselves from what they saw as a supremely misguided
and potentially hazardous course, one which was, as Sir John Gladstone
put it, ‘pregnant with results that may prove fatal in their consequences’.2

Nevertheless, the Peelite expectation that free trade would promote civi-
lisation and peace was one which ran deeply through the public mind and
morality of Victorian Britain.3 Typically, John Stuart Mill upheld the
intellectual and moral benefits of free trade in rendering war obsolete: ‘it
may be said without exaggeration that the great extent and rapid increase of
international trade, in being the principal guarantee of the peace of the
world, is the great permanent security for the uninterrupted progress of the
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ideas, institutions, and the character of the human race.’4 This vision of a
global order based on free trade, peace, and progress in civilisation was
central to Britain’s contribution to the international history of the nine-
teenth century. Its memory has not yet disappeared.5

In examining this powerful and enduring liberal vision of the global
community, this chapter sets out to trace the origins of this ideal in the
political economy and cosmopolitanism of the later eighteenth century
before examining its emergence at the centre of domestic political debate in
the battle for the repeal of the Corn Laws in the 1830s and 1840s. In turn the
success of repeal left the future contested between those who saw in free
trade only a limited modification of Britain’s traditional foreign policy and
those who like Cobden and Spencer saw in it a fundamental realignment
presaging the dissolution of empire, the ending of territorial annexation
and the abandonment of aristocratic militarism. Such ideas remained
tightly constrained in Palmerstonian Britain but the Anglo-French com-
mercial treaty of 1860 provided a major boost for the liberal vision in which
the newly emergent peoples/nations of Europe would be bound by com-
mercial treaties into a peaceful community of nations. Trade would help
bind together nations united by ‘race, religion, language . . . not by the
parchment title deeds of sovereigns’.6 This ‘Commonwealth of Europe’
was underpinned by the mid-century world-wide development of trade,
transport and communications in a Europe-led phase of globalisation.
However, after 1870, this optimistic vision of free trade and progress was
rapidly dethroned by a new age of military conquest, imperial expansion
and neo-mercantilistic economic policies. Such imperial globalisation did
not eradicate the liberal vision of international free trade and peace but it
severely restricted its audience within the global community as a new
understanding of the state, military force, and empire threatened the
older vision rooted in the market, civil society and the people.

I I . C O M M E R C E A N D P E A C E , 1 7 7 6 – 1 8 4 6

The origins of this vision lay primarily in the classical political economy of
the Scottish Enlightenment that had engrafted a new theory of interna-
tional trade on to a flourishing strand of discourse on universal peace.7

Already, with the dismantling of the first British empire, it was possible, as
in the case of the Anglo-French commercial treaty of 1786, to envisage
commercial treaties as part of a new civilised consortium of nations, while a
decade earlier Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776) had posited the
potential to recapture the utopia of free trade between nations, albeit long
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overlain by the labyrinthine coils of mercantilist restriction.8 Smith had not
underestimated the obstacles to such emancipation, and twenty-two years
of Anglo-French warfare (1793–1815) had led to their further entrenchment.
Even so, when the impetus towards liberalisation was resumed after 1815 the
Smithian vision had been clouded by the Malthusian shadow of the growth
of population outrunning food supply. In the longer term the Ricardian
theory of comparative advantage provided a compelling demonstration of
the benefits of international trade, but especially before 1846 even ‘liberals’
were reluctant free traders – evangelicals, as Boyd Hilton has shown, held
firm to a quasi-nationalist physiocratic vision of free trade, while Whig
landowners were readier to embrace constitutional change than economic
reform.9 Among Tories, protectionism and mercantilism remained deftly
defended against the rising liberal tide.10 Nor were early Victorians keen to
grasp the anti-imperial implications of liberal political economy, although
one group, the Wakefieldian colonizers, produced a vision of a free trade
empire, in which self-governing colonies would spontaneously adhere to
the liberal policies of the Mother Country.11

In this intellectual context, it was only in the 1830s that the international
possibilities of economic progress were made explicit. Firstly, among the
Benthamite utilitarians, including ardent free traders such as Bowring and
Joseph Hume, the link between free trade and peace became increasingly
the focus for public debate.12 Secondly, if the ballot was the primary
interest of the Philosophical radicals in the later 1830s, they and their
associates also mounted important debates on reciprocity treaties, the
colonies, and the Corn Laws, which all impacted upon perceptions of
Britain’s position in the international order.13 Thirdly, the ending of war in
1815 had prompted the creation of the peace society and its vision of a world
without wars was one that would cross-fertilise with the secular vision of
free trade.14 Fourthly, among the public, the diffusion of political economy
heralded a growing debate on the goals of British foreign policy in which
the interests of commerce were counter-posed to the ‘feudal’ ends of the
British state. In particular in the 1840s the Anti-Corn Law League propa-
gated an international vision in which repeal would foreshadow universal
harmony and peace, the message to be rehearsed by Peel in 1846.15 From
these sources the demand for the dismantling of the mercantilist state was
paramount – the repeal of the Corn Laws, the abolition of the Navigation
Acts, and the end of the ties of preference which bound together the second
British empire. In effect trade would become the source of Britain’s great-
ness, and the basis of international harmony. After 1846, with the rapid
dissolution of protectionism, this vision was clearly in the ascendant, and
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was proclaimed to the world in the Great Exhibition of 1851. The belief in
Britain’s providential mission to spread free trade and peace was not one
confined to a minority of Leaguers but became part and parcel of Victorian
political morality, shared inter alia by the Queen and her consort.16

I I I . F R E E T R A D E A N D T H E I N T E R N A T I O N A L O R D E R ,
1 8 4 6 – 1 8 5 9

Yet the ramifications of the liberal vision of free trade were as yet unclear.
To what extent did the policy of free trade provide simply an agenda for
domestic reform (the abolition of monopoly) rather than for the reordering
of international relations? For many the debate on free trade was primarily
one that concerned the level of wages, the privileges of the landed elite and
ship-owners, or the removal of restrictions within the national market.
This debate was one which vitally affected class relations in 1840s Europe,
with the free market often perceived as a threat to the interests of artisans
and craftsmen, although Britain’s more intensively industrialised workers
were soon ready to exchange higher real wages for mythical independence.
Free trade was soon held to guarantee the material welfare of the many,
hitherto held to ransom by the beneficiaries of protection, whether in
agriculture, shipping, or imperial trade. Nevertheless, this was the procla-
mation of a vision of civil society as market society in which the key
components were not members of communities but individuals acting as
consumers and individual property-owners. In contrast to the utopian
socialist ideal in France or the communitarian/conservative defence of
guilds in Germany, in Britain the free market had become the hallmark
of modernity.17 The predominant free trade vision was also largely an anti-
socialist one which proclaimed the individual property-owner, including
the owner of labour, as sovereign. Nevertheless, free trade also saw the
nation/polity as the collectivity of such individuals – it therefore dethroned
the power of vested interest groups and restored political independence to
the citizenry. As such it was a vision which could appeal in both a civic
context as well as a national or international one – to some extent indeed in
the 1830s free traders still held to a vision of Europe as a collection of city-
states bound by ties of trade, and such civic traditions of free trade, as in the
case of Hamburg, would persist well into the later nineteenth century.18

Yet for the most part, the appeal of free trade in 1846 ranged far beyond
its defence of particularist city-state traditions. Rather its protagonists,
including Peel and Cobden, envisaged free trade as the basis for a new
international order and sought to establish the removal or lowering of
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tariffs as the touchstone of the right relations between states. The British
example had been one of unilateral free trade (or as it would be put in the
interwar years, ‘tariff disarmament’) and this was seen by many as the best
means of progress towards the ‘calico millennium’, with each nation
adopting free trade in its own interests rather than as the result of diplo-
matic bargaining; in part free trade appealed as a means of superseding the
disorderliness of tariff bargaining whose complexity in the early 1840s had
irked even Gladstone himself.19 By contrast, the spontaneous relaxation of
the American tariff in 1846 seemed to provide welcome evidence that states
would respond positively to the British example, and in this spirit the
leading British free trader, Cobden, had toured Europe in 1846/47 hoping
to spark off tariff liberalisation. John Stuart Mill, pessimistically surveying
the world in 1847, found ‘The only propitious circumstance is the great
progress of free trade. The Repeal of the Corn Laws is working wonders:
the relaxation of the U. S. tariff, Cobden’s triumphant progress, the French
government authorising their League . . .’20 Had Mill looked even further
he would have found growing enthusiasm for free trade in the provinces of
Italy (even the Neapolitan chief of police reputedly was a free trader!) while
the ideals of free trade had been opened up to a wide audience – for
example in 1847, although its participants were largely Belgian, there had
assembled in Brussels a self-declared World Congress of Economists whose
main aim was to support free trade as the engine of universal reform,
morality and improvement, drawing to it many of the avant-garde of
liberal progress as well as its critics, not least Karl Marx.21 Finally in 1848,
free trade enthusiasm swept together with Mazzinian democracy saw the
proclamation of a federal free trade United States of Europe, an ideal
tantalisingly brief in expression yet one which recurred at moments of
crisis and revolutionary opportunity in nineteenth-century Europe.22

Such utopian expectations rose and fell with the revolutions of 1848, yet
Britain, largely immune to revolutionary enthusiasm, persisted in practical
steps towards free trade. Despite its supposed unilateralism, Britain
reached a number of trade agreements with European states, for example
Tuscany in 1847 and the kingdoms of Sardinia and Belgium in 1851.
Intriguingly there had even been the strong prospect of a commercial treaty
with France in 1852.23 Britain also sought to ensure that its colonies
conformed to the metropolitan impetus to free trade – for example passing
the Australian Customs Duties Act of 1850 that specifically prohibited the
passing of differential duties in favour of Britain. Self-government did not
mean colonial freedom to regulate tariffs but, as Grey put it, ‘The common
interests of all parts of that extended empire requires that its commercial
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policy should be the same throughout its numerous dependencies.’24

Outside the formal empire, Britain continued to negotiate favourable
treaties, seeking lower duties on exports in return for diplomatic and
economic concessions. Here in many ways the model was the commercial
treaty with the Ottoman empire in the 1830s followed by others such as that
with Morocco in 1855/6.25 Further afield, and especially in Asia, the frame-
work of commerce was buttressed by the architecture of military force in
the so-called unequal treaties which kept open the flow of trade but limited
the penetration of western merchants.26 In this phase, British policy was
promoted in line with a westernising creed that trade, especially in tandem
with missionary endeavour, promoted civilisation; but also that commerce
and the trader would replace warfare and the freebooter.

It was, however, in relation to the extension of extra-European trade that
the free trade vision of spontaneous global order was challenged by the
realities of trade in a world of piracy, slavery, and violence in which the arm
of the state was constantly called upon to protect the trader. However
much the state might reject such calls, as it persistently did, it found it
necessary to become involved in a series of flashpoints even in the 1840s,
including wars, especially in Borneo and South Africa. Increasingly this
posed the issue of ends and means – to what extent did the goal of
increasing trade legitimate the use and extension of state military power?
For the keenest free traders, the use of force was incompatible with free
trade – hence the classic confrontations between Cobden and Palmerston
over the use of the navy in China and Japan.27 For Cobden free trade could
not be imposed at gunpoint, and his free trade vision was one that was
ruthlessly anti-imperialist. The abolition of the colonial system was one of
the goals of free trade:

The Colonial system with all its dazzling appeal to the passions of the people can
never be got rid of except by the indirect process of Free trade which will gradually
and imperceptibly loose the bonds which unite our colonies to us by a mistaken
notion of self-interest – yet the colonial policy of Europe has been the chief source
of wars for the last 150 years.28

Unlike most of his contemporaries, who, as Karuna Mantena shows,
strove to reconcile their liberalism and imperialism, Cobden was prepared
to follow his creed to its logical conclusion: the dismemberment of the
empire.29 For him, the real lesson of the Indian mutiny was that ‘they are
the real friends of England who try to prepare us for severing the political
connexion which binds us to the people of Hindostan’, for ‘It is a piece of
foolish presumption to suppose that we can govern 150 millions of people
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at the opposite side of the Earth.’30 For Cobden, the Indian empire existed
on borrowed time – far better to rely on the links created by trade than links
created by territorial expansion and military power. Increasingly Cobden
saw the costs of opening up trade as exceeding the value of the trade
created. In Japan he was ready to urge the ‘principle of restricting rather
than increasing the number of points of contact’, while raising doubts as to
whether it was worth destroying existing ‘civilisations’, especially ones
marked by ‘mechanical ingenuity & progressive character’, given ‘the
cost to life, health & morality of our Oriental occupations’.31 As Peter
Cain’s chapter shows this creed was fully expounded against Disraelian
Conservatism, but it had been formulated by Cobden in his attack on
Disraeli’s model, Lord Palmerston.32 Had the Cobdenite vision held full
sway, Britain would have abandoned imperial outposts such as Malta,
Gibraltar, and even India, in favour of becoming a model of economic
power without diplomatic responsibility, tantamount in Palmerston’s eyes
to the abdication of great power status. On the other hand, in the
Cobdenite perspective the retention of such colonies would in the long
run undermine Britain’s ability to promote free trade itself.

I V . T O W A R D S T H E ‘ C O M M O N W E A L T H O F E U R O P E ’ ,
1 8 6 0 – 1 8 7 3

The apparent swing to the east in British foreign policy in the 1850s,
with not only the Crimean war but also expansion in India and inter-
vention in China, deeply alarmed both those for whom empire was
synonymous with corruption in domestic politics and the supposedly
‘modern’ commercial liberals who, following good Smithian precedent,
regarded European trade as far more valuable than that with the periph-
ery.33 In this they were undoubtedly correct.34 Among these liberals, the
key priority was to resume trade liberalisation in Europe. This had made
only limited progress in the 1850s. There had been some positive develop-
ments – even at the height of the Crimean War, the Paris Universal
Exhibition in 1855 had served to rekindle French interest in free trade
until stymied by a protectionist backlash. Lord Clarendon had also envis-
aged adding discussion of tariffs to the agenda of the Paris Peace Congress
in 1856, a move stifled by Palmerston.35 More traditionally in 1859 a
reciprocal Anglo-Russian commercial treaty had been designed as a stim-
ulus to the growth of British trade and to the economic modernisation of
Russia. But the dynamic intellectual cum political axis that was now shaped
was somewhat unexpectedly between British economic liberals and the
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former Saint-Simonians in France, above all Michel Chevalier and Arlès-
Dufour.36 Although not agreed on all issues (above all that of colonies),
men such as Cobden and Chevalier were drawn together by a two-pronged
model of global progress – the negotiations of trade treaties in Europe and
the diffusion of economic development by means of a technocratic vision
of ‘les industriels’. Britain was at the heart of both, albeit in uneasy
partnership with France. The idea of a tariff-free Europe, briefly glimpsed
during 1848, emerged at the forefront of European diplomacy in the first
half of the 1860s. In the past commercial treaties had been often dismissed
as emanations of national self-interest but they were now re-evaluated as
the best means to reconcile the demands of national sovereignty with the
creation of a world market.37

In part this revaluation stemmed itself from the unexpected linkage
between free trade and nation-building which had come to the fore
between 1848 and 1860. For example in Italy the British model of free
trade became an integral part of the state-building of the Risorgimento,
while in Germany the Zollverein and Bismarckian commercial diplomacy
in the 1850s had stressed the benefits of regional integration. Although the
Zollverein aroused some suspicion in Britain as a potential means of
diverting British trade, it was also seen as a longer term means of trade
creation and above all a step to national unity on a freer trade basis.
Elsewhere in Europe the national or state benefits of free trade were also
propagated, in Spain for example, as the best way to reduce smuggling and
maximise state revenue. In France itself, free trade was seen as a means of
liberating the French people from the thrall of vested interest groups,
although this emancipatory message was largely undermined by the impe-
rial framework in which free trade took place. Even so tariff liberalisation
in France went some way towards rehabilitating Napoleon III in British
eyes. More widely, the adoption of free trade by continental regimes helped
convert suspicion of nationalism into enthusiasm, as in the case of Italy.38

Continental regimes were now assessed not only by their dynastic, military,
or territorial ambitions as in the Palmerstonian register, but by the extent
to which their tariff schedules conformed to that of Britain. Protectionism,
as well as barracks and bureaucracy, became the touchstone for judging
foreign nations; adherence to free trade was erected into the key standard of
political legitimacy, ‘a test of almost universal merit’ as Cobden put it to
the Foreign Secretary in December 1859.39

More importantly still, the consolidation of the nation state itself was
regarded as the precondition for free trade to emerge as the mechanism for
inter-nationalism. Commercial treaties offered a means by which national
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self-interest and the common good would be reconciled. In this context,
commercial treaties were now seen, as in the late eighteenth century, as
evidence of Britain’s leadership of a European consortium of nations.40 As
such, they embodied a new form of international institution which would
integrate the emergent nation states of Europe into a pacific order based on
prosperity. Commercial treaties provided a new form of ‘international
compact’, with the potential to unite the peoples of Europe, in contrast
to the conservative, monarchical diplomacy of the ‘old’ Concert of
Europe.41 In this sense it was free trade which now made ‘inter-national-
ism’ possible for the first time in world history. This therefore replaced
older European visions of universal law or cosmopolitanism, ideals which
envisaged the common treatment of individuals or citizens of the world,
rather than consumers or citizens of nation states.42

In this process, the pacemaker of change was provided by the Anglo-
French commercial treaty of 1860, whose practical importance was as a
lever to a further series of commercial treaties throughout Europe, the
creation of a ‘low tariff bloc’, but which ideologically represented, as
Cobden put it, ‘a complete revolution in the Commercial system of
France’.43 Mutual concessions made by Britain and France were designed
to promote a general and systematic reduction of tariffs in Europe by
means of the most-favoured nation clause. The Anglo-French treaty was
followed by treaties on Britain’s part with Italy, Belgium and the
Zollverein, while France negotiated with most European states resulting
in a network of treaties which generalised the concessions made in the
Anglo-French treaty.44 Approximately 60 treaties were negotiated,
embracing most of Western Europe, and creating the nearest Europe got
to a single market before the 1950s, possibly the 1990s. Among the more
enthusiastic states in the mid-1860s were Sweden and Denmark, among the
more reluctant the Habsburg empire. But even here detailed negotiations
were undertaken in the hope of extending ‘the ever-widening circle of
commercial civilisation’ and in a significant term, drawing the Empire into
‘the Commonwealth of Europe’.45 Eventually only Russia remained out-
side this network, with the failure to get treaty negotiations off the ground
despite the advocacy in St Petersburg and Moscow of the merits of free
trade by a deputation from the recently formed British Association of
Chambers of Commerce. But even in Russia there had been some unilat-
eral tariff reductions by the early 1860s.46

This model of the Commonwealth of Europe persisted throughout
the 1860s and 1870s. There were repeated attempts to extend the net of
European commercial treaties, for example through continued negotiations,
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especially with regard to Iberia. There were also important attempts to draw
the successor states to the Ottoman empire into the liberal framework, with
one visionary scheme seriously propagated by some officials for a British-led
Balkans customs union. In 1875 too the idea of a European tariff congress
was seriously canvassed for the last time virtually before the 1950s negotia-
tions preceding the formation of the common market.47 If then we can see
here the outlines of ‘the first European common market’, rather than the
means at work, we need to highlight the goals: a vision in which it was
believed nations would unite to evolve a common law applicable to tariffs
as well as to peace or borders. This embryonic discussion thus coincided
with the efforts discussed elsewhere in this volume for the reordering of
international law.48 But it also briefly raised the issue of how the common
law of Europe could reconcile the interests of nations with different levels
of economic development. Would free trade, as its critics argued, simply
institutionalise Britain’s comparative advantage, maintaining industrial
supremacy and retaining continental Europe in a state of docile agrarian-
ism?49 Against the Listian-inspired suspicion that cosmopolitan Britain
sought simply to kick away the ladder of economic development, the
primary British free trade vision, as seen in Mill and others, was one
which entailed a necessary levelling up and off towards the stationary
state, one of a common level of development.50 In theory this ideal united
free traders and Listian ‘protectionists’ for whom infant industry clauses
were only justifiable on ‘catch-up’ principles, and who proclaimed their
desire for free trade once this equalisation had been achieved. Yet for the
orthodox, free trade was not a means to institutionalise British supremacy
but rather to encourage equality between nations. Enthusiasts for free trade
such as Cobden believed that it would rapidly lead to the economic
supremacy of the United States, an end not unwelcome on the grounds
that the USA was a non-imperial power and her republican principles of ‘no
foreign politics’ would guarantee the autonomy of emerging nation states.

The degree to which free traders envisaged economic convergence in
Europe is also often underestimated. As Luca Einaudi has shown, even
monetary union was a distinct possibility on a European and potentially
global scale;51 at the same time the internationalisation of weights and
measures was enthusiastically propelled forward by a variety of individuals
and pressure groups.52 ‘International’ was the ‘buzzword’ of the 1860s just
as globalisation became in the 1990s. In the use of the term ‘international’,
1862 provides the annus mirabilis, with an explosion of societies and
publications devoted to international issues. The terminology of the inter-
national was applied particularly to law but also to copyright, language,
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weights and measures, postage as well as to a wide range of voluntary
bodies, whether concerned with occupational interests or even philan-
thropy. Interestingly at this point ‘international’ seems to supersede the
discourse of the ‘universal’ – a term applied to history, religion, peace and
geography, appealing to the brotherhood of man, not to the citizens of
different nations.53

Perhaps the greatest dynamic behind the new discourse of the interna-
tional was the communications revolution of the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, in some ways a far more dramatic revolution than that which
propelled globalisation in the late twentieth century. Here the spur was
provided from the 1840s by the railways, reinforced by a new generation
of inter-oceanic canals, steamships, and postage and telegraphic commu-
nications (‘the nerve of international life’), which not only increased the
pace and intensity of communications but also created their own interna-
tional institutions, a vital part in the mechanics of internationalisation.54

Associated with these technological developments was a new breed of
international capitalist. Banks and companies were now labelled ‘interna-
tional’, raised money on worldwide markets, conducted business ventures
across national frontiers and were in all but name genuine transnational
corporations. The international exhibitions – the ‘phantasmagoria[s] of
capitalist culture’ as Walter Benjamin later described them55 – also
deployed a rhetoric of internationalism and provided pre-eminent signs
of growing transnational cultural connections. There also emerged the
hallmarks of a supranational free trade intelligentsia, as institutions such
as the Cobden Club and meetings of international associations helped
diffuse a common set of international values across Europe and the
world. The Cobden Club, for example, included hundreds of overseas
honorary members who publicly subscribed to and propagated in their
own countries the doctrines of their mentor. Cobden’s reputation itself
provides a good reflection of the rise and fall of the global free trade
ideal. He was first commemorated not in Manchester but Verviers, was
widely celebrated in continental Liberal circles in the 1860s, and even in
the 1880s an honourable exception was often made of him in German
attacks on ‘Manchesterism’.56 Cobden, for this liberal generation, per-
sonified not British deviousness or materialism but a vision of global
order linked to economic prosperity and non-intervention. In turn,
national or, in Britain, imperial visions of development would find in
Cobden their anti-hero.57

Finally, the free trade vision of global order also contained the promise
of avoiding war. For Cobden, from the early 1840s, part of the appeal of

36 A N T H O N Y H O W E



free trade was as ‘the only human means, of effecting universal and
permanent peace . . . Free-trade by perfecting the intercourse & securing
the dependence of countries one upon another must inevitably snatch the
power from the governments to plunge their people into wars.’58 Cobden
persisted in this vision throughout his life; subsequently his belief that ‘Free
Trade throughout the world, & peace & goodwill amongst all the nations
of the earth, are really convertible phrases’, became the most fundamental
tenet of the creed of Cobdenism.59 This link between liberal political
economy, interdependence, and peace, also drew many continental econ-
omists in Cobden’s wake either directly or through similar lines of reason-
ing, particularly Say, Chevalier, Molinari, and Lavaleye.60 This also
remained fundamental to the thinking of the British and continental
European peace movements. Although their discussions often pointed
out the persistence of warfare in modern society, the belief that free trade
and economic interdependence would reduce the possibility of war became
deeply rooted and still pervades the literature of globalisation today.61

As a result of this powerful interlocking between free trade ideology,
practical tariff liberalisation, and a technological and communications
revolution, the Victorian ideal of global order in no way fell short of that
which the late twentieth century considered its unique contribution to
world history. Rightly some commentators on globalisation have perceived
this similarity, although the correspondence is in no sense exact.62

Fundamental to this vision was harmony between sovereign nations, the
liberal ideal of the mutual compatibility of the goals of multiple states,
superseding the era of conflict between empires and dynastic states. Yet the
key signal of that compatibility, of states seeking a common good, was
freedom of exchange: that the benefits of commerce would be freely
available to all citizens; that consumption was a universal good, even if
production was national. But if this was a ‘capitalist’ vision of global order,
its premises were shared by the growth of socialism; internationalism as a
socialist creed was based on the reality of capitalist globalisation.

V . T H E R E T R E A T F R O M F R E E T R A D E , 1 8 7 3 – 1 9 1 4

These sentiments were therefore not confined to a technocratic elite but
became deeply engrained in the European imagination, perceptible for
example in the literary works of Jules Verne and Thomas Hardy.63 Yet
perhaps no nineteenth-century vision was more quickly dissipated. The
reasons for this lie partly in shifts in European culture as a whole – the part
played by, say, Darwinism in undermining the view of natural harmony.64
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Arguably too, the link between trade and nation was undermined by a new
understanding of the nation in the later nineteenth century.65 Many,
especially from the right, now argued that universal free trade, rather
than being a means towards nationhood, was incompatible with national
sovereignty. In Germany especially, free trade after 1879 was identified as
‘the garb of a philanthropic cosmopolitanism’ cloaking the ‘special inter-
ests of England’, and harmful to the national interests of Germany.66 Nor
was Britain immune to this new understanding which took the form of the
‘fair trade’ movement, proclaiming that universal free trade was inconsis-
tent with the national good, since free imports undermined national
production while the failure of other nations to reciprocate had led to a
system of one-sided free trade to the detriment of Britain’s producers. The
pursuit of the global ideal of free exchange had led to the abandonment of
the interests of British farmers, industrialists, and empire settlers. The fair
traders were the first significant group of dissentients from free trade
adopted in 1846, but unlike the proponents of ‘national’ policy in Europe
and the colonies, they remained an isolated minority in British politics.67

Nevertheless, the failure to establish tariffs as part of the ‘common law of
Europe’ led after 1870 to the return to unilateral decision-making. Here
Britain was no exception and free traders were ready to fall back to the belief
in unilateralism, based on the view that free trade upheld Britain’s interests
irrespective of those of other nations.68 This was a significant scaling down
of the expectations of the 1860s. In part it was based on the recognition that
British commercial diplomacy had run into the sands in too many of its
negotiations and that Britain had little to bargain with. But in addition
there was a growing recognition that bargaining was still required, ‘hig-
gling’, as Gladstone disdainfully put it, and that the political promise of free
trade in dissolving vested interest groups had not succeeded.69 Rather than
facing the democratised peoples of Europe, Britain by the 1870s was faced
by a series of states in which the balance of domestic coalitions had turned
decisively against universal free trade. This was triggered by two key factors.
Firstly we can detect a backlash against globalisation as a result of the Great
Depression after 1873. However mythical that depression appears in eco-
nomic retrospect, there is no doubt that many considered themselves losers
from globalisation and free markets and these groups were now available to
be mobilised by politicians who canvassed for growing tariffs.70 However,
the second, and arguably more decisive, factor was that this now coincided
with growing state demands for revenue. Only England had an established
system of direct taxation; elsewhere in Europe as state revenue came under
pressure from growing military demands, tariffs offered an attractive
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option. Cobden had seen low tariffs as stifling armaments expenditure,
cutting off the supply of funds for state warfare; rising tariffs in the 1870s
grew in appeal as the very means to fund such increases. The liberal vision
of the small state disappeared not as some free traders had feared in the
satisfaction of ‘socialist demands’ for popular welfare, but in the re-emergence
of the link between protectionism and militarism in the late nineteenth
century continental state.71

With the free trade vision of global order rapidly in retreat in the 1880s,
both the ‘fair trade’ critique of free trade and the reaction against con-
tinental developments highlighted the importance of the British empire.
One response, as Duncan Bell has shown, lay in the rise of ‘Greater
Britain’, the substitution of the global market by the imperial polity.72

The Cobdenites had proclaimed the dissolution of the empire but had
failed to achieve it. Rather, the settler colonies of the second British empire
acted as the foci for a new imperialism. The worldwide consolidation of
‘new’ nation states (the post-Civil War USA, Germany, Italy) heightened a
sense that the British nation to be consolidated was imperial in its dimen-
sions; Greater Britain was hence a call for a new political organisation, a
defence community, and a customs union. Yet this structure would be built
on the ruins of the free trade ideal. For dismayed metropolitan free traders
had already observed the signs of colonial disorder – the re-emergence of
protectionist tariffs, with the alarm bells first sounded by the Galt tariff in
Canada in 1858–9.73 By the mid-1860s, the Australian colony of Victoria
had followed suit, led above all by the protectionist ideas of David Syme,
influential editor of The Age, who inverted metropolitan policy by making
protection, not free trade, the touchstone of political virtue.74 By 1873

Britain was forced to accept the imposition of differential duties by the
colonies, ‘made fools of . . . in the face of the whole world’, according to
Gladstone.75 While free traders might lament the signs of colonial disorder,
an increasing body of sentiment led by the fair traders and later the
imperial federalists saw the root of the problem in the absence of an
imperial co-ordinating authority. The fair traders had appealed to the
resurrection of the imperial ideal but this refrain was now widely taken
up in 1880s Britain. J. R. Seeley himself perhaps can act as the authentic
embodiment of this generational transition. In 1870 he had addressed the
Peace Society and had discussed possible models of a United States of
Europe as an antidote to war; in 1883 he had outlined Britain’s imperial
future in The Expansion of England.76 The shift in focus of Seeley’s thought
from closer European unity to imperial federation reflected that of a whole
generation of liberal intellectuals.
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This imperial turn was further encouraged by the stillbirth of the free
trade Anglo-Saxon axis. By contrast with the expected evolution of the
USA towards free trade the Civil War was seen to have created a great
discontinuity, prioritising revenue collection and manufacturing produc-
tivity at the expense of commerce, agriculture and ‘the natural order’. The
vision, prominent in the 1840s, of the natural complementarity of Britain
and the United States was replaced in the United States by an Anglophobic
vision, in which free trade was rejected as an English ideology subverting
republican democracy.77 At home, free traders themselves were brought
into disrepute by their association with Goldwin Smith, the ‘disloyal’
advocate, it was believed, of the annexation of Canada by the United
States, primarily for the ‘NAFTA’ style benefits of North American eco-
nomic unity.78 Anglo-Saxondom had been an important component of
Charles Dilke’s Greater Britain when first published in 1868, but its
economic promise rapidly waned thereafter.

Finally, by the 1870s, few could fail to see that war had not been
eradicated by free trade. As we have seen in Peel, Cobden, and Mill,
among the keenest logical arguments behind the free trade case was the
link between economic interdependence and peace. Yet an unparalleled
period of commercial negotiations had had seemingly no eroding force on
war in Europe in the 1860s.79 The manipulation of tariffs had become in
Bismarckian Germany a further political and diplomatic weapon available
to the state. Only in Britain had the state effectively deprived itself of this
weapon. This had a paradoxical impact on free trade and global order. On
the one hand, many continued to believe that the pursuit of economic
rationality, leading to the enhanced interchange between nations, would
prevent wars, a view propounded most famously by Norman Angell;80 on
the other hand, free trade was now detached from the central ideas of the
peace movement as it sought less utopian means either to mitigate the
effects of war or to constrain the actions of governments, as in the growth of
international law.81 Peace activists did not abandon the ideal of free trade,
but few were now able to regard it as a sufficient or even a necessary means
to their goals.

For these reasons it was clear by the 1880s that Britain had failed,
whether as persuasive exemplar or powerful ‘hegemon’, either to encourage
or to enforce the reshaping of the world’s trading order in its own free trade
image. Increasingly British goals were limited to keeping open the domes-
tic market and as much of that of the British empire as possible, for
example resisting the movement towards protection in the self-governing
colonies or the imposition of tariffs in India.82 Holding back the tide of
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world protectionism seemed a task well beyond Britain, while in this
hostile environment commercial negotiations paid diminishing returns.
As other nations sought to consolidate their imperial and national markets,
so too Britain once more resumed annexation of territory on the grounds of
maintaining ‘a fair field and no favour’. Rather than empire being fatal to
free trade, empire now seemed necessary to preserve free trade. But empire
was fatal to economic internationalism. The German and French empires
were designed to confer national advantages and erected clear barriers to
‘free exchange’. Imperial markets were reshaped as trade blocs, although
not always exclusive ones. This fundamentally challenged the mid-century
vision of global order. Rather than free exchange and peace, the prospect
was of a ‘de-globalised’ world, with the erection of barriers to trade,
migration and even investment.83 Many aspects of mid-century interna-
tionalism were also challenged in a new phase in which, as A. G. Hopkins
suggests, empire became crucial to globalisation.84 This meant for example
that international exhibitions were replaced by colonial exhibitions; inter-
national communications become national and imperial ones;85 companies
reorganised on an imperial basis; even education and patterns of travel to
some extent became imperial, rather than cosmopolitan.86

V I . C O N C L U S I O N S : T R A D E A N D W A R

These trends between 1873 and 1914 seriously undermined the mid-
century’s genuine approximation of ‘the golden age of transnationalism’
made possible by the Pax Britannica.87 This transition was not of course
complete. Hence recently the years before 1914, with their unparalleled
levels of trade and investment, have been seen as a prototype for global-
isation in the late twentieth century.88 The ideology of free trade and its
view of the world remained central to the writings of men such as Hobson
and Keynes, while in 1908 for the first time an International Free Trade
Congress was held. But contrary to the view that it was the First World
War that brought an abrupt end to a golden age of globalisation between
1890 and 1914, it was the reaction against mid-century globalisation which
had helped revive competitive forces that contributed to the fragility of the
international order before 1914 and which would more fully culminate in
the ‘deglobalisation’ of the inter-war period. In Britain, free trade had
survived, ‘the only piece of sane internationalism left’, according to Bertrand
Russell.89 Elsewhere, in cartels, bounties, tariffs, and neo-mercantilism,
we already find all those economic ‘serpents’ that the Victorian visionaries
had sought to expel from their free trade paradise.90
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C H A P T E R 3

The foundations of Victorian international law

Casper Sylvest

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

In textbooks on the history of international law, the nineteenth century is
depicted as a period that saw the transformation of a Law of Nations
applicable to a family of Christian and European peoples into a body of
international law common to a society of civilised nations.1 This general
development – in no small part due to the global influence of Britain –
took place in the context of an uneven and gradual extension of the states
system. Especially in continental versions of the history of international
law, which are premised on a close relationship between political and
intellectual power, the nineteenth century is therefore often delineated as
‘the British era’.2 Meanwhile, theoretical debates over international law are
identified, in slightly teleological fashion, as moving from a ‘rationalist
natural law and abstract character’ towards considerations of state practice:
in short, from naturalism to positivism.3 While such a change of attitude is
certainly detectable, this narrative simplifies a much more complex and
variegated story. The literature on the intellectual history of nineteenth
century Britain has tended to treat international, including international
legal, questions only tangentially.4 Moreover, a recent and extremely
valuable account of the rise of international law, which identified a ‘late-
Victorian reformist sensibility written into international law’, lacks a
specifically British perspective.5

By looking at Victorian international lawyers, their understanding of
international law and their visions of global order, this chapter contributes
to the history of international legal thought in Britain and to wider debates
in Victorian intellectual history and the history of political thought. The
slowly emerging discipline of international law was not an isolated aca-
demic activity. Rather, international legal scholars were part of the ‘well-
connected intellectual-cum-political stratum’ in British society, and as
such their activity necessarily reflected the preoccupations of the
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Victorian elite.6 This included a widely shared liberal internationalist
ideology understood as an attempt to bring progress and order to the
international domain, a development often associated with concepts like
‘civilisation’ or ‘the rule of law’.7 The presence of this ideology should
make us suspicious of the conventional account of a burgeoning positivism
succeeding an outmoded naturalism in the nineteenth century. There
clearly was a positivist challenge to naturalism, but in attempting to solve
the problems that arose from this challenge both naturalism and positivism
underwent profound changes. Specifically, I will argue that the idea of legal
evolution obtained a standing in international legal argument that was not
far removed from that formerly occupied by ‘natural law’. This idea could
be invoked to explain the current problems of the subject as well as its
future redemption. In short, it offered scientific respectability and a sense
of direction. But these advantages came at a cost.

The chapter is structured as follows. The first section provides a very
brief intellectual backdrop to the argument by outlining the positivist (or
Austinian) challenge to international law and identifying some broad
developments in the subject prior to 1870. The second section makes up
the bulk of the chapter. It presents the idea of legal evolution as it was
formulated by Henry Sumner Maine and demonstrates how the (legal)
evolutionary model, which was only one element in the general popularity
of social evolutionary modes of thinking, was put to use in late nineteenth
century international legal thought. I argue that the idea of legal evolution
provided international legal scholars with the opportunity and ammuni-
tion to face the Austinian challenge. Yet, this defence of the international
law had equivocal consequences, which are briefly discussed in the con-
cluding section.

I I . T H E S P E C T R E O F A U S T I N A N D B R I T I S H

I N T E R N A T I O N A L L A W P R I O R T O 1 8 7 0

This section briefly sketches the history of British international legal
thought prior to 1870. It does so by identifying two vaguely distinct
periods, between 1835–1855 and 1855–1870 respectively. Before proceeding
to these periods, however, it is helpful to point to three general intellectual
preconditions for international legal thought in the nineteenth century.
Firstly, what I have termed the spectre of Austin is a vital component of any
attempt to understand the trajectory of British international legal thought.
This spectre arose against the backdrop of Benthamite analytical jurispru-
dence, which during much of the nineteenth century was an inspiration for
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legal and political reform. In fact, it was Bentham who coined the phrase
‘international law’ and tried to put the subject on a new footing as a
reaction to the perceived lethargy of Blackstone.8 As with most of
Bentham’s jurisprudential distinctions and innovations, this euphemism
was aimed at establishing a conceptual and legal clarity that could provide
the basis for reform.9 While it is possible to find rudiments of positivist
challenges to natural law in the late eighteenth century,10 it was, above all,
the analytical jurisprudence developed in the 1830s by a friend and neigh-
bour of Bentham, John Austin, that proved most influential. Although
Bentham and Austin were largely in tune in terms of jurisprudence and
politics (at least during the 1820s and early 1830s) it is important to stress a
crucial difference between them. As one scholar has recently argued,
‘Bentham distinguished is and ought for the sake of ought. Austin made
the same distinction for the sake of isolating law as it is for detached
study.’11 Thus, the central contribution of Austin’s The Province of
Jurisprudence Determined (1832) was a positivist conception that dispensed
with the mystical foundations of law, and had underlying this a firm
statement of the centrality of authority and sovereignty in enactments
of law.12

For the systematic Austin, who was interested in placing law on a firmer
footing, this starting point left a major task of conceptual clarification, as it
was necessary to distinguish between (in a characteristic formulation) ‘laws
properly so called and laws improperly so called’.13 To Austin proper laws
were of three types. Both the laws of God and positive laws were proper
laws, because they were established directly by command and/or originated
from a determinate source. Finally, Austin’s otherwise rigid system did
allow that some positive moral rules (for example, rules set by men to men
in a state of nature), were to be regarded as proper laws due to their
imperative character. Austin conceded that this involved ‘an analogised
extension of the term’ law, but the scheme still left many ‘laws’ improperly
so called,14 and it is significant that he pointed to international law as the
foremost example of these ‘laws’. Thus, international law was relegated to
the state of positive moral rules ‘imposed by general opinion’.15 At the heart
of the matter, according to Austin, was the fact that international law did
not emanate from any command or other determinate source. Thus,
positive law was closely connected to the Austinian idea of sovereignty,
which in turn implied a notion of hierarchy.16 The lack of such notions in
the intercourse between states left the inflexible Austin with no other
option than to dismiss international law. Thus, it followed that ‘the law
obtaining between nations is law (improperly so called) set by general
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opinion. The duties which it imposes are enforced by moral sanctions.’17

We should not infer from these arguments that Austin was uninterested in
peace among states or in the moral (not legal) rules that were to obtain in
the intercourse between them. Yet it is certainly true that few professors
appointed to a chair of ‘Jurisprudence and Law of Nations’, as Austin was
in 1832 (at the University of London), would start their career by destabil-
ising their subject in this fashion. At any rate, the spectre of Austin was to
haunt international legal scholars for the rest of the century, as it prejudiced
any attempt to form an academic discipline of international law by denying
it the authority of the term law.

The second and third preconditions of the development of international
legal thought can be dealt with more briefly. They concern legal education
and the understanding of natural law. The state of legal education in early
nineteenth-century England was poor; it was simply unclear how a science
of law could contribute to a system of law which was essentially directed by
practical men. Thus, prevailing ideas about ‘liberal education’ and the
English Common Law were mainly responsible for there being no legal
education ‘worthy of its name’ as the Select Committee on Legal Education of
1846 concluded.18 Nevertheless, following much debate on the question,
legal education was increasingly structured along Continental lines and law
acquired a relatively safe haven in the newly revived universities, even if its
status as a separate academic subject remained unstable. As part of this
process, the subject of international law slowly secured a place at the
ancient universities with professorships established at Oxford and
Cambridge before 1870.19 Finally, it should be noted that the concept of
natural law was a constant source of confusion during the nineteenth
century, a point widely acknowledged among legal scholars by the end of
the century. Naturalism in law can generally be defined as the idea of
justifying, founding, or supporting law by reference to some extra-legal
structure or agency, but in the Victorian era it was unclear to what extent
the natural law under attack based itself on religion or hypothetical spec-
ulation in the contractual tradition (or both).20 This confusion with regard
to natural law is longstanding, and it is arguably present in the writings of
Grotius, who acquired a central standing in international legal discourse.
Although most scholars agreed that some aspects of Grotius’s writings were
out-of-date, it was not uncommon to refer to him as ‘the great legislator of
the commonwealth of nations’.21 During the nineteenth century wide-
spread hostility towards and bewilderment over continental jurisprudence
and its potential political consequences (as epitomised in the French
revolution) also added to the perplexity. As one contemporary wrote,
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‘[h]e who, being first trained in the manner of English legal thinking,
comes thereafter to the study of the juridical theories prevalent upon the
Continent, finds himself a stranger in a strange land. Therein he wanders
disconsolate, hearing unknown doctrine taught in an unknown tongue.’22

It is possible to delineate two periods of international legal theorising
prior to 1870. From the late eighteenth century, when there was some
theorising about the Law of Nations, until the 1830s there was little
scholarly activity with regard to international law. Yet, the subject arguably
underwent a renaissance between 1835–60, a period which witnessed the
publication of the first English treatise on international law.23 Scholarship
in this period was to a large extent characterised by an attempt to legitimate
the existence and explain the growing acceptance of international law by
reference to religion. This approach posited a strong connection between
law and morality, and the morality in question was, ultimately, derived
from religion, whether this was made explicit or not. When approaching
the Austinian challenge it was conventional to argue for the existence of
international law by pointing to the fact that international law was
observed and recognised by states and that many European countries had
incorporated international law into municipal law. But above all, this
approach maintained that even if international law and justice was not
always observed this did not mean that it was unnecessary. Theology and
jurisprudence were conjoined – God willed international law and therefore
it had to exist.24

Between the late 1850s and the early 1870s British ideas about interna-
tional law were transformed: the traditional, religiously based notion of
international law co-existed with other no less moralistic but more secular
notions of the subject. While religious reasoning in international law did
not suddenly become impossible, there was a gradual move away from
justifying the subject in terms of religion and/or natural law, and this
concession to analytical jurisprudence entailed the paradoxical argument
that international law operated like law without being law.25 On the face of
it that left the aspiring subject in disarray. Yet, if appeals to natural law now
seemed unconvincing, many liberal legal scholars were to discover the
forces of progress in the development of civilisation and public opinion,
which came, partly at least, to substitute for Christianity. As Montague
Bernard, Chichele Professor of International Law and Diplomacy at
Oxford, argued in 1868, ‘less is to be hoped from any direct endeavours
to abolish wars or diminish their frequency than from the silent growth of
interests, habits of life, modes of government, and a public opinion,
favourable to peace’.26 This turn in international legal thought had

The foundations of Victorian international law 51



equivocal consequences. On the one hand, there was a drive to turn
international law into a scholarly discipline and a subject to be studied at
the universities, on the other, a price had to be paid for respectability. No
longer could its promulgators explicitly define the subject in the terms of
‘natural law’, although they often appealed to some form of extra-legal
standard. This ‘defence’ of international law apparently stripped it of all its
legal characteristics except for the term law itself. From the 1870s, when
new hopes were invested in international law, a way round this dilemma
had to be found. How this was accomplished, and how the moralistic
sentiment survived in a more respectable and ‘scientific’ form, is the subject
of the remainder of the chapter.

I I I . L E G A L E V O L U T I O N A N D T H E G R A D U A L R E D E M P T I O N

O F I N T E R N A T I O N A L L A W

During the nineteenth century, the concept of civilisation came increas-
ingly to act as a criterion for entry into the sphere of international law.
Moreover, as the previous section briefly indicated, it also supplied interna-
tional legal thought with a teleological, even historicist, element; a frame-
work that proved useful when one external foundation of international law,
the discredited law of nature, could no longer be enlisted on behalf of the
subject. The double-edged quality of the concept of civilisation was cap-
tured in the founding statute of the Institute of International Law, an
‘exclusively scientific organisation’ formed in Belgium in the autumn of
1873 in order to ‘favour the progress of International Law by seeking to
become the organ of the legal conscience of the civilised world’.27 The first
Geneva Convention (1864), the founding of the Institute and the signing of
the Treaty of Washington (1871), which provided for the arbitration of
disputes between Britain and the United States, all signalled the beginning
of a new and more optimistic period for the subject of international law
and its ongoing quest for academic and legal respectability. However, in
contrast to their continental colleagues, it was still a pressing concern of
British international legal scholars to find a way round the Austinian
challenge,28 and as I will argue in this section, the idea of legal evolution,
especially when coupled with the idea of civilisation, proved remarkably
effective in achieving this objective. The popularity of evolutionary ideas
was closely connected to the air of scientific certainty with which they were
surrounded at a time when neither ‘cynical’ utilitarianism nor traditional
religious belief could enlist the support they previously did.29 Moreover,
ideas about evolution partly caused, and were partly caused by, a general
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shift in Victorian conceptions of time, which in turn sparked a remarkable
appetite for history and a re-orientation towards locating origins within a
greatly extended time-scale.30 While legal evolution cannot be reduced to
social evolution, it can be regarded as a species of social evolutionary
ideas.31 In terms of international legal thinking, these theories offered a
number of possibilities, but I will focus on one: the possibility of surveying
the historical development of international law and speculating about its
future.

In order to spell out this argument, we must look closer at the jurist and
author of Ancient Law (1861), Henry Sumner Maine. The most famous of
Maine’s sweeping generalisations to be found in Ancient Law, which
heralded the ascendancy of the Historical Method in English
Jurisprudence, is the evolutionary idea that ‘we may say that the move-
ment of the progressive societies has hitherto been a movement from
Status to Contract’.32 By no means an unconditional optimist, Maine
often stressed the normal, ‘stationary’ condition of human society. What
he identified were the situations in which favourable circumstances had
made progress possible by means of three agencies of legal change:
fictions, equity and legislation. If the process was rushed it could yield
negative rather than positive results. Behind this analysis lay an admira-
tion for Rome (associated with England) and its ability gradually to
co-opt civil laws into the law of nature thereby preserving order, and a
corresponding disapproval of Ancient Greece (associated with France) and
its tendency to codify recklessly. In this scheme, contract, codification,
and written law were all ethically superior to status, myth, and fiction.
However, the rhetorical force of this argument not only serves to ridicule
earlier modes of thinking: there is also an element of veneration coupled
with arrogance towards, for example, natural law thinking or the use of
fictions.33 No matter how imprecise or unscientific they appeared to
Maine, he recognised that they were necessary steps towards the society
in which he found himself.

Maine’s contribution to international law has generally been neglected
or overshadowed by his other writings.34 This is perhaps surprising con-
sidering that Maine appears to have been interested in international law
and its historical connection to natural law throughout his life.35

Nevertheless, the one set of lectures Maine devoted exclusively to the
subject were written shortly before his death, when he was ill, and there
is an argument to be made that Maine’s views on the substance of interna-
tional law were relatively unimportant owing to their sometimes highly
idiosyncratic character.36 This will not be disputed here. But I will
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maintain that Maine’s influence on the development of the subject was
profound, despite being indirect. As intellectual historians have argued, the
‘extent and profundity of Maine’s influence among the intellectual class
would be hard to exaggerate’.37 Before proceeding, it should be stressed
that due to lack of space I can only illustrate, rather than demonstrate, some
of the arguments I am making. Moreover, in presenting the idea of
evolution I am guilty of some simplification,38 but I have singled out
Maine for one reason in particular: while he was perhaps not the only
influential figure to link evolution with jurisprudence and the development
of legal systems, he was surely the first Victorian writer closely associated
with the study of law to do so explicitly.39

In terms of international law, Maine’s starting point was that Roman
law formed the basis of what had become known as international law or
the Law of Nations. The modern theory of natural law associated with
Grotius was virtually taken from Roman law, but in the process a number
of important conceptual mutations took place. For example, the Grotian
theory requires that a determinable law of nature (an idea shared with the
Romans) is valid between sovereign and independent commonwealths (a
conception foreign to Roman law). And this sovereignty is thought of in
territorial terms, another aspect unintelligible in terms of Roman law. This
led Maine to conclude that,

. . . [t]he theory of International Law assumes that commonwealths are, relatively
to each other, in a state of nature; but the component atoms of a natural society
must, by the fundamental assumption, be insulated and independent of each
other. If there be a higher power connecting them, however slightly and occasion-
ally by the claim of common supremacy, the very conception of a common
superior introduces the notion of positive law, and excludes the idea of a law
natural.40

Although Maine did not develop his views on international law further
in Ancient Law, the implication to be drawn from the argument of the book
was that international law still operated on the basis of natural law. This
was not in itself a bad thing, as this idea had carried with it a number of
rules with a benevolent effect on the development of mankind. In 1856

Maine even described international law as ‘that body of rules which alone
protects the European Commonwealth from permanent anarchy’.41

Although international law was nowhere near as developed as municipal
law, when Maine likened ancient law (out of which modern law had
grown) to international law,42 the implication was clear: the latter could
also progress if the conditions were favourable. To a large extent, Maine
reiterated these arguments in the lectures he gave after being elected to the
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Whewell Chair of International Law in Cambridge in 1887. But he also
plunged into contemporary disagreements by denying both a purely posi-
tivist and a purely naturalist conception of international law. Maine
identified a rudimentary form of positive international law among prim-
itive groups, but while positive law was undoubtedly the most useful and
practical part of international law, it could not be separated from ‘the same
principles of right reason, the same views of the nature and constitution of
man, and the same sanction of Divine revelation, as those from which the
science of morality is deduced. There is a natural and positive Law of
Nations.’43 Maine found a via media between positivism and naturalism.
He denied that Austin had intended or succeeded in diminishing ‘the
dignity or imperative force of international law’. Maine vehemently denied
validity to the Austinian concept of indivisible sovereignty, which ‘though
it belongs to Austin’s system, does not belong to International Law’.44 At
the same time, he also expressed his wish for international law, and
particularly the laws of war, to become codified, scientific, and reliable,
preferably through the involvement of practitioners. However, in discus-
sing measures that could prevent war (as the endowment of his chair
prescribed), Maine pointed his fingers at the ultimate problem of interna-
tional law: ‘[T]he denial to International Law of that auxiliary force, which
is commanded by all municipal law, and by every municipal tribunal, is a
most lamentable disadvantage.’45

At the end of his life Maine had grown sceptical of the direction of
modern politics – especially its journey towards democracy, which he
attacked in Popular Government (1885) – and he appeared increasingly as
a reactionary figure.46 Corresponding to the trajectory of his political
views, Maine began his lectures on international law with a number of
historical reflections on the nature of man and the prospects for peace –
both were bleak.47 Maine ended his lectures on a similar note by arguing
that ‘[w]ar is too huge and too ancient an evil for there to be much
probability that it will submit to any one or any isolated panacea. I
would even say that there is a strong presumption against any system of
treatment which promises to put a prompt and complete end to it.’48 Much
has been made of Maine’s progressive apple going sour towards the end of
his life, and it is worth remembering that he always stressed the precarious
and fortunate character of progress. However, among twentieth-century
observers Maine and the historical school have become almost exclusively
associated with stifling conservatism.49 Not only does such a reading
underestimate the extent to which (social as well as legal) evolutionary
ideas were used to justify most political positions in the late nineteenth
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century, it also appears implausible in relation to a number of issues,
including international law. The mainstream of British international
legal thought soon put evolutionary ideas to work within their liberal
internationalist vocabulary.

Although there were substantial political and methodological differences
between British scholars of international law, almost all of them found no
contradiction between reacting against (or accommodating their theories
to) analytical jurisprudence in the quest to put their subject on a firmer
footing and emphasise the ethical force behind international law. This
meant that positivist and naturalist elements continued to co-exist. This
can be illustrated by locating these scholars on a continuum of positivist
and naturalist justifications of international law. At one end we find
T. E. Holland, Chichele Professor of International Law and Diplomacy
at Oxford 1874–1910, who was more Austinian than Austin. Combining
this starting point and international law was no easy task, which arguably
points to a more general tension in positivism: to what extent is pure
positivism at all possible? If the authority of law can be reduced to the
power enforcing or commanding it, ‘progress’ is hardly possible. On the
other hand, if positivism is conceived as the codification or institutional-
isation of extra-legal principles, an element of naturalism becomes hard to
escape.50 Holland admitted that international law was the ‘vanishing point
of Jurisprudence; since it lacks any arbiter of disputed questions’,51 but he
defended international law as law by loosening the criteria of analytical
jurisprudence and adding a solid dose of moralism.52 At the other end we
find scholars like James Lorimer and Robert Phillimore, who welcomed
the urge to codify international law into positive law but stressed its
ultimate grounding in natural law.53 While these positions indicate the
‘ends’ of our continuum, they were never purely positivist or naturalist, and
the mainstream clearly combined these two justifications. Those taking
this stance often adopted and adapted evolutionary arguments by implying
that positivism gradually succeeded naturalism in the development of
international law.

As the editor of the most important law journal, the Law Quarterly
Review, and the author of influential works on jurisprudence, Frederick
Pollock was a central figure in late nineteenth-century English legal theory.
He did much to further the cause of the Historical Method, and in this
venture he unequivocally spelled out its implications for the ‘science’ of
law: ‘The doctrine of evolution is nothing else than the historical method
applied to the facts of nature; the historical method is nothing else than the
doctrine of evolution applied to human societies and institutions.’54 As in
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so many other instances of late-Victorian intellectual activity, evolutionary
arguments were synonymous with reputable scientific research. In terms of
international law, this offered a special opportunity. Pollock acknowledged
that the status of this law was the subject of much debate, but to his mind it
could be defined as ‘those customs and observances in an imperfectly
organised society which have not yet fully acquired the character of law,
but are on the way to become law’.55

A more explicit evolutionary perspective – derived from the writings of
Maine, Spencer and Darwin, while glossing over their more pessimistic
aspects – was presented by T. J. Lawrence, Maine’s deputy at Cambridge.
Lawrence developed Pollock’s argument – that international law was in the
infant stage of becoming proper law – which in turn raised the question of
the role of and room for manoeuvre accorded to international legal
scholars. On the face of it, defining international law as subject to an
evolutionary process left the legal scholar as an observer, not a creator, of
his subject, which would largely seem to conform to positivism. In a
remarkable essay on ‘The Evolution of Peace’, Lawrence argued that
international law followed an evolutionary trajectory similar to that of
municipal law, which made it futile for philosophers to attempt to accel-
erate a long, gradual process of development.56 There is no doubt that
Lawrence shared the aspirations of progressives and liberals: he lamented
the proliferation of armaments and the horrors of war and argued that
‘[w]e have . . . three of the greatest forces in modern life – Commerce,
Democracy and Christianity – ranged together on the side of peace’.57

Lawrence specifically had Kant and James Mill in mind when he argued
that their ‘cut and dried schemes are of no value at all, unless as moments of
the mingled simplicity and ingenuity of their authors’.58 Lawrence still
carved out a limited role for legal scholars as public moralists, but he
stressed that they had to settle for less than the immediate (and impossible)
creation of peace. The doctrine of evolution narrowed ‘the sphere within
which we can hope our own action will be effective’, but it also taught
Lawrence to see ‘the little that can be done in one generation’ as a step in
‘the great march of progress’. The point of the analysis was inescapable: in
international law ‘as elsewhere the process of reform and improvement
must be slow and gradual’.59 It was idle to expect that international legal
scholars could envisage or realise the endpoint or institutions that evolu-
tion would bring about. ‘Perpetual peace will come as the result of gradual
evolution.’60 In order to substantiate this hypothesis, he sketched a spec-
ulative historical analysis of how, in four stages, private war had been
gradually outlawed.
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That the sceptical attitude towards ‘hypothetical blueprints’ was com-
mon stock among British international lawyers is also illustrated by the
writings of Sheldon Amos, Professor of Jurisprudence in University
College, London. To Amos, the ‘most remarkable feature of international
law [is] that it exhibits law in the making’,61 which in turn led him to argue
that the proper task of the international lawyer was different from that of
the ‘International legislator, of the moralist, or of the philanthropist’. His
job was simply to ‘to register and expound’ the rules that nations had
consented to and which were in conformity with abstract justice.62 Yet,
Amos, like Lawrence, still found a role for the international legal scholar as
moralist, and again the solution owed much to an optimistic interpretation
of the forces of history: a time when war became obsolete ‘may not be very
remote’, which in turn meant that ‘the object of hastening the day when
War shall become extinct is a rational and legitimate end (among others)
for the reformer of International Law’.63 Amos bolstered this argument
with a classic formulation of internationalism: an elaborate list of the forces
of peace (education, losses involved in war, the press and public opinion,
the spread of liberalism, the pacific tendency of modern philosophy,
including Hegel, Christianity, although not Judaism, and international
co-operation for all sorts of purposes) is lined up against the causes of war
(internal development of any state outgrowing its external relations, pecu-
liar mutual sensibilities of states, intervention, alliances, the defective
condition of international morality, standing armies, and so on). The
two are then placed within a historical narrative that, in the end, favours
the forces of peace. But it also supplies the argument with rhetorical power
as the pessimism of the present is almost a precondition for optimism
about the future. In the arguments of Lawrence and Amos we can clearly
discern the implications of evolutionary thinking for international law: the
discredited law of nature reasserted itself in a different, evolutionary form,
but still as an externally directed protector of international law.

As a final illustration of this popular idiom, I turn to the young John
Westlake, a Cambridge-educated liberal who, following the death of
Henry Maine in 1888, took over the Whewell chair at Cambridge.
Westlake’s influential definition and defence of international law demon-
strates how and why almost all developments within the field – codifica-
tion, arbitration, the Hague Conferences, and so forth – could be turned
into signposts of a historical process which, paradoxically perhaps, stressed
the immaturity and fragility of international law as well as its innate
rationality, resilience, and future redemption. In his inaugural lecture
in 1888 Westlake confronted the Austinian argument (as had become
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convention) and argued that the rules of international law were those
observed in the real world. However, Westlake went on to introduce
what could be termed a hidden hand of international law. Not willing to
claim the title of law for any single rule, Westlake teleologically defended
international law as a totality.

[I]n the gradual improvement of international relations the precision and obser-
vance of rules is constantly on the increase, and . . . therefore those international
rules which may already be ranked as law are typical of the subject, in that they are
the completest outcome of a tendency which pervades the whole.64

In conjunction with the optimism supplied by an evolutionary philo-
sophy of history, Westlake often stressed the fragility of international law.
An international society (and with it a law-abiding sentiment) could not be
as easily created as a national society, and the institution of the state was a
major stumbling block for international legal progress. ‘As soon as the
boundaries of the state are passed, common action ceases, or is limited to
rare occasions.’65 So while there was no doubt that the rationale behind
international law was bringing progress and order to the international
domain, it was equally doubtless that international law was less robust
than national law. Yet Westlake offered an ingenious argument for the
advantages bestowed by this predicament. By avoiding the stifling con-
servatism of established legal institutions, international law was still able to
develop under the influence of public opinion, which in turn meant that
‘the student has the power, and with it the responsibility and the privilege,
of assisting in its evolution’.66 In a variety of ways, then, the idea of legal
evolution allowed international lawyers to combine the scholarly with the
moralistic and explain the current problems as well as the bright future of
their subject.

I V . P O S I T I V I S M , N A T U R A L I S M A N D M O R A L I S M

This chapter has attempted to establish two related points. Firstly, that a
narrative positing the succession of an outmoded naturalism by a confident
positivism in nineteenth-century British international legal thought is too
simplistic. As we have seen there was an accommodation of positivism to
the ‘special case’ of international law, and although legal naturalism had a
rough ride in the nineteenth century, it was never absent. This leads me to
the second point. If we understand naturalism to be the intellectual
practice of providing an extra-legal foundation for law, the idea of evolu-
tion – despite, or perhaps because of, its indeterminable meaning and wide
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range of reference encompassing biological, social and legal forms – took
over some of the functions formerly fulfilled by the idea of a natural law.
Thus, legal evolution supplied the mainstream of international legal schol-
ars with a historical framework that explained the current problems of the
subject as well as its future redemption; it offered academic respectability
without sacrificing the liberal internationalist agenda of international
lawyers. In short, it allowed for the positivist distinction between is and
ought to be blurred, but in an intellectually acceptable fashion which in
turn made the ‘scientific’ study of law compatible with a measure of
moralism.

However, the spectre of Austin was never entirely defeated and evolu-
tionary ideas were arguably not without responsibility for the problems
that the subject of international law had to confront in the early twentieth
century. On the one hand the widespread support for codification operated
on the assumption that if only rules that were generally observed as well as
some reasonable rules corresponding to the stage of civilisation reached by
Europeans were made clearer, they would always be obeyed. This in turn
meant that the codification of rules regulating arbitration, the laws of war,
and a number of less important subjects preoccupied international legal
scholars more than the preconditions necessary for them to be obeyed. To
some extent, this cult of codification might have been caused by the
Austinian scepticism towards international law: to many international
lawyers it appeared that they had to defend international law as being
almost as good as municipal law. This they often did by employing a
number of speculative or empirical arguments that stressed the fact of laws
being obeyed as well as their reasonable content, but evaded detailed
discussion of the authority behind these rules or how such authority
could be established. On the other hand international law was caught in
a cycle of moderation, which is often the consequence of handing over the
responsibility for progress to an evolutionary philosophy of history.
Developments in international law – the Alabama arbitration, the estab-
lishment of the Institute, gradual codification, the Hague Conferences –
were interpreted within an evolutionary framework that hardly allowed for
setbacks. If anything resembled a setback it was mainly seen as proof of the
prolonged course of evolutionary history, but it was rarely allowed to
question the progressive, civilising march of international law. Thus,
while there was some scope for offering evolution a helping hand, its
logic could not be circumvented.

The concept of sovereignty provides a good illustration of this dilemma.
Most international legal scholars defined their subject as consisting of
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(legal) relations between independent sovereign states (public international
law). On one level this turned the notion of sovereignty into a crucial
building block of the subject. Yet, the ideological inclinations of the newly
formed discipline also produced attempts to circumscribe sovereignty, or at
least absolute definitions of the concept. It should come as no surprise that
the critique of sovereignty proved ineffective. Any (revolutionary) attempt
to overthrow the logic of sovereignty was arrested by the guardsmen of
gradual evolution, while every attempt at codification depended on the very
exercise of the sovereignty it attempted to circumscribe. Bringing progress
to the international was, therefore, returned to the hands of legal scholars-
cum-moralists, who persistently tried to engineer and interpret the gradual
but potent moral development of mankind that was seen as the only
possible redeemer of an increasingly conflict-ridden world. Even if the
contemporary intellectual activity called international law likes to present
itself in a more pragmatic and realistic guise, there is little doubt that this
ethical (even moralist), internationalist sensibility continues to be a vital
part of international legal theory and practice. So while this chapter has
primarily focused on the ‘Foundations of Victorian International Law’, it is
also, partly at least, about the ‘Victorian Foundations of International Law’.
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C H A P T E R 4

Boundaries of Victorian international law

Jennifer Pitts

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N : T H E N E W C E N T R A L I T Y O F T H E

S C O P E O F I N T E R N A T I O N A L L A W

When John Stuart Mill wrote in 1859 that ‘[t]o characterize any conduct
whatever towards a barbarous people as a violation of the law of nations,
only shows that he who so speaks has never considered the subject’, he
ignored, whether unwittingly, or more probably wilfully, a long history
of legal and diplomatic relations with many non-European powers and of
sophisticated philosophical and doctrinal inquiries into the universality
or limits of the law of nations.1 Mill’s Victorian contemporaries almost
universally concurred in his judgement that very few, if any, non-European
states could be considered equal subjects of international law, but they
debated the scope of international law and the grounds for its boundaries
with an urgency that belies Mill’s self-assured dismissal of the very question.

The question of the geographic scope of the law of nations was central
for theorists of international law throughout the second half of the nine-
teenth century in a way that it had not been to the thinkers they recognised
as the founders of their field – Grotius, Pufendorf, Wolff, or Vattel, for
instance.2 In this chapter, I explore the preoccupation among Victorian
thinkers, both international lawyers and participants in a broader public
debate, with the question of the scope of international law and the extent to
which it could be thought to apply to non-European societies, especially
Asian commercial states. Building on recent work by scholars such as
Martti Koskenniemi and Antony Anghie that has demonstrated the extent
to which imperial concerns contributed to the formation of central con-
cepts of international law such as sovereignty, I argue in Section II that the
Victorian international lawyers placed questions of membership in inter-
national society at the heart of their theories of international law. The
notion of a capacity for reciprocity, I suggest, came to play a particularly
central role in the construction of ostensible standards for inclusion in
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international society. Jurists offered a variety of claims about non-
European societies’ incapacity for relations of reciprocity and mutual
respect – civilisational backwardness, a lack of sufficiently abstract notions
of justice, the hostility of Islamic states to infidels – claims that tracked
various theories about the distinctiveness of the European law of nations as
uniquely civilised or distinctively Christian. The distinction between bar-
barous and civilised societies, which, though contested in its details, found
extraordinarily widespread acceptance in nineteenth-century discourse,
pervaded such debates. The efforts of jurists self-consciously attempting
to elaborate a coherent positivist legal doctrine were undoubtedly a central
element of the Victorian debate over the universality of international law,
as Antony Anghie has shown.3 But, as I argue in Sections III and IV, the
debate ranged more widely, involving political thinkers such as John Stuart
Mill, legislators, colonial administrators, and journalists without the
jurists’ professional interest in doctrinal coherence. While international
jurists, whatever their disagreements over the most satisfactory grounds for
the exclusion, agreed that international law could apply to only very few
non-European states, we find some dissent from this position in the
broader public debate and efforts to establish European states’ extensive
legal obligations abroad. In journals such as the Fortnightly Review and
the Westminster Review, a few authors criticised the exclusion especially
of Asian commercial states from international law and sought to deflate
European pretensions to civilisational superiority, warning that these atti-
tudes invited and sanctioned egregious injustices. They noted that while
such exclusions neatly served the Europeans’ exploitative agenda, they also
provoked hostility and resistance and so proved not only unjust but foolish
and impolitic.

Victorian international lawyers were most concerned to establish the
legal status of Asian commercial states; while African and native American
societies were occasionally considered, there was nearly universal agree-
ment that such societies were outside the scope of international law. Even
after the 1856 Treaty of Paris ostensibly admitted the Ottoman empire into
the ‘family of states’ bound by international law, Turkey continued to be
the case that provoked the greatest dispute among jurists; other central
cases included China, Japan, and the so-called Indian Native States not
formally incorporated into the British empire.4 Two international law
associations founded in the 1870s in the wake of the Franco-Prussian War,
the Institute of International Law and the Association for the Reform and
Codification of the Law of Nations, both placed the question of the scope
of international law at the centre of their agendas. The Institute formed a
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commission to study whether and how international law applied to
‘Oriental’ nations and the Codification Association asked how it applied
to non-Christians. These scholars and groups debated extensively the
grounds for the inclusion or exclusion of various societies. Was the dis-
tinction between international law’s subjects and those outside it a merely
historical one between a cultural and commercial community of Europeans
(and colonies populated by their descendants) and other communities in
the world? A religious and ethical distinction between Christians and non-
Christians? A distinction of political, legal, or moral capacity between the
civilised and the semi-civilised or savage? Each of these choices was chal-
lenged as irrelevant, incoherent, or unsustainable by some participants. Yet
there was near universal agreement among the jurists that not only was it
inappropriate to regard the European law of nations as fully binding on
other peoples, but also that it did not, or not fully, obligate Europeans in
their interactions with others.5

The many late-nineteenth-century efforts toward codification of inter-
national legal standards certainly intensified the era’s exclusionary tenden-
cies by encouraging jurists to specify what might otherwise have remained
vague and more implicit prejudices. The notion of an exclusive and largely
European international legal community found a particularly secure place
within the emerging discourse of legal positivism, which emphasised
shared customs and legal conventions as the basis of law and tended to
eschew explicit reliance on universalistic and normative frameworks such
as natural law.6 And yet the theorists of the later Victorian period by no
means abandoned their predecessors’ universalist aspirations. The familiar
language of natural law persisted among some Victorian jurists such as
James Lorimer and Robert Phillimore. And even those thinkers who
shunned a natural law framework continued to regard their principles as
universally valid, though their universalism was now refracted through the
progressivist or perfectionist prism of ostensibly scientific accounts of
civilisational progress.

The widespread turn toward such theories of progress had two results
of particular importance for approaches to the question of the scope of
international law and the duties it imposed on Europeans beyond Europe.
First, these progress narratives permitted an elision of universalist moral
claims with particularist ones. They enabled thinkers of this period to argue
that their theories respected human moral equality even as they advocated
suspending ordinary moral, political, and legal norms in interactions with
non-European societies. In contrast to a non-progressivist moral universal-
ism, according to which differential standards are suspect and demand
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explanation and defense, universalism premised on a narrative of progress
regards different treatment for various groups (both across societies and,
often, within them) not only as defensible, but as indeed required by the
moral duty to assist the backward to advance. Second, the turn to purport-
edly scientific accounts of social stages as bases for legal and political
argument naturalised what might otherwise be recognised as social con-
ventions. It thus denied the artificiality, the socially or theoretically con-
structed nature, of legal norms. This tendency is particularly pronounced
among the Victorian positivist jurists, who often insisted that their legal
theories of the scope and membership of international societies simply
acknowledged indisputable social facts. Travers Twiss, for instance,
claimed to make ‘no pretension’ to present a normative theory. His work
was intended simply to ‘examine into the existing usages of State-Life, and
to illustrate the modifications and improvements which they have under-
gone from time to time, whereby they have been adjusted to the growing
wants of a progressive civilization’. Lorimer, similarly, claimed that one
cannot proceed with jural arguments without knowing, through science,
the ‘necessary characteristics’ of a nation.7 Theories of civilisation and
barbarism, rendered in the scientific idiom of sociology and legal positi-
vism, offered legal and political theorists a means by which to posit
European moral and political norms as universally valid while forestalling
inquiry into this assumption.

We might contrast such a view with Edmund Burke’s arguments during
the trial of Warren Hastings that the law of nations is a universal law based
on the law of nature. Burke made such claims primarily in order to insist
that Europeans are bound by strict moral and political obligations in their
interactions with non-Europeans, against Hastings’s assertion that the laws
of Asia were so different from European law – and Asians so accustomed to
despotic rule – that he and the East India Company were justified in acting
toward them in ways that would have been unconscionable in Europe.
Burke countered that ‘in Asia as well as in Europe the same Law of Nations
prevails, the same principles are continually resorted to . . . Asia is enlight-
ened in that respect as well as Europe’.8 Burke’s arguments cannot be said
to have been typical of late-eighteenth-century views – indeed, he clearly
saw himself as arguing against a widespread acceptance in Britain of the
suspension of British legal and moral standards in India. But Burke was
undoubtedly drawing upon a tradition of European thought and practice
that held the law of nations to apply to all commercial states and to bind
Europeans outside Europe as well as within it. C. H. Alexandrowicz has
convincingly located in the second half of the eighteenth century the
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beginnings of a doctrinal struggle between that older ‘universal and natural
conception of the law of nations’ and a new positivist conception that
regarded the law of nations as the exclusive province of Europe and its
daughter states.9 His narrative reiterates in a critical vein the transforma-
tion in which many nineteenth-century thinkers themselves believed they
were engaged. Robert Ward’s Enquiry into the Foundation and History of the
Law of Nations in Europe (1795) was an early effort to repudiate the earlier
universalist view and to trace the rise of the mistaken approach said to have
been taken by Grotius and his followers.10 Prominent later accounts
included John Austin’s Lectures on Jurisprudence (published in 1863, though
written in the 1830s) and Henry Maine’s Ancient Law (1861).11 Burke’s
arguments, then, appear a kind of rear-guard universalism in the face of a
widespread and self-conscious, if still incipient and never completed,
development in theories of the law of nations toward a more restricted
regional and positivist view.

I I . J U R I S T S , I N T E R N A T I O N A L L A W S O C I E T I E S ,
A N D ‘ O R I E N T A L ’ N A T I O N S

The criteria European jurists appealed to as grounds for the legal exclusion
of other societies overlapped and reinforced one another, making the
distinction appear over-determined and so all the less in need of carefully
elaborated justification. These included the ‘standard’ of civilisation;12 the
notion of a religious (and therefore ethical) community that bound
Europeans to one another and guided their interactions even without
explicit agreements;13 and vague claims of the racial or biological incapa-
cities of certain human groups that posed obstacles to their achievement of
sufficient self-development to participate fully in a regime of reciprocal
rights and duties (even thinkers not avowedly racist appealed to persistent
differences among groups, or noted that science had not progressed far
enough to determine the role of race in politics).

A recurrent ‘criterion’ for inclusion within the scope of international law
was said to be the ability to engage in reciprocal relations, rendered
variously as an ethical notion particular to certain religions, or as a capacity
of cognition or will, whether determined by race, or, as in Mill’s thought,
by civilisational stage. Sir Travers Twiss argued that the question of the
scope of international law could not be addressed until one had determined
whether ‘Oriental peoples . . . are capable, to the same degree as Western
peoples, of admitting a moral basis of reciprocity with other peoples who
do not accept the same religious sanctions.’14 While Twiss’s notion of a
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capacity for reciprocity evokes Mill’s exclusion of ‘barbarians’ from interna-
tional law on the grounds that their ‘minds are not capable’ of the effort
required for reciprocity, Twiss concluded that the problem of reciprocity does
not arise with Buddhist or Confucian but only Islamic nations. The moral
code of the Koran is at the same time a code of international law, he argued,
one that prohibits relations of equality and reciprocity between the ‘house of
Islam and infidel countries’.15

Twiss’s argument was in keeping with a standard European view of
Islam that, while it reflected a genuine aspect of Muslim doctrine (the distinc-
tion between the Dar al-Islam and the Dar al-Harb, or house of war), chose
to regard the long history of treaties between the Ottoman Porte and
European states as irrelevant.16 European jurists emphasised that capitula-
tion arrangements, which provided for European consuls’ jurisdiction over
European residents of the Ottoman empire (also known as extra-territoriality)
and which constituted a major element of legal interaction between the
Ottoman state and its European trading partners, were technically not
treaties but privileges granted unilaterally by the Sultan. Although such
arrangements had arguably presumed reciprocity for centuries and had
become explicitly bilateral in the eighteenth century, nineteenth-century
European analysts consistently cited capitulations as evidence both of an
absence of reciprocity in Europe’s legal relations with Muslim states and of
the compromised sovereignty of the states granting such extra-territorial
privileges to Europeans.17 Twiss conceded that the Ottoman empire had,
under Sultan Mahmud II, ‘submitted to the influence of the general
civilization of the nineteenth century’, and had reinterpreted its duties
under the Koran, with results such as the proclamation of 1839 that all
subjects of the empire enjoyed equal rights, irrespective of religion.18 Still,
while he suggested that China and Japan posed no cultural obstacles to
reciprocity, and that major reforms in Turkey counteracted Islam’s sus-
pected refusal to engage in reciprocal relations, he concluded that mutual
legal obligations between Europe and these states were as yet impossible.

Despite the widely lauded ‘admission’ of the Ottoman empire into the
European concert through the 1856 Treaty of Paris, then, considerable
disagreement persisted about Turkey’s appropriate legal status. While some,
such as Phillimore, argued that Turkey had been formally and unambigu-
ously inducted not just into international society but also into the European
‘family of nations’,19 members of the Institute of International Law were still
disputing the question two decades later (see below), and even moderate
jurists such as Twiss questioned Turkey’s eligibility for full legal personality.
James Lorimer went further and insisted that the recognition of Turkey,
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which he called a ‘phantom state’, had always been a farce that was best
abandoned for frank acceptance of Europe’s duty to civilise the place by
conquest. ‘I would give up the farce of pretending that he [the Turk] was sui
juris when, if not in his dotage, he was plainly in his minority.’20

Lorimer, who held the Chair of Public Law and of the Law of Nature
and of Nations at the University of Edinburgh, devoted several of his
annual introductory lectures in public law during the 1870s to the impos-
sibility of any reciprocal relations between European and Muslim states.
‘To talk of the recognition of Mahometan States as a question of time,’
Lorimer wrote with characteristic dispatch, ‘is to talk nonsense,’ for Islam,
whatever its truth or falsehood, ‘is always false when seen from an interna-
tional point of view.’21 Lorimer announced that Turkey in particular, on
religious and also racial grounds, was ‘bankrupt . . . of every quality of a
nation’, and he maintained that capitulation treaties demonstrated the
absurdity of any claims of Turkish sovereignty. ‘It is plain,’ he argued,
‘that such tribunals constitute an imperium in imperio, and their existence
in Turkey is a complete reductio ad absurdum of the ‘‘integrity and inde-
pendence of the Ottoman Empire’’.’22 He called on Europeans to give up the
sham by which they pretended to regard the Ottoman empire as a legal
equal, and instead conquer Constantinople and use the city as the home for
a new international legislature, executive, and judiciary body, which, given
Lorimer’s restricted notions of international membership, was really more a
European Community.23 Thus, he argued, with a remarkable combination
of cynicism and utopianism, ‘[i]n the only possible answer which I can see to
this Eastern Question, I am not without hope that we shall find the only
possible answer to the central question of International Jurisprudence’.

Lorimer undoubtedly had idiosyncratic preoccupations and unusually
overt prejudices compared with his more conventionally positivist col-
leagues.24 His international thought drew explicitly on racial categories.25

He rejected the notions, fundamental to the emerging positivist dogma, of
the legal equality and independence of European states: the ‘insincere
recognition of [the] jural equality’ of great powers and minor European
states had ‘doomed’ the latter to exclusion from international politics,
whereas honest recognition of their separate but inferior status would
earn them genuine, if modest, influence (‘Half a loaf is better than no
bread’, he remarked).26 But despite these differences of language and
political program – which contributed to his unusually hostile posture
toward the Ottoman empire – in important ways Lorimer simply articu-
lated openly what remained implicit or under-developed in others’ work.
He theorised his recourse to race as a factor in international membership,
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for instance, far more thoroughly than most, calling for further study in
‘ethical and jural ethnology’; but the suggestion that racial differences as yet
uncomprehended by science might perhaps underlie political differences,
and influence political relations, was more widespread.27 Similarly, while
Lorimer’s project for Constantinople was more audacious and bizarre than
most, he was characteristic of his time in his confidence that European
experiments in the ‘semi-barbarous’ societies at Europe’s periphery could
furnish solutions to the greatest challenges of international society.28 While
Lorimer’s insistence that the law of nature underlies international law made
it especially clear that his universalist legal aspirations were compromised
by his European particularism, such a tension was present throughout this
literature.29 Ostensibly impartial theoretical provisions, such as Lorimer’s
criterion that a state have the capacity for ‘reciprocating will’, prove to be
the exclusive province of European states for an indefinite, though in
principle limited, period.30

Lorimer himself claimed, with some justice, to be simply attempting to
theorise explicitly the political reality of states’ unequal status that others
recognised but attempted to veil with legal fictions. Like the critics of the
legal exclusions of Asian states whom I discuss below, though from a very
different political perspective, Lorimer recognised the hypocrisy of Europe’s
legal posture toward Turkey and other Asian powers; but rather than
calling for political practice that might live up to international law’s
universal pretensions, he sought the revision of the legal framework to
reflect what were, in his view, justifiably unequal practices.31 Finally, Lorimer
made particularly plain an impulse shared by many positivist legal thinkers
of the period: the insistence that they were basing their legal theories on
bare ‘fact’ and indeed that legal systems, rather than being products of will
and agreement, amounted simply to the acknowledgement of an unalter-
able and independent reality. Sovereignty, for instance, was not a legal
convention but a statement about reality rendered in legal terms:
‘International law can no more create a State, add to it, or diminish it,
than it can create a man, or increase or diminish his stature.’32 This
insistence on ‘fact’ as the basis of law led Lorimer and others to naturalise
the conventional and so to exclude the possibility of articulating the
thought that practices of sovereignty were not simply conventions but (as
Ward, for one, had admitted) peculiarly European conventions whose
exclusions remained all too often unacknowledged and unjustified.33

The centrality of the question of international law’s scope is apparent,
too, in the agendas of the new international law societies that were forming
in the 1870s. At the suggestion of the American legal reformer David
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Dudley Field, the Institute for International Law (Institut de Droit Interna-
tional [IDI]) formed a commission in 1874 to consider the question ‘To
what extent, and under what conditions, is the unwritten international law
of Europe applicable to Eastern nations?’34 Field himself hoped to see the
issue addressed in the broadest terms. He held that neither Christianity nor
‘civilisation’ supplied a convincing justification for the exclusions of inter-
national law as they stood in his day. He noted the unreasonableness
of radical differences in legal standing between Russia and China, despite
the apparent similarities in degree of civilisation throughout much of their
territories. Of China, he asked, ‘Can it be justly claimed that a nation
which has maintained a regularly administered government, over hundreds
of millions of human beings, for thousands of years . . . is uncivilized? It
must be admitted, I think, that the point of civilization is not the one on
which the question of international law, in its application to China, should
turn.’35 While Field was unusually articulate in his scepticism about the
use of ‘civilisation’ as a criterion, other jurists occasionally voiced similar
doubts. A vote was later held to remove the language of civilised and uncivi-
lised states from the commission’s report; after some discussion the words
were replaced by Christian and non-Christian, although it is clear that
many doubted the fairness or justifiability of this distinction as well.36

The Institute’s commission on Oriental nations concluded that Field’s
question was unmanageably broad and chose to restrict its agenda to the far
narrower question of how to organise the European consular tribunals
abroad. Travers Twiss, the commission’s reporter, held that it was not yet
possible to abolish consular jurisdiction in Asia, but that the consular and
mixed courts must be reformed, for they allowed Europeans at times to
‘escape justice altogether’, causing scandal and ill will in the host coun-
tries.37 The commission had sent a questionnaire to European and American
diplomats in Asia as well as some Asian diplomats in Europe, asking
whether these experts believed there was ‘such a radical difference’ between
Asian and European views of duties toward foreign peoples and individu-
als, and obligations to abide by treaties, ‘that it would seem impossible to
imagine permitting these nationals to enter the general community of
international law?’38 Although respondents to the questionnaire main-
tained that views in Asia’s commercial states about treaty obligations
were similar enough to those in Europe to pose no obstacle to these states’
inclusion in international law, the commission declined to pursue that
broad agenda further.

The commission’s failure to address the broader and more philosophical
question of legal relations between Europe and Asia (not to mention
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Africa) did not go unchallenged. The Swiss jurist Joseph Hornung pro-
tested that the commission’s decision to limit itself to legal arrangements
tailored to the needs of Europeans abroad was symptomatic of a more
general European egoism: ‘in our relations with non-Christian humanity,
Europe never sees anything but its own interest . . . It is time for Europe to
raise itself to better and more disinterested perspectives. Before speaking to
Oriental nations about their duties toward us, it would do to think about
those we bear toward them.’39 Hornung’s approach to non-European
societies was by no means egalitarian, and he regarded Europe’s duties
toward Asia as those of superiors to inferiors.40 Yet he was a more astute
critic than most of his colleagues of the European interests promoted by
ostensibly scientific inquiry among the European jurists, and of the ten-
dency of the broader question of mutual obligations under international
law to collapse into the less challenging question of what Europeans could
demand of those they deemed unfit for full membership in the interna-
tional system.

I I I . J O H N S T U A R T M I L L , C I V I L I S A T I O N , A N D

I N T E R N A T I O N A L L A W

Debates among international lawyers over the legal status of non-European
states were, as we have noted, framed in terms of their concern to place
international law on a secure footing; but others with less specifically
doctrinal interests also took up the question of international law’s scope
and likewise addressed the question in terms of the distinction between
barbarous and civilised societies. Mill, for one, seems to have considered
this distinction too obvious to require much theoretical elaboration, although
his argument for non-intervention as a fundamental principle of interna-
tional law turned on it.41 ‘To suppose,’ he wrote, ‘that the same interna-
tional customs, and the same rules of international morality, can obtain
between one civilized nation and another, and between civilized nations
and barbarians, is a grave error, and one which no statesman can fall into,
however it may be with those who, from a safe and unresponsible position,
criticise statesmen.’42 Mill used the term ‘barbarian’ vaguely and expan-
sively, apparently applying it to all the commercial societies of Asia in
addition to the rest of the non-European world; he displayed none of the
jurists’ meticulousness in specifying the legal arrangements appropriate
for particular non-European countries.43 Of the ‘many reasons’ why no
conduct toward barbarian people could be considered a violation of the
law of nations, he argued, two were most significant: first, barbarians’
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deficiencies of mind and character made them incapable of understanding or
acting on principles of reciprocity, and second, they were at a stage of society
in which it was ‘likely to be for their benefit that they should be conquered
and held in subjection by foreigners’.44 Mill made little attempt to elaborate
the anthropology that lay behind the first claim or to rebut the view that
India and China, for instance, were civilisations of great and longstanding
complexity and sophistication. His most detailed account of the distinction
between barbarous and civilised societies, written over twenty years earlier in
the essay ‘Civilization’ (1836), equated savage and barbarous societies and
attributed to them ‘no commerce, no manufactures, no agriculture, or next
to none . . . little or no law, or administration of justice’.45 While Mill well
knew that such a description could not apply to the complex commercial
societies of India (to say nothing of other societies he deemed barbarous), he
based his argument for the limited scope of international law on just such a
suggestion. Mill wrote his essay on non-intervention in 1859, in the wake of
the Sepoy Rebellion. As a senior official of the East India Company, he had
contested, in memoranda and parliamentary testimony, the subsequent
dismantling of the Company and its replacement by direct rule over India
by the British government. It seems likely that his scornful remarks in the
essay about critics of British imperial policy – ‘those who write in strains of
indignant morality on the subject’ – refer to writers such as F. W. Newman
who charged the Company’s officials with having violated international law
in their treatment of Indian princes.46

Mill’s relatively casual approach to the determination of the boundary
between the ‘communion of civilised nations’ and the rest of the world can
perhaps be attributed partly to his belief, following Austin, that international
law could not properly be thought of as law at all.47 The law of nations, Mill
wrote, is ‘simply the custom of nations . . . a set of international usages, which
have grown up like other usages, partly from a sense of justice, partly from
common interest or convenience, partly from mere opinion and prejudice’.48

Since this ‘falsely-called law’ was not promulgated by any sovereign and so
could not be repealed, the only way for members of the international com-
munity to improve it, he argued, was to attempt to establish new principles by
violating the existing customary rules. Given that Mill conceived of interna-
tional law as nothing other than a vague set of customs established out of
convenience and prejudice as much as from principle, it is not surprising that
he believed its boundaries were of little theoretical interest. While he spoke in
terms similar to those of the international jurists, Mill was attempting not to
develop a coherent doctrine or code of international law but rather to
determine what political or administrative arrangements were most conducive

Boundaries of Victorian international law 77



to human progress as he understood it: ‘the permanent interests of man as a
progressive being’, as he put it in On Liberty (1859).49

I V . D I S S E N T I N T H E B R O A D E R D E B A T E

If Mill was more satisfied than many jurists with an underspecified anthro-
pological framework, there was little dissent among the jurists about the
fundamental justifiability of the legal distinctions, however vague or poorly
theorised, between civilised and barbarous, or improving and stationary,
societies. It is rather in the broader public debate that we find some rare
voices of dissent against the exclusion of Asian commercial states from the
scope of international law. In faint echoes of a recurrent trope of earlier
centuries (among thinkers such as Montaigne or Diderot), a few writers
lambasted the instability and presumption of the very language of civilisa-
tion. Henry E. J. Stanley, a gifted linguist, sometime diplomat, and
Muslim convert, presented a series of powerful arguments against such
legal exclusions in an edited volume titled The East and the West: Our
Dealings with our Neighbours (1865).50 Stanley’s collection of unsigned
essays denounced the hypocrisy of the discourse of civilisation and its
pernicious consequences for international law, asserting that Europeans
had long cultivated ‘anti-humanitarian’ habits of lawlessness in Asia.51

Stanley regarded the ‘perversion of ideas’ through the use of terms such
as civilisation and expediency as one element of the European arrogance
that engendered contempt for international law, bullying and violent abuse
of Asian states from Turkey to Japan to Siam, and the widespread accept-
ance in Britain of a ‘rapidly increasing number of little wars’.52 What is
perhaps most striking about these essays is their historical self-consciousness:
their criticism of the peculiar form that European hypocrisy and aggression
had taken in the nineteenth century, and their nostalgia for an earlier
understanding of the law of nations as based on universal moral commit-
ments (in this sense they seem an Alexandrowicz avant la lettre).53

One essay on the ‘Effects of Contempt for International Law’ contended
that the nineteenth century had replaced an older religious rhetoric of
exclusion with the ‘watchword’ civilisation, which served simply,

. . . to proscribe those who differ from the persons who utter it, and to deprive
them of those rights which all men possess in common, and to get rid of those
obligations which all members of the family of mankind owe to one another. The
modern term is more vague, more elastic, more unjust; and it serves to deprive
the Chinese of the rights of international law and its mutual obligations, equally
with the Feejee Islanders, or other cannibals.54
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The essay pointed to the variability and irrelevance of European ‘stand-
ards’ of civilisation: De Maistre limited it to ‘nations which study Latin’,
Cobden looked to ‘miles of electric telegraph’ and numbers of daily news-
papers. The Chinese, with as much justice, the essay argued, could point
to ‘respect for the law, and the most ancient annals’, the Japanese to the
absence of pauperism. As the line dispensing with Fijians and other
cannibals indicates, this essay, for all its criticism of the emptiness of the
language of civilisation, and like many others who defended the inclusion
of Asian commercial societies within the scope of international law, simply
moves the boundary of the community of legal reciprocity further along
a spectrum of development to exclude ostensibly savage societies (Burke
had done much the same).55 Still, its insistence on the indefensibility of the
‘standard’ of civilisation, and the power that the term’s elasticity gave states
like Britain to justify aggression and high-handedness toward its trading
partners throughout Asia, represents a provocative moment in the Victorian
debate over the scope of international law.

Stanley’s volume was unusual in its insistence upon the full legal person-
ality of Asian states and its hostility to the system of consular jurisdiction,
but we find its arguments echoed in the London Times, in several unsigned
articles by the correspondent and leader writer Antonio Gallenga pub-
lished in the summer of 1868. These pieces called in acerbic tones for a
reform of the system of consular jurisdiction in the Ottoman empire
and Egypt; they castigated Europeans’ cultural arrogance, ‘bigotry’, and
‘hypocrisy’, and charged that Europe’s patent violations of international
law and standards of reciprocity stemmed from European contempt for
Muslim societies and legal institutions.56 The legal argument of these
articles was unambiguous: all international law could be established only
on the basis of ‘spontaneousness and reciprocity’. It was within the rights
of the Turkish government under international law to demand that
Europeans either submit to local jurisdiction or leave the country; any
other legal arrangements, such as the mixed tribunals recommended by the
author, had to gain the approval of the Turkish authorities. These articles
were strikingly more inclusive in their understanding of international law
and the duties it imposed on Europeans than were the prominent interna-
tional lawyers of the time. They suggest that there was a place in the
broader public debate about international law for the position that
Europeans were obligated under international law to treat at least certain
non-European states with the respect and reciprocity due to sovereign
states, and for an inclination to question European cultural confidence
and the categories of barbarous and civilised.
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While Turkey’s status, especially after 1856, was the case most persis-
tently debated, the political and legal status of the hundreds of Indian
principalities that remained outside direct British rule was similarly in
dispute during this period.57 Were they, as the British parliament some-
times put it, ‘princes and states in alliance with Her Majesty’, whose
sovereignty had to be respected under international law, or were they, as
other statutes had it, under British ‘suzerainty’ and therefore without any
international standing whatsoever? Was the language of sovereignty and
international law that the British state sometimes used evidence of these
states’ true status or meaningless rhetoric?58 In the wake of the Sepoy
rebellion of 1857–58, some of those who held the former view charged
that Britain’s aggressive policy of annexing Indian principalities, which had
intensified under the governor-generalship of Lord Dalhousie (1848–56),
was not only a violation of international law but was in large measure
responsible for provoking the rebellion and might ultimately lead to the
violent overthrow of British rule in India.

The polymath scholar and writer Francis William Newman (brother of
John Henry, Cardinal Newman) argued in a series of articles between 1858

and 1863 that the Indian principalities were independent states whose
relations with Britain were ‘international’ and toward which Britain had
(and perpetually violated) strict obligations to fulfil its treaties.59 In a
Westminster Review article of 1858, Newman argued that Dalhousie’s
aggressive annexation policy had been a principal cause of the Sepoy
rebellion. While Newman lacked the international lawyers’ professional
concern to establish the scope of international law, he pointedly described
Lord Dalhousie’s annexation measures as an aspect of ‘foreign policy’ and
spoke of the ‘national rights’ of the peoples annexed or slated for annex-
ation.60 Newman noted the hypocrisy with which the British had appealed
to law in their dealings with Indian states: they had extorted agreements by
force and then piously insisted on the treaties’ terms; or they turned to
accounts of Indian immaturity or degeneracy when the letter of a treaty was
inconvenient. Typical of this approach, he suggested, was Dalhousie’s
avowed policy of using the policy of lapse to take (in the governor-general’s
own words) ‘any just opportunity for consolidating the territories that
already belong to us’. Newman commented: ‘The word just, thus used by
English statesmen towards Asiatics, means in accordance with treaty, quite
regardless of the questions whether that treaty was obtained by unjustifi-
able violence, (as were all our treaties with Oude,) and whether the party
who made the treaty had any legal or moral right to make it.’61 Newman
noted that British writers dwelt on sensational but irrelevant descriptions
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of Indian princes’ personal vices in order to obscure ‘the fact, that we have
entered into solemn public treaties with these dynasties’.62

Although Newman shared the nearly universal British view that Indians
as a whole were still ‘unfit . . . for democratic representation’, he believed
that the immediate extension of citizenship and political rights to Indian
elites would make broader democratic participation and self-government
imminently possible, and he looked forward to Indian independence
in the not-distant future with equanimity.63 While he hoped such self-
government might be accomplished without bloodshed, he warned that
British injustices would almost inevitably provoke violent rebellion; respect
for Indian states as participants in international law was both just and
prudent.64 Newman’s arguments for the jural independence and interna-
tional subjecthood of those states represented a minority view, even though
the British parliament remained content to refer to the Indian princes as
allied states, at least into the 1870s. Legal texts rarely discussed the status of
the states, and those that did regarded the states as dependent entities with
nonexistent, or, occasionally, nominal international status.65

V . C O N C L U S I O N S

The international jurists considered here shared a number of tensions and
inconsistencies in their approach to the scope of international law. While
they often claimed, as positivists, not to have normative projects of their
own but rather simply to be recorders of scientific fact and of the actual
practices of international society, they contributed in several ways to the
development of an exclusive European understanding of international law,
and of Europe’s legal and political obligations to other states and societies.
They were selective in their approach to evidence of international recog-
nition: while many acknowledged, for instance, that Europe had long
engaged in treaty relations with non-European powers, they discounted
such forms of legal engagement as peripheral to international law properly
understood. The jurists focused preponderant attention on the treaties of
extra-territoriality, so that consular courts became a – even the – central
question of legal relations with Asian states, diverting attention away from
questions of European obligations to those states, or of reciprocal duties on
a host of other matters. In considering the legitimacy of the special
European consular courts, they tended to give great weight to the testi-
mony of European merchants and to assume the worst about local courts,
in order to argue that the courts were justified by sheer necessity. The
jurists generally interpreted capitulations as diminishing the sovereignty of
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host countries like China and Turkey, rather than as legal arrangements
between sovereign powers: another example of a judgement that was pre-
sented as simple recording of fact. Finally, these jurists shared with the
broader public a faith in a discourse of civilisation and progress that,
although it remained vague and insufficiently interrogated, achieved the
reputation of social science and so deflected social criticism and moral
inquiry of the kind that emerged very occasionally, as we have seen, in a
wider circle of debate. Far from abandoning a universalist programme, even
self-described positivist legal scholars who emphasised the distinctly
European character of international law as it stood in their day adopted
what in many ways was a strongly universalist posture. Their assumptions
about progress rendered opaque their elisions between their commitment to
universally valid principles, and their conviction of Europe’s unique moral
and political achievements. In doing so, international legal theorists con-
tributed to a broader Victorian turn away from a strand of moral universal-
ism that, while it was by no means perfectly consistent or inclusive, had been
articulated in terms that left space for the claim – exemplified in Burke’s
critique of Hastings – that its exclusions violated its commitment to human
equality properly understood.
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of international law when used vis-à-vis Indian states had any meaning, calling
it simply empty rhetoric held over from an earlier era; see ‘The Native States of
India,’ Collected Papers of John Westlake on Public International Law
(Cambridge, 1914); also see his Chapters on the Principles of International
Law (Cambridge, 1894), pp. 203–4.

88 J E N N I F E R P I T T S



C H A P T E R 5

‘A legislating empire’: Victorian political theorists,
codes of law, and empire

Sandra den Otter

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

A feature of British nineteenth-century political and legal thinking was a
sustained and direct engagement with empire. Victorian political thinkers
were a pivotal part of a trans-national exchange in the ideas and practice
of civil society and government.1 The British empire in India provides
the most striking illustration of this exchange; some theorists, like the
Mills, were employed in the East India Company; others like Henry
Maine and James Fitzjames Stephen were colonial administrators for the
Raj; and yet others like Burke, Bentham, Malthus, and Richard Price
incorporated Indian affairs into their reflections on political economy
and theory. One imperial issue in particular absorbed their attention –
the transformation of law in India, and more particularly the primarily
utilitarian ambition to frame codes of law for India. Because this ambi-
tion was also central to British dominance of the sub-continent, political
theorists from Mill to Maine were drawn closely into the actual exercise
of imperial power. In turn, their engagement with imperial governance
had an impact on domestic conversations about legal reform, and more
precisely about the relationship between law and the development and
progress of civil societies.

Though the rule of law was deemed to be one of the most potent moral
justifications for British imperialism – Britain would liberate India by
replacing the tyranny of the arbitrary command of a personal sovereign
and the tyranny of custom and superstition with colonial rule of law – law
was also one of the most visible manifestations of British control and
domination. Even when striving to minimise the violence of legal change
by using indigenous law to decide cases and by compiling digests of Hindu
and Muslim law to guide these decisions, colonial interventions distorted
indigenous law and then, rather than interjecting dynamic growth, tended
to ossify the distortions. The dissonance between these claims did not
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escape the notice of Victorian theorists, nor were they oblivious to other
dissonances within this vision of a global order founded on universal
principles about civil society. The very notion of a scientific and rational
code of law for India was predicated partly on universalism, on the belief
that Britain could frame law for India according to principles that were not
bounded by time and place. But the Indian experience challenged the
utility and feasibility of this model and both theorists and colonial admin-
istrators reconfigured this universalism in response to Indian society and
the dilemmas of colonial rule. This both sharpened other intellectual
currents, such as the lingering impact of Scottish conjectural history,
which emphasised the contingency and variability of human societies. It
also served to enrich a more organic understanding of law as the slow
accumulation of manners and customs, refined by juridical reasoning, and
embodied in the state, at the same time as it fortified authoritarian strands
within both liberal and conservative thought.

In the same period in which colonial administrators were debating the
merits and dangers of a legal revolution on the subcontinent, London
lawyers, intellectuals, parliamentarians and pamphleteers were engaged in
controversy over legal change closer to home. This controversy became an
interlocking arena for refining theories of law and civil society. Nineteenth-
century legal thinkers looked across the channel to continental experiments
in legal codification, for at this time Austria, Russia, Prussia, France,
Bavaria, Tuscany and Holland inaugurated codes of law. In this chapter I
examine how these shifting ideas about law as an ambivalent instrument of
progress and a vehicle for the diffusion of civic virtue were closely con-
nected to the British conquest of India, and Britain’s place in Europe.

The chapter is grounded on archival research in the records of the Raj, as
well as the more abstract and formal writings of Victorian theorists. This
focus on practice as well as theory is essential because, while India can be to
some extent regarded as a laboratory for theories of civil society (James
Fitzjames Stephen gleefully regarded himself as a kind of Philosopher
King and was exhilarated by the power that his ideas seemed to wield in
India), Victorian theorists in India did not legislate freely. Encounters
with indigenous groups protesting against proposed legislation and in
some cases drafting legislation, and the shifting exigencies of sometimes-
precarious imperial rule, compelled colonial administrators and theorists
to adapt their imported ideas. Henry Maine once reflected that the serious
scholar of India finds not that ‘he reverses his accustomed political maxims,
but revises them, and admits that they may be qualified under the influence
of circumstance and time’.2 Looking at how political theorists engaged
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with the actual practice of colonial governance is critical, therefore, to
understanding the contours of Victorian political thought. As Fitzjames
Stephen declared, referring to Bentham’s influence on the Anglo-Indian
Codes and the Code Napoleon, ‘These practical questions are the only real
tests of the value of theories.’3

I I . C O L O N I A L L A W S A N D J U D I C I A L A D M I N I S T R A T I O N

Affirming that ‘I believe that no country ever stood so much in need of a
code of law as India,’ Macaulay, as the first member of an Indian Law
Commission formed in 1833 to codify Indian law, appealed directly to
Benthamite principles: codification would ensure that law was universally
accessible and applicable.4 Such law would not need armies of lawyers or
libraries to explicate it. It would be characterised by simplicity and clarity.5

The underlying principle was that if law were rational, lucid, and intelli-
gible to all, and punishment for its transgression swift and uniform,
individuals would conform to it.6 The abstract utilitarian defence for
codification seemed to many to assume a particular authority in the context
of colonial India. In the wake of the Rebellions of 1857–8 the British
government revived the plan to frame codified law for India, and the
1860s and 1870s saw the most ambitious period of law-making. In 1860

Macaulay’s Penal Code which had been set aside for almost thirty years was
enacted, accompanied by Codes for Civil and Criminal Procedure (1859/61).
Within two decades, under the aegis of Maine and James Fitzjames
Stephen, another scion of the utilitarian intellectual aristocracy, vast
parts of Hindu and Muslim customary law and Anglo-Indian law had
been codified. By the mid 1880s, codification had ground to a halt. This
establishment of English law was regarded by Fitzjames Stephen as a ‘moral
conquest more striking, more durable, and far more solid, than the physical
conquest which renders it possible’, for law, ‘the gospel of the English’,
brought order to ‘a theatre of disorder’.7 The ‘vague, uncertain, feeble
system’ of native custom, the quarrelsome nature of the effete Bengali, and
the caprices of native rulers were to be reformed by British lawyers who
‘with peculiar vigour’ would reduce custom to systematic law.8

Although establishing law and a legal system had obvious advantages for
an imperial power seeking to solidify their dominance and secure their
commercial activity in the sub-continent, metropolitan and colonial
debate about codes of law also rested on a moral defence of empire and
powerfully connected law to the progress of civil societies. To many legal
reformers and colonial administrators, India seemed an ideal field for
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codification. This was partly because the defects of the existing judicial
system were so apparent. By the late eighteenth century, successive govern-
ments had pledged to respect ‘local custom’ in religious and family matters,
and the British operated a dual legal system: Hindu, Islamic and Parsi law
guided family and inheritance cases, and largely English law governed the
rest. (Tribal law was most often ignored.) Knowledge of Indian customary
laws was often fragmentary and inaccurate. Prior to 1864, judges could
consult pandits, Indian legal advisers, for interpretations of written and
unwritten customary law; there were also English digests of indigenous law;
but the very act of writing down and systematising indigenous custom
shaped that custom. Judges in Indian courts often resorted to English law
books in cases when they were uncertain of local custom or if the law
digests were silent on a certain point. The provision that judges rule
according to what they deemed to be in accordance with ‘justice, equity
and good conscience’ gave great latitude to the slow Anglicisation of Indian
law, and to the growing authority of English common and statutory law.
The result was a chaotic and uneven administration of justice, and in James
Fitzjames Stephen’s estimation, ‘a vast body of half understood law, totally
destitute of arrangement and of uncertain authority maintains a dead-alive
existence.’9 By the 1830s the need to reform judicial administration cut
across party and race lines – with almost everyone in agreement about the
need for revision though with little concord about what was required.

I I I . L A W A N D T H E E V O L U T I O N O F C I V I L S O C I E T Y

Advocacy of reforming judicial administration on the sub-continent on the
grounds of practical quandaries was interlaced with more metaphysical
arguments in favour of reform, specifically about the evolution of civil
society. For many nineteenth-century political theorists and colonial rul-
ers, law was a gift that England could bestow on other nations at lower
rungs in the hierarchy of civilisations. Law then became the idiom for a
paternalistic relationship between an imperial parent and a colonial child,
and legal reform as a powerful way to legitimate imperial rule. While most
Victorian liberals asserted that representative government was not a gift
that England could confer on India immediately (and as the nineteenth
century progressed, this goal became more and more remote), they agreed
that just, impartial and universal law could be given and that indeed a legal
reformation could inculcate the civic virtues essential to enjoying political
liberty, notably individual rights, security of property, and freedom of
contract.10 Part of this legal reformation entailed the shift from justice
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residing in the family to the public arena of the modern state. This
ambition to transform an immature civilisation guided by custom into a
progressive civilisation governed by scientific law was most familiarly
formulated by James Mill in his widely read History of British India
(1817). Mill took aim at Orientalists like Sir William Jones and romantics
like Southey and Coleridge for their admiration of the sophistication and
sublime qualities of ancient Hindu civilisations.11 For Mill Indian law
unambiguously confirmed the lowly status of the civilisation. Lacking
rational order, Indian law was not systematically divided, its punishments
were not rationally defined nor proportionate to the crime; there was little
law governing property, almost nothing on contract. Indeed, the very
conception of keeping agreements was abysmally absent, and this in itself
demonstrated how primitive Hindu civil society was, for ‘in the early and
imperfect states of the social union . . . law is both feeble and inaccurate,
poverty reigns, violence prevails . . .’12 This was a particularly ruthless
expression of a more commonly held presumption that India before the
conquest was without law, and that order was maintained by the arbitrary
fiat of despots and the tyranny of a Brahminical priesthood. In the absence
of rational government and clear laws, the Indian subcontinent was mired
in superstition and poverty (for ‘poverty is the effect of bad laws, and bad
government’).13 Mill’s remedy was strong government that would lift India
from its stagnation, and by establishing a legal culture of individual rights
would guide India towards progress. The universal principles of liberal
political economy would inspire this legal revolution.

But there was considerable debate in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth century about the precise relationship between law and the progress
of societies and states, and considerable debate about what constituted law.
Colonial and metropolitan debate about the codification of law called
upon a diverse and sometimes overlapping range of answers to such
questions. A generation of Scottish Enlightenment theorists had provided
a framework for understanding the relationship between laws and the
evolution of civil societies, and students who after studying in Glasgow
and Edinburgh took up major administrative posts in the empire –
Alexander Hamilton, James Mackintosh, William Erskine, Mountstuart
Elphinstone, and Thomas Munro – challenged in diverse ways the trans-
plantation of English legal ideas to India that had been proposed by
Governor Cornwallis.14 While not a monolithic group, they collectively
articulated an alternative conception of Britain’s role in the world, not as
the embodiment of universal principles of reason (though elements of a
natural law perspective remained), but as a paternalistic colonial power
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maintaining social order through local indigenous practices and institu-
tions. They in diverse ways regarded civilisation as the complicated inter-
play of social, economic, political and religious elements and set this
interplay within an evolutionary framework.

Codes of law could not hasten the civilisation of India unless they were
fitted to local character and customs, partly because legislating in advance
of a society’s progress towards that step would lead to chaos, or as one
colonial pamphleteer invoked Mackintosh: ‘There is but one way of
forming a civil code either consistent with common sense or that has ever
been practised in any country, namely that of gradually building up the law
in proportion as the facts arise which it is to regulate.’15 The expectation
that law could possibly accelerate social evolution was also challenged on
the grounds that such ‘progressive’ law would command only a shallow and
nominal obedience to its dictates. Viewed from London, colonial justice
demonstrated to London radicals and reformers all that was wrong and
misguided about judge-made law, and illustrated the merits of framing law
scientifically according to rational and universal principles. Such law
would have a self-evident authority. This approach, however, minimised
the contested nature of the legitimacy of the imperial state. Senior judges in
Indian courts mounted a vocal campaign to undermine plans to codify law,
on the grounds that ‘judge-made law’ was more sensitive to the intense
changes to Indian society that followed conquest than codes that would
artificially fix the law. The evolutionary currents that swept through the
natural and human sciences in the early and mid nineteenth century
provided grist for their arguments.

This consideration of law and social evolution within Britain’s South
Asian empire took place against the backdrop of a European debate about
codification. The wave of codification that swept the Continent in the
wake of the Code Napoleon framed metropolitan critiques of codification
as much as the contemplation of codifying laws in the empire. At least
initially the French codes had attracted interest and sometimes support
among some British legal reformers, who by the 1820s were robustly
debating the merits and dangers of codification, or the less ambitious
consolidation of common law. But upon the publication in 1826 of an
English code loosely based on the Code Napoleon a catena of polemical
pamphlets critical of the French codes and its English variant, the
Humphreysian Code, appeared.16 Most of the pamphleteers disputed
that law could in itself transform a society and presented the familiar
argument drawn in various ways from Matthew Hale Coke and
Blackstone that law, derived from the slow accumulation of inherited
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wisdom and juridical interpretation, was superior to statute law. Ideas of
liberty and despotism were central to all sides of this controversy, with
opponents to codification appealing to popular ideas of national identity.
France was the nation of extremes and the Code Napoleon simply the most
recent instrument of despotism, ‘a firm and coercive bond, by which they
might be more permanently attached to his [Napoleon’s] sway and ren-
dered more subservient to his ambitious purposes’.17 But beneath the
flamboyant language of national chauvinism, these criticisms pointed to
deeper arguments against codification that were directly relevant to empire,
made particularly by the legal scholar and imperial administrator John
Reddie. Educated at the Universities of Glasgow and Göttingen (at which
latter he came under the influence of Gustav Hugo), Reddie was one of the
key transmitters of German historical thinking to a British public in the
late 1820s, and he forcefully challenged the wisdom of codification both
within Britain and the empire. His career as a imperial administrator was
far from illustrious, and never recovered from a scandal in 1848 when a
Privy Council investigation upheld charges that he had lied as Chief Justice
of St Lucia about his authorship of anonymous articles critical of the
Bishop of St Lucia for rushing the liturgy.18 Reddie saw in attempts to
codify law ‘the delusive supposition that there existed an immutable,
perceptible system of natural law, valid at all times and in all places, and
equally suitable for every nation, which only required to be discovered –
like the philosopher’s stone – to transmute the baser metal into virgin
gold’.19 He defied Bentham for losing ‘sight of the data which human
nature affords’ and forgetting ‘that each nation nay each individual may
have different sentiments from those which he has chosen to assume to be
the universal standard’.20

Although the historical school’s assertion of the changing character of
law and custom directly questioned the possibility of universal timeless
principles of law, nonetheless the principles of equity and justice contained
in Roman law were universal ideas that underwrote the administration of
law in many nations. Reddie, for example, regarded the inheritance of
Roman law as a great unifying tie among nations in which ideas of equity
and justice, grounded in Roman law, remained the same in Italy and
England.21 Advocates of natural law early in the nineteenth century,
notably Sir James Mackintosh, Francis Horner and later James Reddie,
had imagined a ‘new international commonwealth’ founded on natural
law.22 This notion of Roman natural law as the lingua franca of a new
international order lasted throughout the century, though as Casper Sylvest
argues in this volume, natural law combined with ideas of evolutionary
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change in Victorian theories of international law. Parallels were drawn
between the Roman empire at its height and the far-flung British empire.
The Roman empire was of course a familiar exemplar for Victorians who
used the Roman empire in often didactic but paradoxical ways to under-
stand their own empire and its dangers.23 As in other areas, the legacy of the
Roman empire to modern imperialists was equivocal: the universalism of
the Roman codes, or as Reddie described, ‘what they supposed was suited
to all nations, at all times, and which they termed Jus Gentium’ helped
bind together the empire and served as a bulwark against decay and
‘effeminacy’; but law could not indefinitely prevent collapse, as the fall of
the Roman empire so unambiguously revealed.24 Reflecting the powerful
evolutionary sensibility that shaped other arguments against codes, Reddie
advised that ‘the course of jurisprudence is never stationary’, constantly
changing as laws and manners in a society change.25 Codes were for despots
who hubristically saw themselves as unfettered by this restless evolution;
and for nations, like Austria and Prussia, habituated to despotism.26

But imagining codes of law as the tool of the despot in contrast to the
liberty of common law legal cultures was fraught with contradictions for
nineteenth-century theorists of law and empire. Some, notably James
Fitzjames Stephen, argued that India was already habituated to despotism
and that the British rule of the subcontinent was necessarily despotic and
that therefore India was the ideal field for codification. The failure of the
campaign to codify law in England in the 1820s and 1830s contributed to an
increased interest in codes within the empire. The publication of the
Indian Penal Code was celebrated among radical circles in London who
had long urged the codification of English law.27 Unlike the Code
Napoleon, which became a less compelling prototype as time went on
(English commentators noted the burgeoning case law and libraries of
treatises required to interpret its simple rules), the Indian codes were
frequently enlisted to support the cause of reform in Britain. As Sir
Erskine Perry, an Indian judge and administrator, hoped in 1850: ‘The
effect of these Indian experiments will not be lost upon John Bull, torpid as
he ordinarily is on these subjects and he now will join in the law reform
cause.’28

I V . C H A L L E N G E S T O U N I V E R S A L I S M

The Indian experiments did have an impact upon the torpid John Bull but
not necessarily to advance codification within England. The Indian experi-
ments compelled Victorian theorists to consider the connection between
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law and the progress of societies and nations, and closely related to this
theme to consider whether laws, based on apparently uniform and univer-
salist principles, could command obedience, despite the particularity and
difference of colonial societies. Bentham, who was one of the most forcible
original advocates of law codes, has most often been regarded as advocating
a universalist understanding of law; and indeed much of his Introduction to
Morals and Legislation (1789), as well as his voluminous draft codes of law
for European and North American countries, to some degree support this
interpretation. His sample codes of law were based on the universal
principles of human nature and the science of utility, and he counselled
that foreigners were best equipped to write codes of law because ‘the
seductions of local influences’ could muddy the simplicity of these univer-
sal principles and, as he added, circumstances do vary from country to
country but ‘this is much less considerable than one might suppose’. An
impartial legislator would see beyond the limitations of time and place and
legislate according to the abstract and reasoned principles of utility.
(Bentham frequently offered his services to various countries – he sent
numerous petitions to President James Madison to draft a law code for the
United States.)29 Yet at other points Bentham considered with greater
sensitivity how universal and immutable principles ought to be adapted
in response to different circumstances, notably when he in the 1790s
contemplated how a legal code might be framed for Bengal. It was at this
time that he wrote the essay ‘On The Influence of Time and Place on
Legislation’, using as his example English law-making in Bengal, and
ranging from seeming to endorse a thorough-going cultural relativism to
reaffirming a strong universalism. Some commentators have accordingly
interpreted the essay as illustrating Bentham’s receptivity to cultural differ-
ence, while others, including many of his contemporaries, were sceptical.30

Suggesting that law-makers have before them (physically and materially,
he emphasised) charts and diagrams enumerating local circumstances,
Bentham assumed that law-makers could effortlessly know Bengal.
Although the appetite of the British Raj for ‘knowledge’ of the subcon-
tinent was voracious and this knowledge was closely connected to the
exercise of colonial power, for Bentham this knowledge did not enable
the law-maker to shape law according to local circumstance but to con-
clude confidently ‘that all places are alike’. Difference was trivial when
compared to the weight of a universal reason and its transformative powers.
None the less, at other points in the essay, Bentham provided numerous
examples of how codes would be adapted to Bengal. He recognised that
legislators were not always able to ‘free themselves from the shackles of

‘A legislating empire’ 97



authority’, and indeed perhaps could never legislate freely. Throughout the
essay, he emphasised the power of the people of Bengal to withhold their
consent from new laws – and suggested that legislators must sometimes
accept that local manners and customs would make some legal innovations
repugnant and that ‘it would be better to yield to it altogether for a time,
than uselessly to compromise his authority, and expose his laws to hatred’.31

A perfect code of law was universal and immutable, but this utopia, even in
the new colonies, was a chimera; the alien legislator must adapt laws to
established manners and thereby attempt to gain the acquiescence of the
governed.

James Mill, for all his posturing, laced his defence of the authority of a
universal reason with a mindfulness of the difference and particularity of
societies within the empire. Influenced by associational psychology of a
Hartleyian variant, Mill regarded India as a tabula rasa, on which the
liberating principles of classical liberal political economy could be written.
But this constructivist tenor of Mill’s analysis of Indian law – what was
required was an imperial scientific legislator who would write law and so
transform Indian society – mingled with his debt to Scottish conjectural
historians, notably John Millar, and their attention to the panoply of
institutions and forms of social life across the globe.32 He had taken from
the conjectural historians who had been such a formative early influence on
him an evolutionary framework which saw a passage from primitive to
more advanced societies. Even as they discarded the appreciation of the
multiple forms that civil society could take which had characterised
Scottish conjectural history, Benthamite utilitarians retained and sharp-
ened the evolutionary force of that school. While theorists like James Mill
regarded difference as deviation from European progress masquerading as
universal principles of civilisation, they did not yet tend to describe this as
racial difference. But race increasingly became a way of explaining diver-
gence from European models of civilisation, as indicated, for example, by
metropolitan debate over the Eyre controversy.33

While James Mill was still sufficiently influenced by Scottish conjectural
historians and administrative realities to concede that any legal revolution
in India would have to be based to some extent on Hindu and Muslim
customary law and practice, he could scarcely bridle his distaste for the
manners and laws of an India locked in a primitive stage of development,
and thought it foolish to use Indian law which was nothing more than the
expression of this primitive stage, and so throw away the chance to engineer
a social revolution.34 It was equally foolish to import English law because
English common law was retrogressive, muddy and opaque – rather India
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provided a rare chance to write law as if on a blank slate. Yet Mill came to
qualify this universalism more and more. Two decades later, as a witness to
a Select Committee in 1833, he emphasised the need to found new laws on
existing custom and avoid large-scale innovation. The way he described
the codification of Indian law was very different from his initial radical
re-writing of Indian customary law:

. . . here the great practical question is, what can be done to classify and record
those customs in a book, under such well defined heads and such accurate
expressions as would give them in any degree the instructive operation of laws?
It appears to me that a great deal might be accomplished. The leading customs
which constitute the great directing principles in India, are not so many but that
they might be comprehended in general propositions or maxims, which might
receive by the Legislature the authority of laws, and thence by degrees a code of
laws, not interfering with, or disturbing existing rights, but in reality confirming
and establishing them, might be obtained.35

This much more temperate voice was in part the voice of a seasoned
servant of the East India Company seeking to reassure its parliamentary
critics, and in part a more modest assessment of the power of the British
Raj to transform Indian society through a change in law.36 But it also
followed from the limitations of utilitarian moral theory. It was only
possible for individuals who were guided primarily by self-interest to live
in harmony with each other if law commanded the respect and moral
authority of citizens.37 Accordingly, law framed by a conquering and
despotic state, needed to be calibrated to the customs and manners of
India.

An uneasy balancing of universalism and attention to local custom and
tradition characterised the first major code of law produced by T. B.
Macaulay who went out to Calcutta with his sister Hannah More in 1834

to join the Viceroy’s Supreme Council as a law-maker for India, where in
addition to contemplating a sweeping legal revolution he also pronounced
on other aspects of Indian society, most notoriously mandating that
English be the official language of the sub-continent. While he served on
the Supreme Council, his visceral belief in the superiority of English
civilisation encountered the practical difficulties of imperial rule. Shortly
before leaving for Calcutta, he had proclaimed to parliament, ‘There is an
Empire exempt from all natural causes of decay. Those triumphs are the
pacific triumphs of reason over barbarism; that empire is the imperishable
empire of our arts and our morals, our literature and our laws.’38 None the
less, Macaulay was not in favour of the wholesale importation of English
law to India and he was opposed to a code being drawn up entirely in
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England because, as he reminded the Indian Legislative Council in
Calcutta, the English jurist ‘knows nothing of the languages, customs
and prejudices of the people of this country’.39 He favoured a very small
commission of about four people in England and India who in Benthamite
style possessed the authority to frame a new legal system. Introducing the
Charter Act in 1833 (which called for the establishment of an Indian Law
Commission to write a code of laws for India), Macaulay went to great
lengths to downplay the radical nature of the project, deflecting the
criticism of an overly ambitious plan to codify law. ‘We know that respect
must be paid to feelings generated by differences of religion, of nation, and
of caste. Much, I am persuaded, may be done to assimilate the different
systems of law without wounding those feelings. But, whether we assim-
ilate those systems or not, let us ascertain them, let us digest them. We
propose no rash innovation; we wish to give no shock to the prejudices of
any part of our subjects. Our principle is simply this – uniformity where
you can have it – diversity where you must have it – but in all cases
certainty.’40 The Code of Penal Law, which Macaulay subsequently
wrote and which was enacted finally after the Rebellions of 1857–8, incor-
porated this recognition of difference to some degree. As Macaulay wrote
in one of the copious notes which punctuated the code,

That on these subjects our notions and usages differ from theirs is nothing to the
purpose. We are legislating for them, and though we may wish that their opinions
and feelings may undergo a considerable change, it is our duty while their opinions
and feelings remain unchanged to pay as much regard to those opinions and
feelings as if we partook of them. We are legislating for a country where many
men, and those by no means the worst men, prefer death to the loss of caste; where
many women, and those by no means the worst women, would consider them-
selves as dishonoured by exposure to the gaze of strangers; and to legislate for such
a country as if the loss of caste or the exposure of a female face were not
provocations of the highest order would in our opinion be unjust and
unreasonable.41

In pointing here to the markers of an essentialised Indian difference –
caste and subjection of women – which were so familiar to Victorian
commentators, Macaulay simultaneously appealed to universal ideas of
progress towards rationality and very strongly affirmed the legislator’s duty
to govern according to indigenous custom, though he at the same time
constantly demoted the judicial status of custom to the unscientific cate-
gory of ‘opinion’ and ‘feeling’. Macaulay’s Penal Code was not an aggres-
sive statement of Anglicisation, though the very act of translating custom
into Macaulay’s Code hastened the dissolution of indigenous customary
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law and as later commentators realised ‘the amazing muddle of English
criminal law’ drifted into the Penal Code.42 Maine acutely observed this,
even as he himself set about to codify Indian law further.

V . T H E E V O L U T I O N O F C U S T O M A N D T H E D A N G E R S

O F L E G A L R E V O L U T I O N

I have been arguing that in these early utilitarian attempts to write law
codes for India a dominant universalism was mingled with attention to
how particularity and difference limited or constrained the applicability of
these universal principles used to legitimise British domination of the sub-
continent. But difference and particularity were still most commonly
understood as deviation from a universal progress from the primitive to
the modern, from superstition to rationalism, and not as inherently val-
uable or as a rebuke to the capitalist market economy. Currents of evolu-
tionary thinking led to a greater emphasis on comparative and evolutionary
accounts of social evolution, and this emphasis served both to strengthen
and destabilise universalism. Universalism of course animated the major
strains of historicism in the mid to late nineteenth century; and colonial
societies were still measured and found wanting by such European catego-
ries as private property rights, freedom of contract, and representative
government, categories that still masqueraded as universal. As Jennifer
Pitts argues in her essay in this volume, Asian commercial nations were
most often excluded from international law, paradoxically affirming both
universalist premises and recognition of European difference.

Universalism was mediated by an equally powerful countervailing influ-
ence that imagined law as the organic growth of manners and customs and
warned against the dangers of implementing laws grounded on a mistaken
belief in universal principles. When the radical liberal Charles Dilke toured
India a few years after the Indian codes were introduced, he warned that
‘the result of over great rapidity of legislation and of unyielding adherence
to English or Roman models in the Indian codes must be that our laws will
never have the slightest hold upon the people, and that if we were swept
from India our laws would vanish with us’.43 Few mid Victorian political
thinkers so suggestively highlighted the ferment thrown up by a compara-
tive history of civil society and its implications for the normative claims so
pervasively made for empire as the legal theorist Henry Sumner Maine.
Although he published Ancient Law in 1861, three years before he went to
India, the rest of his widely-influential books and articles he wrote in the
light of his experience as a colonial law-maker in India (1864–8) and
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thereafter as an influential member of the Council of India in London,
where he closely scrutinised India Office policy for most of the rest of his
life. Maine’s central argument, that societies evolve from status to contract,
encapsulated a principal theme in the nineteenth-century whig and liberal
traditions. This narrative was essentially a moral one, in which contract
was the means by which the virtues of independence, honour, and self-
government could be cultivated. This state of modern enlightenment was
juxtaposed with primitive societies and the vestiges of these earlier arrange-
ments that lived on in India, all governed by custom, superstition, and
often-despotic kinship ties. As the Legal Member of the Viceroy’s Council,
Maine sought to entrench ideas of freedom of contract, in keeping with
the theoretical exemplar that he had outlined in Ancient Law. In so doing,
he contended that law was a powerful vehicle for advancing social
evolution.

His first and ultimately frustrated attempt to legislate freedom of con-
tract for the subcontinent was in response to a crisis over indigo cultivation
in which agricultural labourers refused to fulfil unfair contracts to deliver
the crop in return for advances. Arguing that the British state had an
obligation to introduce ‘modern’ ideas to India, he described legislation
that would require the performance of contract as a kind of ‘moral
education’ that would remedy ‘possibly the most moral failing which a
people can possess’.44 Arriving in Calcutta in 1865, Maine found contract
to be ‘utterly unregulated, except by the small portion of Muhammadan
jurisprudence’.45 He found joint rather than private ownership; he found
nothing resembling a competitive market rate in rents in India since land
was very rarely sold or rented, and fixity of tenure meant the virtual absence
of market standard. Succession of property through wills and testaments
was rare, because succession was guided not by individual caprice but by
custom. He observed further that there was no notion of right or duty in an
Indian village community where ‘a person aggrieved complains not of an
individual wrong but of the disturbance of the order of the entire little
society’.46 In Maine’s estimation, the apparent torpor of Indian society
could be explained not simply by the deadening authority of sacerdotal
elites, but by the scarcity of commercial exchange and contracts to enforce
exchange.

Maine was convinced that it was essential for contracts to be civilly
enforced in India and that non-enforcement would be ‘especially perni-
cious in this country. If Europeans are to come to India for the investment
of their capital the best relation which can be established between them and
the natives is surely one of contract, provided the contracts are fair ones.’47
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He warned the Home Government that the ‘mercantile community [was]
trading without the advantage which is the first condition of success in
trade i.e. reasonable security that persons dealing with them will hold to
their bargain.’48 Maine’s theoretical vision of the movement from status to
contract in India justified the creation of the familiar instruments of
commercial exchange that the enhancement of European commercial
interests demanded. But he also used universalist arguments to argue for
framing contract law for India, reminding the Viceroy and his Council that
‘contract is the branch of law on which men of all times and races have
come most nearly to identical conclusions’.49

But very quickly Maine’s universalist arguments in defence of framing
contract law ran aground. Other colonial administrators and indigenous
groups protested that the agricultural contracts, which the proposed law
would have enforced, were unfair. The Secretary of State and others argued
against enforcing contracts which would arm ‘white masters’ against ‘black
subjects’ or that implied in any way that ‘white men are to be trusted and
that black men are not to be trusted’.50 Here racial inequalities undermined
the universalism of contractual thinking. A wave of agrarian protest,
following on the heels of the recently subdued rebellions of 1857–8,
reminded fellow colonial administrators of the frailty of their authority.
The confidence of utilitarian reformers like Governor-General Dalhousie a
decade earlier had given way to much less sanguine expectations of rapid
reform. While some colonial administrators and legal reformers might
look upon India as a laboratory in which all sorts of legal experiments
could be tried, the political reality was very different. More often, proposed
legislation changed, often substantially, in response to challenges by diverse
parts of Indian society and other branches of the colonial government.

Maine also attempted to advance contract on the subcontinent by
framing divorce and marriage laws. But in response Shia and Sunni
Muslim groups lobbied so effectively that these groups were excluded
from legislation. While the whole point of legal codes was to provide a
uniform law for all, Maine also framed special legislation to cover marriage
and divorce among the Parsi in response to a well-organised campaign by
the influential Bombay Parsi community.51 Parsi legal experts actually
drafted this legislation, enacted virtually unchanged by the Indian
Government. It was then colonised ‘subjects’ who also forced the
re-framing of utilitarian expectations of a universal and abstract framework
for law.

Maine’s experience as a colonial administrator in India had several far-
reaching implications for his understanding of the power of law to
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transform societies. It widened his sense of how the particularities of time
and place shaped law despite the expectation that law was a unified system
that ought to transcend the pluralism of local custom. A critical influence
was Sir Charles Wood, Secretary of State for India, who in his many letters
to Maine repeatedly urged the particularity of Indian society, laws and
customs and the error of stamping upon India some abstract universal
template of social progress. Upon leaving India, he mournfully regretted to
Maine: ‘Our law is not adapted to their habits and notions’, adding that
‘My firm conviction therefore is that in spite of political economy that men
will have conferred the greatest boon not only on the Indian ryot but on the
English nation, who I hope have succeeded in placing the rights of the ryots
on such a footing as to defy the encroachments of capitalists a little.’52

Maine took also with him a much deeper sense of historical contingency.
Maine had been impressed by this long before India, for as Vinogradoff
later recalled, Maine and others ‘did not only stand under the influence of
the proceeding generation, which had given such an extraordinary impulse
to historical research, but also under the sign of his own time with its
craving for a scientific treatment of the problems of social life’.53 Maine
drew on the ferment of evolutionary thought of the mid century: the
historical jurisprudence of Savigny (who had argued against the imposition
of the Napoleonic Code on Germany), and less so the scientific explora-
tions of Darwin and Lamarck; by the 1870s, the teutonic historians were
outlining a comparative history of the evolution of civil societies. This led
to a forceful critique of the legal positivism of earlier thinkers:

. . . they [Bentham and Austin] sometimes write as if they thought that, although
obscured by false theory, false logic, and false statement, there is somewhere,
behind all the delusions which they expose, a framework of permanent legal
conceptions, which is discoverable by an eye looking through a dry light, and to
which a rational code may always be fitted . . . The legal notions which I described
as decaying and dwindling have always been regarded as belonging to what may be
called the osseous structure of jurisprudence. The fact that they are nevertheless
perishable suggests very forcibly that even jurisprudence itself cannot escape from
the great law of evolution.54

Furthermore, Maine came to dispute the universalism of political econ-
omists who are too ‘apt to speak of their propositions as true a priori, or
from all time’ because ‘They greatly underrate the value, power and interest
of that great body of custom and inherited idea.’55 The elements of modern
commercial society – contract, private property, rent, money, unrestricted
competition in purchase and exchange – were far from being universal
features of societies.56 Accordingly he cautioned against teaching political
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economy to candidates for the civil service before they left for imperial
postings: political economy, and its mistaken assumption that private
property was an essential and inevitable feature of human societies,
would encumber young civil servants in India where much of the land
was held in common.57

Maine had never subscribed to any radical demand for codes of sub-
stantial law that would scientifically arrange the general principles of
human conduct purportedly following a Benthamite model. Codes,
made necessary because of the upheaval of colonialism in India, should
not be framed in London according to abstract principles and according to
the model of English common and statutory law, with little knowledge of
India. Codification should be initiated and carried out in India, so that the
codes would be more closely tailored to the needs of Indian society, and not
cut from English cloth. He broke apart universalism and law codes and
argued that in fact law codes would have much greater sensitivity to local
variation than judge-made law and ‘In the long run, legislation by foreign-
ers, who are under the thraldom of precedents and analogies belonging to a
foreign law, developed thousands of miles away, under a different climate,
and for a different civilization.’58

In his comparison of the evolution of human societies, Maine was
forcefully asserting that these myriad forms of society should arouse
scepticism about universalism: the first step towards a true understanding
of political economy, Maine asserted, was to recognise ‘the Indian phe-
nomena of ownership, exchange, rent and price as equally natural, equally
respectable, equally interesting, equally worthy of scientific observation,
with those of Western Europe’.59 But Maine did not assert that these
Indian pre-capitalist forms were equally conducive to the progress of
human civilisation, and here he parted company with some of his con-
temporaries (notably Marx, Kovalevsky, and even John Stuart Mill in his
critique of Irish land law), who were much more ready to draw more
radical conclusions from the comparative study of civil societies and to
qualify freedom of contract. His administrative role in India led Maine to
question some of the claims commonly used to legitimate the British
conquest of India, although he remained a defender of empire more
generally. Rather than regarding British attempts to reform Indian law as
the gift of a civilised nation to an uncivilised one, Maine argued that much
of this legal revolution ‘at first placed the natives of the country under a less
advanced regimen of civil law than they would have had if they had been
left to themselves’. The British conquest of India had destroyed indigenous
customary law and ‘For myself I cannot say that I regard this transmutation
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of law as otherwise than lamentable.’60 He was not suggesting a return to
pre-colonial law and institutions, and in the main concurred with
Fitzjames Stephen who dismissed the whole ‘nativist’ turn by declaring
that ‘Tribes, families, hordes, small town and village communities like
those which the very latest school of historical speculators busy themselves
with so much belong to the infancy of the world, and have only a
speculative interest. You cannot get much that is worth having out of a
village community.’61

In contrast to Fitzjames Stephen’s much grander notion of what an
individual imperial legislator in India could achieve, for Maine progress in
law and custom depended on the slow diffusion of ideas that only then
would make legal change possible. Imperial conquest had dangerously
accelerated and agitated this slow evolution. Maine was impressed by the
sheer destructiveness of only a few decades of English judge-made law in
India (akin to the destructiveness of the writers of the Napoleonic Code,
determined to destroy the social fabric of France, for example, by abolish-
ing primogeniture).62 Maine constantly found examples to illustrate his
conviction that the habits, manners, and customs of Indian society had not
yet evolved to the point where a modern legal framework could be safely
implanted. For example, the conception of individual rights which was the
marker of an advanced society was only beginning to emerge in India, and
because of the disruptions of colonial conquest, it was emerging without
the necessary moral sensibility required to modulate individual right to
collective or group right (and Maine was very concerned about the erosion
of social stability both in Britain and in India). Maine concluded then that
India was not yet ready for a law of torts, just as India was not deemed ready
for self-government.

This moral and evolutionary framework, which saw law as an organic
growth as much as it was the product of imperial legislation, both qualified
the power of the colonial state to bring civilisation to the sub-continent
through a legal revolution, and at the same time justified its continued
dominance. Fitzjames Stephen unapologetically understood colonial law
to be the arm of a necessarily coercive state. Echoing the Benthamite
defence of codified law, Stephen argued that ‘The real foundations of
our power will be found in an inflexible adherence to broad principles of
justice common to all persons in all countries and all ages.’63 Viceroy
Lytton, reflecting Stephen’s tutelage, defended codification to his more
sceptical Secretary of State for India: ‘In dealing with an alien community,
to which our whole system of law is more or less unintelligible and
uncongenial, it seems to me most desirable to embody it in the simplest,
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most intelligible, and most accessible form.’64 Stephen noted with pride
that pocket editions of the Indian Codes ‘are published, which may be
carried about as a ‘‘pocket’’ Bible; and I doubt whether, even in Scotland,
you would find many people who know their Bible as Indian civilians
know their Codes.’65 These boasts were characteristic of Fitzjames Stephen,
who was advertising his Indian work to a more sceptical home audience
with a view to furthering his legal career and his ambition to codify law in
England. But many colonial officers were critical of this argument; they
regarded the extension of the rule of law as inimical to vigorous govern-
ment, for law not only regulated the conduct of its citizens, but it bound
the discretionary powers of colonial officials. Stephen, who relished the
exercise of power, was sympathetic to this objection, for he frequently
marvelled at how the authority of a couple of hundred colonial officers
achieved dramatic results in India, though such an approach was ‘of course
quite inconsistent with parliamentary government and trial by jury, but are
they after all so beautiful or glorious?’66 Stephen was much less troubled
than most other contemporary liberals by the illiberal and authoritarian
character of British rule in India, and regarded the authority of the colonial
state as a rare opportunity to accelerate through a legal revolution a
country’s otherwise desultory progress towards greater civilisation, though
he too recognised the need to take into account the diversity of Indian
society.

V I . C O N C L U S I O N

I am not claiming that the ambition to write codes of law for India and the
attempt to do so resulted in a highly nuanced understanding of how
particularity and difference compromised utilitarian universalism or that
it engendered an appreciation akin to that attributed to Edmund Burke67

or William Jones of the diversity of civil societies (though both at the same
time reaffirmed the superiority of European society), but that theorists who
also worked as administrators were forced to adopt a more capacious
understanding of the diversity of experience. The project of legal codifica-
tion on the subcontinent forced them to consider how far law grew out of
customs and manners or abstract principles, and about the capacity or
limitations of the power of law to transform societies. The ambition to
codify law fostered countervailing conclusions, undermining the potency
of a more universalist perspective (as in Maine), at the same time as it
strengthened authoritarianism and universalism in others (notably
Fitzjames Stephen).
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Controversy about the Anglo-Indian law codes continued, with the
Indian Law Commission as late as 1879 defending the empire in India on
the grounds that law reform could ‘hasten by whole generations its entry
into the great procession of the nations towards a uniformity of laws,
founded on uniformity in the conception of right and of the essential
elements of human welfare’.68 But more and more contrary voices were
heard. For some, the new sciences of race had ruptured irrevocably the
confident universalism of half a century earlier. Others saw differences
within Indian society and politics as valuable without reference to a histor-
ical journey towards ultimate universal goods. They looked instead to
revitalising indigenous traditions and institutions, notably the village pan-
chayat, as an alternative legal remedy to codes of law centered in the state. A
new Code of Law was framed for Panjab in 1898, not by appealing to
purportedly universal principles, but rather to indigenous customary law,
endangered by the disintegration of village communities and the spread of
individual ownership.69 The great enthusiasm for the Anglo-Indian codes
of the 1830s and 1840s never quite translated into a confident metropolitan-
based movement for the codification of English law, so much so that in
1889, James Bryce could conclude that ‘The desire for codification in
England has not been perceptibly strengthened by the experience of
India,’ despite the expectation thirty or forty years earlier that ‘the enact-
ment of codes of law for India and the success which was sure to attend them
there, must react upon England.’70
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C H A P T E R 6

The crisis of liberal imperialism

Karuna Mantena

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

Recent studies of nineteenth-century political thought have focused on the
salient relationship between liberalism and empire in this period. Scholars
have sought to understand how liberalism, ostensibly grounded in univer-
sal and democratic principles, generated, at the same time, political and
ethical justifications of imperial rule. In exploring this paradox, studies of
‘liberal imperialism’ have investigated tensions in liberalism that could
justify a variety of forms of political exclusion.1 However, this exclusive
focus on justifications of empire has tended to elide the ways in which
liberalism and its relationship to empire underwent fundamental trans-
formations throughout the nineteenth century. This chapter focuses pre-
cisely on one such transformative moment in imperial ideology, namely
the crisis of liberal imperialism during the latter half of the nineteenth
century.

In the closing decades of the nineteenth century – at the height of
imperial power – moral and political justifications of empire, paradoxi-
cally, receded from the forefront of debates about the nature and purpose
of imperial rule. Just as British expansion assumed its greatest geographic
reach, an ethically orientated political theory of imperial legitimacy, exem-
plified in the liberal model of imperialism that had dominated British
imperial discourse since the early nineteenth century, retreated in signifi-
cance. Ethical justifications of empire were displaced as new sociological
understandings of colonial societies began to function as de facto explan-
ations for imperial rule.2

Since the origins of empire in India in the eighteenth century, leading
British political thinkers had struggled not only to make sense of what they
considered to be the ‘strange’ and ‘anomalous’ character of British rule in
India, but also to construct a politically legitimate and morally justifiable
framework for imperial governance. For British India was considered to be
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an unprecedented and contradictory political formation; in Henry Maine’s
words, it was a ‘most extraordinary experiment’ involving ‘the virtually
despotic government of a dependency by a free people’.3 Thus models of
imperial government were forged that could both stem the flow of the
potentially corrupting influences of despotism on domestic political insti-
tutions as well as offer a form of rule that was, in principle, beneficial for
the subject people. And while there were great debates on which models
best fulfilled these goals, in the writings of Edmund Burke, James Mill, and
John Stuart Mill, there existed a common attempt to frame these debates in
ethical terms, specifically in terms of a higher moral standard of duty and
responsibility concomitant with the status of the ruling power as a free,
civilised people.

The liberal model of imperialism, which tied together a theory of imperial
legitimacy with a project of improvement and civilisation, represented the
most prominent and fully articulated ethical justification of empire in the
nineteenth century. Liberal imperialism came to embody a coherent ideol-
ogy marked by an intersecting set of justifications and governing practices
centred upon the duty of liberal reform as the purpose of imperial rule. In the
latter half of the nineteenth century, however, this coherence broke down. In
this period, the central tenets of liberal imperialism were challenged as
different forms of rebellion, resistance, and instability in the colonies insti-
gated a more general crisis over the nature and purpose of imperial rule. In
retreating from the commitment to the so-called civilising mission of liberal
imperialism, a new emphasis on the potentially insurmountable differences
between peoples came to the fore. In addition, the crisis of liberal imperial-
ism precipitated, more generally, the waning of ethical justifications of
empire. As modes of justification became more tentative in terms of their
moral and political aspirations, late imperial strategies of rule were presented
less in ideological than pragmatic terms, as practical responses to and
accommodations to the nature of ‘native society’. Under this cover, social,
cultural, and racial theories entered through the back door, to explain and
legitimate the existence of empire; they functioned less as justifications than
as alibis for the fait accompli of empire.

I I . T H E M O R A L I T Y O F E M P I R E

. . . at first English power came among them unaccompanied by English morality.
There was an interval between the time at which they became our subjects, and the
time at which we began to reflect that we were bound to discharge towards them
the duties of rulers. (T. B. Macaulay)4
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Framing the debate on empire in moral terms was a central objective of
Edmund Burke’s attempted impeachment of Warren Hastings (the first
Governor-General of India) in the founding political drama of British
India.5 Alongside Burke’s charges of violations against ‘the eternal laws of
justice’ – in the form of treaty violations, despotic government, and acts of
corruption committed by Hastings – was a pressing concern to articulate
‘some method of governing India well, which will not of necessity become
the means of governing Great Britain ill ’.6 Burke’s linking of the question
of legitimacy to the securing of sound, lawful institutions set the stage
for the succeeding generation of more radical reformist arguments – such
as those put forward by James Mill and Charles Grant – that likewise
rested the moral basis of empire on the possibility of good government.
However, the definition of good government varied dramatically between
Burke and the liberal reformers to come.

For Burke, to govern India well required, firstly, some kind of constitu-
tional reform, that is, the creation of institutional checks to reign in what he
saw as the arbitrary and ‘peculating despotism’ of Hastings’s rule. Burke’s
institutional solution was Fox’s East India Bill, which attempted to subject
the East India Company more tightly to Parliamentary authority and over-
sight and thus render it accountable. Accountability for Burke was the very
essence of government understood as a trust.7 But a true trust, from which all
political power and authority ultimately stemmed, must be oriented towards
the welfare of those over whom power is exercised. For Burke, if India could
be so governed, Company rule would command legitimacy based upon the
implicit consent of the people governed. In an early speech on India, Burke
elaborated the connection between trust and consent via the question of
the law, in particular on which principles – English or Indian – law and
legal reform should be based. Burke’s answer was unequivocal: ‘Men must
be governed by those laws which they love. Where thirty millions are to be
governed by a few thousand men, the government must be established by
consent, and must be congenial to the feelings and habits of the people.’8 The
respect for the customs and habits of the people, moreover, was linked to a
normative principle in which the ‘empire of opinion’ and prejudice were not
only the grounds of everyday morality but also, for Burke, the key source of
happiness. It was due to this moral conception of the sources of obligation
and action, and not just as a matter of stability (as later nineteenth-century
imperial policymakers would stress) that Burke argued,

. . . that we, if we must govern such a Country, must govern them upon their own
principles and maxims and not upon ours, that we must not think to force them to
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our narrow ideas, but extend ours to take in theirs; because to say that that people
shall change their maxims, lives, and opinions, is what cannot be.9

The heated debates of the Hastings’s trial tends to elide the more
fundamental consensus between Burke and Hastings (and more generally
among late-eighteenth-century ideologies of rule), which took as its pre-
mise the creation of an imperial regime that was fundamentally consistent
with the ‘ancient constitution’ of India, however differently they may have
construed it to be. Burke articulated a reverential image of the ancient laws,
customs, and institutions of India and, in doing so, hoped to evoke a
humility and respect that would deter the instinct toward premature and
prejudicial conclusions.10

It was precisely this reverence for Indian antiquity that James Mill and
Charles Grant would target in their influential characterisations of Indian
society and history. As Francis Hutchins notes, these writers sought to
undermine the dominant eighteenth-century view of India as a highly
developed civilisation (as depicted in the work of Sir William Jones and
the Scottish philosophical historian William Robertson) and replace it with
an account that portrayed Indian society as exhibiting and promoting the
most extreme forms of moral degradation. For both, tarnishing the pre-
vailing assessments of India was, paradoxically, the necessary ground upon
which to formulate a more expansive and elaborate notion of a ‘just rule’.11

Mill’s monumental The History of British India (1817) was a full-scale
assault upon every claim made on behalf of the achievements of Indian
arts, science, philosophy, and government.12 Mill’s History was fundamen-
tally different in that it was a critical history, that is, ‘a judging history’, the
principal task of which was to accurately ascertain India’s position in ‘a
scale of civilization’.13 For Mill, this re-evaluation was not merely a scien-
tific endeavour, it was essential for determining the structure and purpose
of imperial rule,

No scheme of government can happily conduce to the end of government, unless
it is adapted to the state of the people for whose use it is intended . . . If the
mistake in regard to Hindu society, committed by the British nation, and the
British government, be very great, if they have conceived the Hindus to be a
people of high civilization, while they in reality made but a few of the earliest steps
in the progress to civilization, it is impossible that in many of the measures
pursued for the government of that people, the mark aimed at should not have
been wrong.14

Here Mill clearly articulates the ways in which theories of native society
and societal development intersected with and directly shaped ideologies of
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colonial governance. In this sense, Mill’s break with the Orientalist image
of Indian civilisation was also a break with the ‘Orientalist’ philosophy of
rule, that is, one that was premised upon insinuating itself into existing
practices of rule.

Barbarism in India, while certainly the deep-seated cause of centuries
of stagnation, was not, however, conceived of as a permanent or natural
condition. Rather, for Mill, the indolent, mendacious, and superstitious
character of the natives was the long-term product of political despot-
ism and a religious tyranny perpetuated by a conspiratorial class of priests
(the Brahmins). As a product of circumstance and social conditioning,
the moral character of the natives was, in principle, amenable to trans-
formation, specifically through the agency of law and government. In
this sense, Mill’s obsessive critique of William Jones’s account of the
glories of Indian civilisation was meant precisely to integrate Indian
history into a universal account of the progress of society. In doing so,
Mill presented the grounds for why India could be deemed capable of
improvement as well as a rationale for why Britain, as an advanced
civilisation, had the necessary knowledge and the moral duty to attempt
to promote reform.

Charles Grant’s Observations on the State of Society Among the Asiatic
Subjects of Great Britain (1792) likewise grounded the project of reform
upon the rejection of Orientalist and Enlightenment histories of India.15

For Grant, it was the atheistic and anti-clerical passion of the philosophical
historians, such as Voltaire and Robertson, that sustained their mistaken
exaltations of so-called Indian civilisation. In Grant’s work, the source
of corruption, and thus the proposed terrain of reform, was religion. The
central bulwark against continuing moral degradation was education,
particularly English education, as the means for the improvement of
moral character.16 For Grant, rather than reconciling government to the
nature and traditions of Indian society, as was the central ideology of the
Burke–Hastings era, the foundations of British rule was to be a policy of
assimilation, where Indian society would be actively reshaped along the
lines of British society.

Grant’s and Mill’s criticisms of the sympathetic tendencies of
Orientalist scholarship transformed the framework of debates on what
constituted a just and morally defensible basis for rule. For both, the
Orientalists had become enthralled by the follies and superstition of
Brahminical science and religion, and thus rescinded the moral obligation
to create a form of government that would work towards the improve-
ment of the subject race. In justifying the imperial project in terms of
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future improvement, rather than in terms of its historical origins, Mill and
Grant rendered the foundations of empire ethical in a specific sense. This
argument for the morality and justness of empire was premised upon a
simultaneous disavowal of conquest and force as legitimate sources of
imperial authority. The link between the morality of empire and the
critique of conquest was elaborated in their portrayals of early Company
rule that was consistently decried as resting upon a nexus of criminal
acts.17 And even more straightforwardly, Grant pleaded for a new moral
framework for imperial rule precisely as a way to compensate for the past
misdeeds and the burden of imperial rule; the fulfilment of the British
debt owed to the inhabitants of India would be made through the radical
reform of native society. This was a moral duty, not only in terms of a
duty inherent in power to care for and promote the ‘civil and social
happiness’ of subjects, but also to rectify and absolve oneself of the crimes
of conquest.18

Thus, for these early reformers ‘good government’ was necessary to
overcome the precarious and illegitimate beginnings of empire in India.
Moreover, in defining ‘good government’ as the creation of a form of rule
that would work towards the improvement of the subject race, Grant and
Mill thereby intertwined the moral defence of empire with a platform of
liberal reform. For J. R. Seeley, the combined platform of reform (liberal,
utilitarian, and evangelical) ushered in the liberal era, in which, at last,
Britain had boldly assumed its civilisational role.19 The period of liberal
ascendance is usually associated with the tenures of Lords Bentinck and
Dalhousie in the 1830s and 1840s, respectively. The liberal regime was
the most transparently interventionist in its ideals and practices; it was
in this period, more than any other, that India became the testing ground
for various reformist political, educational, and social experiments.20

Moreover, in terms of aspirations the liberal age was the first in which
eventual self-government by Indians was first contemplated.21 For the
moral justification of rule was premised precisely on the grounds that
once Britain had completed its educative role its paternalist duty would
be over. And any argument for the continuation of rule merely for the
benefit of English prestige, wealth, or honour would be unjustifiable.

But in tying together the ethical justification of empire with the project
of liberal reform, the liberal agenda became susceptible to a variety of
critiques that highlighted the theoretical and practical obstacles to
improvement. If the modernising transformation of native peoples is
held suspect, as was increasingly the case in the late nineteenth century,
empire quickly lost its most salient ethical justification.
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I I I . J O H N S T U A R T M I L L A N D T H E C R I S I S O F L I B E R A L

I M P E R I A L I S M

The main inheritor of the ethical framework of liberal imperialism and its
idiom of improvement was John Stuart Mill.22 While Mill’s formulation is
perhaps the most well-known liberal justification of empire, it is also one
whose political efficacy came to be questioned in the wake of a series of
imperial crises. Moreover, some of the resources for questioning the viability
of the liberal model of improvement could be harnessed from tensions
internal to Mill’s theoretical framework. In this regard, Mill stands as a
crucial transitional figure in the transformation of imperial ideology.

In the introduction to On Liberty (1859), Mill writes, ‘[d]espotism is a
legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians, provided the
end be their improvement, and the means justified by actually effecting
that end.’23 Like the early reformers, Mill emphasises future improvement
as both the goal of empire and the ethical foundation of imperial rule. The
central pivot of Mill’s defence of imperial despotism, however, is struc-
tured most insistently by the temporal contrast between the civilised and
the barbarian. This distinction is the key conceptual vehicle for justifying
the initial exclusion of barbarous peoples from the benefits of liberty and
self-government and from an equal status in the community of nations. As
Mill writes in the introduction to On Liberty, the doctrine of liberty,

. . . is meant to apply only to human beings in the maturity of their faculties. We are
not speaking of children . . . Those who are still in a state to require being taken care of
by others . . . For the same reason, we may leave out of consideration those backward
states of society in which the race itself may be considered as in its nonage.24

Here, Mill’s analogy between the immaturity of children and the imma-
turity of barbarous societies is not only sustained by this historical contrast,
but also reveals and exploits a characteristic vulnerability of liberal theories of
consent. Uday Mehta has elucidated this dilemma in terms of a disjuncture
or gap between the foundations and actualisation of liberal universalism.25

For Mehta, universalism in liberalism is derived from a minimalist philo-
sophical anthropology, that is, from a minimum set of characteristics and
capacities taken to be common to all humans. According to Mehta, in the
liberal tradition from Hobbes and Locke, and including Mill, these common,
universal, characteristics are construed as natural freedom, moral equality,
and the inbuilt capacity to reason. The political actualisation of these univer-
salist premises – for example to be included in the political constituency of the
Lockean social contract or to be capable of permanent improvement in the
Millian sense – is nevertheless mediated by the real capacity of the potential
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citizen to properly exercise reason. This capacity, what Mill calls intellectual
maturity, turns out to be empirically conditioned, and thus not-quite or not-
yet universal. In this sense, the paradox of the child born free but not-yet-able
to practise liberty is thus particularly revealing of how ‘behind the universal
capacities ascribed [by liberalism] to all human beings exist a thicker set of
social credentials that constitute the real bases of political inclusion’.26 Mill
projects the paradox of the child onto a scale of civilisation, and in so doing
expands and heightens, in cultural and historical terms, the requirements
for political inclusion.

In this way Mill ties the exercise of liberty and representative govern-
ment to civilisational development, and thus the possibility of political
liberty is circumscribed by the imperatives of culture and history. In
limiting the applicability of liberalism in this manner, Mill’s ethical justi-
fication of empire itself allowed these other empirical, cultural arguments
to bear the burden of legitimation. And in doing so it exposed a deep
tension between the theoretical commitment to liberal reform and improve-
ment and the practical impediments for the realisation of progressive trans-
formation. Moreover, in insisting on an exceedingly sharp contrast between
civilisation and barbarism, the possible transition from one state to the other,
in Mill’s work, was projected long enough into the future that, if not in
principle impossible, in practical terms seemed so. This sharp and almost
insurmountable contrast was grounded in a philosophy of history that
emphasised the slow and precarious development of civilisation.

In an early essay entitled ‘Civilization’ (1836) Mill outlined what he consid-
ered the fundamental feature of civilised life, namely the power of co-operation.
For Mill, what makes the life of the savage materially poor and fragile is his
inability to compromise, to sacrifice ‘some portion of individual will, for a
common purpose’.27 This is one reason why barbarous societies fall outside the
community of nations and norms of international law. As Mill writes,

. . . the rules of ordinary international morality imply reciprocity. But barbarians
will not reciprocate. They cannot be depended on for observing any rules. Their
minds are not capable of so great an effort, nor their will sufficiently under the
influence of distant motives.28

Thus a savage or barbarous society, unable to either suppress immediate
instincts or conceptualise long-term interests, is thus fundamentally incapable
of the organisation and discipline necessary for the development of the division
of labour, of commerce and manufacture, and military achievement – in short,
civilisation. If discipline, or ‘perfect co-operation’, is the central attribute of
civilised society, it is also something that can only be learnt incrementally
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through practice and ‘the whole course of advancing civilization is a series of
such training’.29 The purpose of this centuries-long process of training is to
render discipline an unconscious habit. More importantly, Mill characterises
the process of civilisation – this training that is the condition of possibility for
liberty – not only in terms of an incremental process of learning but also one
that is collective in nature.30 This emphasis on the group as the bearer of
culture and cultural advancement reveals further strains in the edifice of liberal
imperialism.

The more radical, transformative ambition of the project of liberal
reform seemingly stalls in the face of a conception of culture which stresses
the long process of cultural and historical learning. In other words, in
Mill’s work, the basic commitment to an idea of human nature as malle-
able and infinitely perfectible loses its purchase when linked to a philoso-
phy of history and a theory of character formation that at the same time
emphasises the precarious and incremental development of progressive
societies in human history. Critics would emphasise the latter aspect over
the former, concluding either that models of perfectibility needed to be
abandoned or that moral reform required a great deal more coercion than
liberals could countenance. These criticisms revealingly came to fore in the
most prominent public debates on empire in the late nineteenth century.
In key imperial scandals of the period, for example the response to the
Indian Mutiny or Rebellion of 1857, the Governor Eyre controversy of
1865, and the Ilbert Bill crises of 1883, advocates of liberal imperialism
found themselves consistently on the losing side of the argument. Here,
I begin with the Eyre controversy, not least because John Stuart Mill
himself played a prominent role in this public debate.

The public controversy began in 1865 upon news from Jamaica of a
‘rebellion’ in Morant Bay and its suppression by the then Governor of
Jamaica, Edward John Eyre.31 As reports of the extent and brutal nature of
the rebellion’s suppression came to light, Mill (now the Liberal MP for
Westminster) became the Jamaica committee’s chair and leading spokes-
man. The committee was formed initially to lobby the government for an
official inquiry, and then (when it was clear that the government would do
no more than dismiss Eyre from his post) to bring criminal charges against
Eyre and his deputies. If Eyre’s actions were excused as the regrettable but
understandable excesses of power endemic to the colonial situation (which
was the basic gist of the Royal Inquiry into his actions), the liberal imperialist
model of benevolent despotism that Mill thought was genuinely possible
would be radically undermined. This possibility no doubt fuelled Mill’s
vehement commitment to Eyre’s prosecution, which after three years
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came to nothing. Indeed it could be argued that the vocal public campaign
proved to be, in important respects, counter-productive.

For the long campaign to publicise Eyre’s abuses galvanised an even
stronger opposition to the civilising ideals of liberal imperialism. The wide-
spread opposition to the prosecution of Eyre was, to say the least, multi-
faceted. Prominent members of the Jamaica committee included Charles
Darwin, Herbert Spencer, T. H. Huxley, Charles Lyell, and T. H. Green.
On the other side, vocal supporters of Eyre included Thomas Carlyle, John
Ruskin, Alfred Tennyson, Charles Dickens, and Matthew Arnold. The
Eyre controversy coincided with the public agitation and debate about the
Reform Bill, and fear of unrest in the empire was necessarily intertwined
with anxieties about the growth of popular government and mass democ-
racy. In this sense, the sharp polarisation between the supporters and critics
of Eyre intersected with and intimated the growing divide between the
proponents and critics of democracy.

Moreover, the failure of Mill and the Jamaica committee to procure a
criminal trial of Eyre portended an important ideological shift in the ways
in which empire would be justified and colonised peoples would be
governed. For the public support for Eyre revealed an increasingly unsym-
pathetic view of subject peoples, in this case towards the ex-slave popula-
tion of Jamaica. The Morant Bay rebellion, coming on the heels of the
Indian Mutiny/Rebellion of 1857, signalled for many an ingratitude on the
part of Jamaicans and Indians for the emancipatory and civilising character
of colonial rule. The fact of rebellion itself also seemed to call into question
the practicality of an agenda of liberal reform in the colonies. The improve-
ment of native customs and morals seemed not only to be limited in effect,
but also potentially dangerous for the stability of empire. Thus the reac-
tions to the events of Morant Bay, like responses to the Indian Rebellion,
heralded a deepening sense of racial and cultural difference between rulers
and ruled, on the one hand, and a distancing from the universalist and
assimilationist ideals of liberal imperialism, on the other.

I V . I M P E R I A L A U T H O R I T A R I A N I S M A T H O M E A N D

A B R O A D : J A M E S F I T Z J A M E S S T E P H E N A N D

T H E I L B E R T B I L L C R I S I S

Like the public debates unleashed by the Governor Eyre controversy, the
Ilbert Bill crisis of 1883 also exemplified central paradoxes in liberal justi-
fications of empire. But while the Eyre controversy was instigated by the
dramatic display of colonial violence that at times shaped the tenor of the
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debate, the Ilbert Bill crisis was provoked by a relatively minor piece of
colonial legislation. Less determined by questions of order, the debate
about the Ilbert Bill was framed more explicitly by rival philosophies of
imperial rule. In this sense, the challenge to the ideals of liberal imperialism
that was intimated in the Eyre controversy became more openly pro-
claimed in the defeat of the Ilbert Bill.

In 1883, Courtney Ilbert, as Law Member of the Viceroy’s Council,
introduced a seemingly innocuous amendment to the Indian Criminal
Procedure Code, extending the right to try cases involving Europeans to
certain classes of native magistrates in rural districts.32 But in attempting to
remove this minor ‘anomaly’ to procedural universality, Ilbert unknow-
ingly instigated widespread protest among the non-official British popu-
lation in India and, thus, propelled the Government of India into a general
crisis. In the face of widespread opposition, the Bill in its original form
could not pass the Legislative Council and instead a watered-down version
was finally passed after two years of intense criticism.33

As criticism of the Bill mounted in both Britain and India, it became
increasingly clear that what was at stake was less the privileged status of
British Indians per se than the very philosophy of British rule in India. The
‘great question’, according to Lord Ripon, the Liberal Viceroy under whose
watch the Bill was introduced, was not about the particular provisions
supported by the Bill,

. . . but the principles upon which India is to be governed. Is she to be ruled for the
benefit of the Indian people of all races, classes, and creeds, or in the sole interest of
a small body of Europeans? Is it England’s duty to try to elevate the Indian people,
to raise them socially, to train them politically, to promote their progress in
material prosperity, in education, and in morality; or is it to be the be all and
end all of her rule to maintain a precarious power over . . . ‘a subject race with a
profound hatred of their subjugators’?34

Ripon thus articulated and defended the basic premises of liberal justi-
fications of empire, one in which the purpose of imperial government must
be for the moral education and betterment of the subject people, rather
than for the benefit of the home country or some faction therein.35 In
practical terms, the aim of the government of India would be the timely
introduction of and expansion of liberal principles in the central institu-
tions of education, law, and government. The vehement contestation of the
principle of legal equality that was at stake in the Ilbert Bill thus struck the
very core of the transformative and educative project of liberal imperialism.

The most eminent spokesman for the opposition was James Fitzjames
Stephen, who had also briefly served as Law Member of the Viceroy’s
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Council under Lord Mayo. Stephen not only opposed the adoption of a
similar bill under his tenure but, in the midst of the current crisis, published
a provocative letter in The Times warning that the passage of such a bill
would undermine the very ‘foundations’ of British rule. As Stephen wrote,

. . . [i]t has been observed that if the Government of India have decided on removing
all anomalies from India, they ought to remove themselves and their countrymen . . .
It is essentially an absolute government, founded, not on consent, but on conquest . . .
It represents a belligerent civilization, and no anomaly can be so striking and so
dangerous as its administration by men who, being at the head of a Government
founded on conquest, implying at every point the superiority of the conquering race,
of their ideas, their institutions, their opinions and their principles, and having no
justification for its existence except that superiority, shrink from the open, uncom-
promising, straightforward assertion of it, seek to apologize for their own position,
and refuse, from whatever cause, to uphold and support it.36

The corollary to the unabashed assertion of superiority, for Stephen, was
unapologetic authoritarian rule in the colonies.

Despite the brashness of his rhetoric, Stephen was not simply a jingo-
istic defender of empire. Rather the argument for absolute rule as a form of
legitimate and good government was premised on a theoretical account of
the necessity of coercion as a mechanism for the improvement of native
society. The most important mechanism, in this regard, was the imple-
mentation of a sound system of laws based upon English principles that
would induce peace and security and thereby effect a change in moral and
religious practices. Without law and order, which was for Stephen
Britain’s great export, India would dissolve into the chaos and anarchy
in which it was found. Coercion was a necessity for Britain’s ‘great and
characteristic task is that of imposing on India ways of life and modes of
thought which the population regards, to say the least, without sym-
pathy’.37 This minimal commitment to substitute English civilisation for
Indian barbarism, however, was not conceived of as a moral duty, less still
as a kind of atonement or apology for the sins of conquest. Rather, it was a
sign of and the means by which to express England’s virtue, honour, and
superiority. As such, for Stephen, it was in principle a permanent and not
temporary enterprise (as the liberal imperialist camp proposed) and ought
to be justified as such. Stephen straightforwardly criticised the view of
empire as resting upon ‘a moral duty on the part of the English nation to
try to educate the natives in such a way as to lead them to set up a
democratic form government administered by representative institutions’.38

Not only was self-government unfit for India, for Stephen it was a qualified
benefit for England as well.
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In this sense, for Stephen, the principles of imperial government may
indeed be equally well suited for a rapidly democratising Britain. As one of
Mill’s best-known contemporary critics, Stephen exemplified the ways in
which the critique of liberal imperialism coalesced with a more general
critique of the popular and democratic variants of liberal thought.
According to Stephen, it was his ‘Indian experience’ that confirmed his
belief in the dangers of ‘sentimental’ liberalism of the Millian kind for both
England and the empire.39 In Liberty, Equality, Fraternity (1874), Stephen
famously argued that Mill’s proposition that self-protection could be the
only grounds for coercion was unsustainable and illustrative of a deeper set
of commitments which he found to be both philosophically untenable and
practically objectionable. For Stephen, Mill’s attempt to delineate a sphere
of free action revealed Mill’s illegitimate prioritising of the principle of
liberty over that of utility. Moreover, for Stephen, what Mill claimed to be
the practical effects of liberty in history – that is, the expansion of freedom
of speech and discussion and the concomitant shift from compulsion to
persuasion as the vehicle of moral improvement – was a misreading of the
actual source of moral progress, namely the historical effects of moral and
legal coercion. For Stephen, man was not by nature a progressive being, but
one who was at heart selfish and unruly and therefore needed to be
continuously compelled to live peaceably and morally in society. The
benevolent despotism of imperial rule, for Stephen, proved emphatically
that liberty was not a necessity for the purpose of good government. Thus,
Mill’s tenuous distinction between civilised and barbarous societies could
be reversed: what was deemed appropriate for barbarians was equally
suitable for civilised society (or at least certain classes therein).40

V . E M P I R E , N A T I O N , C O N Q U E S T : R E V I S I N G

T H E L A N G U A G E S O F J U S T I F I C A T I O N

The project of liberal imperialism tied together its moral justification with
a consistent set of ideologies of rule, most notably in outlining a platform
of reform based on the transformative goals of the civilising mission. With
the crisis of this overarching vision, both aspects would be subject to
critique and revision. And while late imperial ideologies and discourses
of justification were grounded in a common, conservative opposition to
the liberal project, they did not necessarily evolve into a comprehensive
alternative imperial vision. Rather what emerged were a series of distinct
modes of justification and strategies of rule that were only loosely and
obliquely tied to one another. In this section I will focus on the former and
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outline the different ways in which the moral vision of liberal imperialism
as a discourse of legitimation was criticised, transformed, and revised in the
late nineteenth century.

In one of Stephen’s last works, The Story of Nuncomar and the Impeach-
ment of Sir Elijah Impey (1885), he revisited the original ‘crimes’ of British
India and the impeachment trial of Warren Hastings.41 Ever since Burke’s
famous prosecution of Hastings at the end of the eighteenth century, the
question of the legitimacy of British rule in India was intimately tied to
one’s position vis-à-vis this originary moment.42 For liberals like James
Mill and Macaulay the disavowal of conquest and the critique of early
Company rule was the necessary first step in arguing for a new, firmer and
more moral basis for imperial rule. Thus for Stephen the return to the trial
was a way to sever the link between the morality of empire and the critique
of conquest. Indeed, in rehabilitating the notorious figure of Impey,
Stephen tried instead to argue that the so-called ‘crimes’ of conquest
were exaggerated, if not entirely fabricated. In this way, conquest, now
devoid of its associations with criminality, could emerge as legitimate on its
own terms.

Stephen’s revisionist history of the Hastings era, with its audacious
defence of the legitimacy of conquest and force, struck at the heart of an
earlier liberal consensus. Stephen’s reformulation, however, was avowedly
critical of liberal imperialism and thus represents the reversal of its tenets in
the starkest of terms. Liberals themselves responded more ambivalently,
and this is nowhere more evident than in relation to the theme of conquest.
In Seeley’s The Expansion of England (1883), the fact of conquest is con-
sistently raised only to be disavowed as a proper characterisation of either
the mode by which England acquired its Indian empire or as a justification
of its present status as a dependency. Moreover, what is significant in
Seeley’s attempt to cleanse empire of its unsavoury associations with
conquest is that it is also severed from any distinct moral project or aim.
These two aspects, I would argue, are not unrelated. For what lent the
liberal project its peculiar ethical weight was precisely its ability to frame
and judge the history of empire in moral terms.

In Seeley’s account, ‘conquest’ itself was declared a misnomer in terms of
a description of the acquisition of the Indian empire. English rule was the
natural fulfilment of a purely internal tendency of Indian political history.
The eighteenth-century machinations of rival Indian principalities in
alliance with competing European powers in the subcontinent, were, for
Seeley, a time when ‘the distinction of national and foreign seems to be
lost’. And thus, ‘India can hardly be said to have been conquered at all by
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foreigners; she has rather conquered herself.’43 If there was no conquest,
there was nothing the British needed to atone for. Indeed, for Seeley, since
British rule itself brought stability and government, it was always already
a notable advance upon the anarchy in which India found herself.44

Moreover, in suggestively arguing that terms such as ‘national’ and ‘for-
eign’ had no meaning in the context of eighteenth-century India, Seeley
was in fact putting forward a far bolder claim, namely, that in India there
was and is no sense of nationality. For Seeley conquest could only be
conceived of as a political affront if the subjected population formed a
recognisable community. For ‘It is upon the assumption of such a homo-
geneous community that all our ideas of patriotism and public virtue
depend.’45

The use of the discourse of nationality as a justification of imperial rule
became more insistent in the late nineteenth century, even as the dis-
course around the so-called civilising mission waned. While, for Mill, the
claim that barbarians were not true nations was certainly meant to
legitimate imperial subjection (and perhaps even outright conquest), it
was subordinated to the purpose of civilising. The primary reason for
withholding the status of nationhood from barbarous societies was that
for these societies ‘Nationality and independence are either a certain evil,
or at best a questionable good.’46 In this sense, for Mill, nationality is
conceptualised more in normative rather than sociological terms, as an
equivalent for self-government and thus subject to the same moral and
civilisational requirements.

Later liberal theorists of empire, on the other hand, tended to mobilise
and prioritise the sociological analyses of nationality, severed from any
strict or elaborate scale of civilisation, as the linchpin to justify imperial
rule. For Seeley, here giving voice to a commonplace among imperial
observers of the time, India lacked uniting forces; there was no community
of race or religion out of which a feeling or belief in nationality could
develop.47 As Seeley writes, ‘[I]t appears then that India is not a political
name, but only a geographical expression like Europe or Africa.’48 But if
India were to ever show signs of a love of independence, of acting in concert
as ‘the expression of a universal feeling of nationality, at that moment all
hope is at an end, as all desire ought to be at an end, of preserving our
Empire’.49 If the hallmark of liberal imperialism was the implicit belief in
the temporary nature of British rule in India, liberals like Seeley transferred
the criteria of future self-government from the strict model of improve-
ment or assimilation to English manners and customs to the question of
nationality. The fact that India was not yet a nation, however, was the

The crisis of liberal imperialism 127



descriptive, sociological basis upon which the continuity of imperial rule
rested. For what was implicit in the denial of nationality was a belief in the
natural tendency of Indian society to devolve into anarchy and/or com-
munal divisions. In this sense British rule was justified less in ambitious
moral and political terms than as the lesser evil compared to leaving India to
disintegrate on her own. Tied less to the specific project of transforming
Indian society, the prioritising of the sociological account of the logic of
Indian society portrayed Britain’s continued presence as primarily stem-
ming from a practical necessity.

V I . R E V E R S I N G T H E C I V I L I S I N G M I S S I O N : M A I N E A N D

T H E L E S S O N S O F 1 8 5 7

The thinker or scholar who approaches it [India] in a serious spirit finds it
pregnant with difficult questions, not to be disentangled without prodigious
pains, not to be solved indeed unless the observer goes through a process at all
times most distasteful to an Englishman, and (I will not say) reverses his accus-
tomed political maxims, but revises them, and admits that they may be qualified
under the influence of circumstance and time. (Henry Maine)50

The crisis of liberal imperialism generated not only new justifications of
empire but also new and distinct strategies of rule and governing practices,
specifically premised upon the critique of previous liberal ideologies of
rule. Historically, one of the key events that precipitated this shift was the
so-called Indian Mutiny of 1857. In response to the rebellion, the Crown
assumed direct responsibility over the Company’s former Indian territor-
ies, and in its first official act explicitly put forth a doctrine of non-
intervention as the directive principle of British rule.51 Propositions
about non-interference after 1857 were necessarily imbued with reflections
upon the causes of the 1857 Rebellion as well as implicit critiques of
previous strategies of governance that were seen to have precipitated revolt.
Victoria’s Proclamation emphasised the religious aspects of revolt, an
account with which Henry Maine notably concurred.

According to Maine, the mutiny was a shock to the English mind, not
only because of the unprecedented speed and scale of the mutiny’s expan-
sion into insurrection but also because it seemingly sprang from such
inscrutable sentiments. Crucially, Maine declared this blindness to the
strength and persistence of religious sentiments as arising from ‘defect of
knowledge or imagination which hides these truths from the English
mind’.52 This lacuna, however deep, could be overcome through the
acquisition of better and more appropriate knowledge of native practices
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and beliefs. It is in this sense that ascertaining the roots of the 1857

Rebellion was not,

. . . a merely historical interest. It is a question of the gravest practical importance
for the rulers of India how far the condition of religious and social sentiment
revealed by the Mutiny survives in any strength . . . It is manifest that, if the belief
in caste continues unimpaired or but slightly decayed, some paths of legislation
and of executive action are seriously unsafe: it may be possible to follow them, but
it is imperative to walk warily.53

Thus, for Maine, fundamental questions about the character and strength
of native beliefs were necessarily linked to pragmatic solutions in relation to
the exigencies of colonial governance. Moreover, in framing the cause of
the revolt as epistemic, Maine (like many contemporary viewers) very
much tied future remedies to expanding apparatuses for knowledge gather-
ing and dissemination.54 In his appeal for greater and more accurate
knowledge, Maine also critically redefined the parameters of what con-
stituted appropriate knowledge of India.

Through his methodological innovations in relation to the study of
Indian society, Maine initiated an important reconceptualisation of native
society, one that, in the context of imperial policy, provoked a profound
change in attitudes regarding the scientific and practical basis of liberal
ideologies of rule. For Maine, previous accounts of Indian society suffered
from a number of drawbacks. Substantively, as most colonial officers and
European observers were based in the Presidency towns along the coasts,
which had long histories of contact with the outside world, they were apt to
view the urbanised (and more secularised) natives they encountered as
representative of all of India.55 This led them to overestimate the possibility
of reforming native belief along Western lines and thus underestimate the
rigidity of native habits. A similarly mistaken view of Indian society, for
Maine, was also inherent in utilitarianism, which had had an enormous
impact in shaping the liberal agenda of colonial reform.

In Ancient Law (1861) and Village Communities in the East and West
(1876), Maine famously criticised the abstract methods of utilitarianism,
arguing that analytical conceptions of law and political economy were
inapplicable to primitive or ancient societies, of which India was the
prime example. Indeed, for Maine, India was ‘the great repository of
verifiable phenomena of ancient usage and ancient juridical thought’56

and its study would shed light on the historical and evolutionary develop-
ment of law and society. Moreover, India and England shared an Indo-
European heritage and thus a common institutional history. But while this
filiation grounded India’s epistemological centrality for the comparative
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study of institutions, it also construed India as representing the ‘living past’
of Europe. The study of contemporary Indian social and political institu-
tions would cast light upon the history of Aryan societies and peoples
precisely because Indian society was assumed to have stagnated, arresting
the development of institutions at an early stage, and, thus, preserving their
ancient character. Thus alongside the claim to a deep affinity, Maine also
asserted the radical difference between Indian and English institutions.

With the assertion of difference, however, also came a stress on under-
standing the unique logic of primitive society. Maine’s historicism was
accompanied by an anthropological sense that viewed native society as
functional wholes, ordered by the dictates of primitive custom. Yet, despite
the internal coherence of native institutions, this structural integrity was
construed as fragile and increasingly threatened under modern condi-
tions.57 This double-edged vision lent Maine’s conception of native society
a central ambiguity that would become utilised in important ways in the
context of late imperial ideologies of rule.58 In Maine’s work, this view of
native society was most prominent in his suggestive rendering of the self-
sufficient village-community, which Maine took to be the dominant social
form of India. The vitality of the Indian village-community, however, was
quickly dissolving under the impact of colonial rule. Moreover, in practical
terms, the rapidity of the process of disintegration, for Maine, engendered
grave consequences for the stability of imperial rule.

Maine’s reconstitution of the appropriate bases of colonial knowledge
and his reconceptualisation of Indian society served as an enormous fillip
to the growth of ‘official anthropology’ and its influence in crafting
colonial policy.59 Indeed it directly spurred, in some quarters, a wholesale
rejection of the liberal agenda of reform in favour of policies that sought the
rehabilitation and protection of native customs and institutions. For some,
protecting native ‘traditions’ was a normative priority and, for them,
Maine’s evocative account of native society, where primitive custom
rationally ordered social, political, and economic life, was particularly
appealing. Others argued for a policy of protection and/or rehabilitation
as a safeguard against instability, unrest, and rebellion. Indeed in prioritis-
ing the maintenance of order, liberal models of education, economy, and
politics would all be limited because they were now considered to inher-
ently bear disintegrative effects on native/traditional society. Unlike liberal
ruling strategies that construed ‘traditional’ social structures, customs, and
identities, such as those relating to caste and religion, as impediments to
the project of improvement and thus good and moral governance, the new
ideologies of rule stressed the need for reconciliation with native
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institutions and structures of authority. In practical terms this entailed a
more conciliatory relation to the princely states, now seen both as bulwarks
against radicalism and as authorities which commanded ‘natural’ obedi-
ence.60 There was also a notable shift away from the institution of the
principles of laissez-faire and private property rights for the sake of protect-
ing the ‘traditional’ foundations of agrarian society, such as caste and the
village-community.61

The lessons of 1857 prioritised a practical and strategic concern for
questions of law and order over issues of imperial legitimacy and moral
purpose. The non-interference principle, in this sense, expressed both the
difficulty of reforming the native and the indeed the political danger that
attempts at transformation could entail. But in construing the rebellion as
an example of the failure of liberal reform to either transform native habits
and customs or lend security to the imperial enterprise, reflections on 1857

also spurred ethnographic and sociological investigations into the nature of
native society – accounts that would mirror and account for the newly
understood rigidity of native customs and traditions.

Thus, in contrast to liberal theories of imperial legitimacy, these anthro-
pological and sociological understandings functioned more as alibis, rather
than as ethical justifications, for imperial rule. Rather than as a willed and
purposive moral project, empire was instead deemed a practical necessity
arising from the nature of colonised societies themselves (either for curtail-
ing the tendency of native societies towards disintegration and/or as merely
an epiphenomenal construct ‘indirectly’ ruling through pre-existing native
institutions and structures of authority). In this way, alibis served to defer
and displace the source of imperial legitimacy, authority, and power,
elsewhere – in this case from metropole to colony – and thus also made
possible the deferral and disavowal of a deep sense of moral and political
responsibility for the fact of imperial rule.
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C H A P T E R 7

‘Great’ versus ‘small’ nations: size and national
greatness in Victorian political thought

Georgios Varouxakis

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

As should be obvious from other chapters published in this volume, there
was a near-consensus among Victorian political thinkers that not all
nations or states were equal members of an international community.
Rather, a distinction was made, quite explicitly and routinely, between
‘civilised’ European and Christian nations, to which the rules of interna-
tional law or international morality applied, and ‘barbarians’, who could
not claim the same treatment. In this chapter I focus on another distinction
about which there was a near-consensus, at least for most of the Victorian
period, a distinction that applied to nations within the so-called ‘civilised’
world: that between ‘great’ and ‘small’ nations.1

From at least the middle of the nineteenth century, once the revolutions of
1848 had brought the issue of ‘nationality’ to the foreground of European
politics and political thinking, through to the 1920s, when, in the aftermath of
the treaties that followed the end of the First World War the new international
settlement was being vividly debated, one of the issues that attracted consid-
erable attention on the part of political thinkers was that of the scale or size of
nations. Political debate was infused with a variety of arguments about
whether it was advisable for ‘small’ nations to exist – and form independent
states, in accordance with the ‘principle of nationality’ – or whether they
should instead be absorbed into larger units, forming what were called by
many ‘great nations’, in the best interests of civilisation as well as of the
individual members of the nations/groups concerned. From James Fitzjames
Stephen’s argument that membership of a ‘great’ nation was a matter of
individual prestige to Alfred Zimmern’s argument (elaborated after the First
World War) that the increasing interconnectedness of the world – and, more
generally, what we would call today globalisation – meant that small states
were not independent and sovereign anyway, and therefore should be happy
to participate in larger units like the British Commonwealth, all sorts of
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versions and nuances emerged. And it was not just political thinkers living in
the ‘great’ metropolitan nations who wrestled with the issue. It was also
internalised by those considered less fortunate, those born in ‘small’ nations.
There is a touching, as well as telling, passage in the journal of the early-
twentieth-century Greek sui generis nationalist thinker Ion Dragoumis
where he complains that a person who is a member of a ‘small’ nation does
not enjoy the same dignity and respect that they would had they been
born in a ‘great’ nation, whatever their personal merits or the merits of
their work.2

The issue of ‘small’ versus ‘great’ nations was particularly salient between
the revolutions of 1848 and German unification (first, North-German uni-
fication in 1866, and then German unification following the Franco-Prussian
war of 1870). In an incisive treatment of some of the most important issues
related to the rise and evolution of nationalism, Eric Hobsbawm observed
that the German political economist Friedrich List had ‘clearly formulated a
characteristic of the ‘‘liberal’’ concept of the nation which was usually taken
for granted’: it had to be of ‘sufficient size to form a viable unit of develop-
ment. If it fell below this threshold, it had no historic justification’. This, he
adds, ‘seemed too obvious to require argument, and was rarely argued out’.3

According to Hobsbawm, two consequences followed from this thesis,
which was ‘almost universally accepted by serious thinkers on the subject,
even when they did not formulate it as explicitly as the Germans who had
some historical reasons for doing so’.4 In the first place, ‘It followed that the
‘‘principle of nationality’’ applied in practice only to nationalities of a certain
size.’ Hobsbawm calls the principle in question the ‘threshold principle’. The
second consequence Hobsbawm identifies is that the ‘building of nations
was seen inevitably as a process of expansion’. Thus ‘It was accepted in theory
that social evolution expanded the scale of human social units from family
and tribe to county and canton, from the local to the regional, the national
and eventually the global.’ This meant that nations were, ‘as it were, in tune
with historical evolution only insofar as they extended the scale of human
society, other things being equal’.5

This is an important point that needs to be stressed. As H. S. Jones argues,
most nineteenth-century British liberals were favourably disposed towards
nationalism because ‘they saw the nation as a step away from the particular
and towards the universal, and not because they wished to emphasize their
own nation’s particularity in relation to other nations. The nation was
particular in relation to other nations, but was the most general and universal
of actual communities.’6 Most Victorian liberals would agree with Frederic
Harrison when he declared emphatically ‘how precious to the life of the
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world are these growing aggregates of people when the lofty conception of
nation first comes to supersede the narrower idea of clan or tribe’.7

This chapter attempts to show, in the first place, that British thinkers did
theorise explicitly about the question of the size of nations and the broader
issue of national ‘greatness’ more than Hobsbawm would have one believe.
In the second place, it seeks to show that the issue of ‘greatness’ was not
necessarily identified with geographical or population size, no matter how
connected the two questions might be. However, it will also be argued that
nineteenth-century British thinkers tended to express little enthusiasm for
physically ‘small’ nations or states. John Stuart Mill was a partial exception
to this tendency, for he was prepared to support the claims for independ-
ence of certain nationalities that were ‘small’ in size but displayed a
relatively high degree of ‘civilisation’ – provided those claims were directed
against states that were more ‘backward’ in civilisational or political terms.
Another partial exception was Matthew Arnold, who stressed the role of
culture and esteem, the spiritual conditions of greatness, as opposed to
economic or geo-strategic criteria. For most others, though, physically
‘small’ nations were not particularly attractive. It was only in the very last
years of the nineteenth century that we find sustained and explicit defences
of geographically ‘small’ nations and states.

Section II explores the views of John Stuart Mill. Section III examines
the writings of John (later Lord) Acton, James Fitzjames Stephen, and
Matthew Arnold, the last receiving more attention than the former two
because of the originality of what this champion of ‘culture’ wrote on the
subject of ‘greatness’. Section IV examines the pronouncements of Walter
Bagehot. Section V deals with the important contribution made to the
debate by the Cambridge historian J. R. Seeley in his widely discussed book
The Expansion of England (1883). A very different approach was that taken
by the leading British Positivist Frederic Harrison, and his thought is the
subject of Section VI. Section VII examines the first sustained attempt
to defend physically ‘small’ nations and assert that it was preferable to be
a citizen of such a nation than a citizen of a so-called ‘great’ nation, in
the writings of John Mackinnon Robertson in the very last years of the
Victorian period. Finally, Section VIII takes a longer-term view of the
debate discussed in this chapter and draws some conclusions.

I I . J O H N S T U A R T M I L L O N C I V I L I S A T I O N A N D S I Z E

A useful way to demonstrate the complexity of the issue is to start with the
thought of John Stuart Mill. I have argued elsewhere that Will Kymlicka
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misinterprets Mill when he accuses him (among other nineteenth-century
thinkers, liberal and socialist) of being guilty of the ‘ethnocentric denigra-
tion of smaller national groups’, or of recommending ‘coercive assimilation
for smaller nationalities’.8 As far as Mill is concerned, Kymlicka misses the
point when he emphasises the factor of the size of a nation or cultural
group. It is simply not true that Mill ‘insisted that progress and civilization
required assimilating ‘‘backward’’ minorities to ‘‘energetic’’ majorities’.9

Depending on the case, Mill often insisted that progress and civilisation
would be served by the absorption of backward majorities by energetic
minorities, or, conversely, that the progress of civilisation would be
impeded by the absorption of ‘energetic’ or highly ‘civilised’ minorities
by relatively ‘backward’ majorities. His hostility to Russian expansion and
to Russia’s absorption of any smaller, more ‘civilised’ – in his eyes –
nationalities in Central and Eastern Europe was a case in point.10 Mill’s
judgement when considering the advisability of one group ‘absorbing’
another was always based on his assessment of the level of civilisation
that he thought each had achieved, and whether therefore the absorption
would be to the benefit of the absorbed or to the detriment of both (if the
less ‘civilised’ absorbed the more ‘civilised’). Mill’s pronouncements may
well strike twenty-first-century readers as problematic, but his arguments
did not refer to size in particular. He would probably have agreed with
Walter Bagehot that greater size offered opportunities for a broader and
more sophisticated debate in most cases, but size was not the only cri-
terion.11 The other thing that should be borne in mind in addressing this
issue is that Mill, as well as many of his contemporaries, most notably
Matthew Arnold and Bagehot, when discussing the admixture of national
(or ethnic or cultural, as we would call some of them today) groups with
one another, did not mean the absolute absorption and disappearance of
any of the groups. Rather, what they had in mind was a kind of heterosis,
whereby the best qualities of each group would be preserved and enhanced;
it was a give and take, and by no means denoted the absolute extinction of
all the traits of one group and the adoption of those of the other.12

All the above being the case, a couple of observations need to be added.
On the one hand, Mill did write that all ‘civilised’ states were equal
members of a community of states. An analysis of his (widely discussed)
views on intervention and non-intervention leads to the same conclusion.13

On the other hand, though, his civilisational perspective and the scale of
progress in civilisation that he inherited – more or less uncritically – from
his father meant that some states and their cultures were ‘more equal than
others’, as it were. Commenting on developments in French politics in The
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Examiner in the early 1830s, the young and – then at least – staunch
Francophile Mill did not hesitate to write that: ‘The unsettled state of
Belgium, and the approaching struggle in Poland, appear to occupy and
agitate the French people far more than that which is of greater importance
to human kind than the very existence of Belgium and Poland taken
together – their own struggle for good institutions.’ He went on to
enumerate the negative results he thought that a war in Europe would
bring in its wake.14 If we regard this comment as disparaging to Belgium
and Poland, it has to be noted once again that size does not seem to be the
key criterion, as the Polish nation was not ‘small’ by European standards.
The same conclusion, that ‘great’ does not refer to size in Mill’s case,
emerges from his choice of words in a letter of 1863 to the Scottish historian
George Finlay, then living in Greece, in which he expressed his enthusiasm
at the news that the Duke of Saxe-Coburg, Ernst II, had consented to be a
candidate for the vacant throne of the young (and very ‘small’, in geo-
graphical and population terms) Kingdom of Greece. As Mill saw it: ‘If he
is elected, it will be his object to make Greece a great country by making her a
free and prosperous one to begin with, and all the best European thought will
have a greater chance of access to her than to any crowned head in Europe
except his uncle Leopold.’15

I I I . A C T O N , F I T Z J A M E S S T E P H E N , A N D A R N O L D

O N N A T I O N A L ‘ G R E A T N E S S ’

Size was, however, a major issue for most Victorian political thinkers. In his
famous essay ‘Nationality’ (1862) John (later Lord) Acton denigrated small
states:

Their tendency is to isolate and shut off their inhabitants, to narrow the horizon of
their views, and to dwarf in some degree the proportions of their ideas. Public
opinion cannot maintain its liberty and purity in such small dimensions, and the
currents that come from larger communities sweep over a contracted territory. In a
small and homogeneous population there is hardly room for a natural classifica-
tion of society, or for inner groups of interests that set bounds to sovereign power.
The government and the subjects contend with borrowed weapons. . . . These
States . . . are impediments to the progress of society, which depends on the
mixture of races under the same governments.16

Another dimension of the debate related to the prestige of a state and the
dignity the individual was supposed to enjoy as a result of this prestige.
This is the logic of Herbert Spencer’s argument that estimation of one’s
society is a reflex of self-estimation: ‘The pride a citizen feels in a national
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achievement, is the pride in belonging to a nation capable of that achieve-
ment: the belonging to such a nation having the tacit implication that in
himself there exists the superiority of nature displayed.’17 During the same
year when Acton’s essay was published, James Fitzjames Stephen wrote in
‘Liberalism’:

The value of rank and titles is derived, not from their intrinsic glitter, nor even
from the old associations connected with them, but from the fact that they
designate their possessor as one of the leading men in a great nation. Who honours
a Sicilian marquis or a Mexican field-marshal? An English title is worth having,
because it gives rank in England, and the value of rank in England is derived from
the greatness of the English nation.18

No matter how much they differed in their views, and no matter how
critical Stephen was of Matthew Arnold on other issues, prestige is also
one of the factors taken into account by Arnold when he was dealing with
the question of national ‘greatness’. Arnold’s standard warning to the
English, his cautionary tale to them time and again, was that England was
in danger of being reduced to a minor power. ‘Unless you change, unless
your middle class grows more intelligent, you will tell upon the world less
and less, and end up by being a second Holland.’19 This disparaging use of
‘Holland’ may or may not be related to the size of the country. For
Arnold, however, prestige was a complex issue and was not reducible to
size, wealth, industry, or military power. In Culture and Anarchy (1869) he
castigated ‘[f]aith in machinery’ as being his countrymen’s ‘besetting
danger’, and argued that things like ‘freedom’, ‘population’, ‘coal’, and
‘religious organisations’ were not ends in themselves, as ‘every voice in
England’ was accustomed to speak of them as being, but rather means to
the proper ends of life. In that context he commented on the ‘strange
language current during the late discussion as to the possible failure of our
supplies of coal’. England’s coal, thousands of people were saying, was ‘the
real basis of our national greatness; if our coal runs short, there is an end
of the greatness of England’. Yet Arnold had a different conception of the
conditions of ‘greatness’: ‘But what is greatness? – culture makes us ask.’
‘Greatness,’ he replied, ‘is a spiritual condition worthy to excite love,
interest, and admiration; and the outward proof of possessing greatness is
that we excite love, interest, and admiration.’20 In that spirit, Arnold
added that,

If England were swallowed up by the sea tomorrow, which of the two, a hundred
years hence, would most excite the love, interest, and admiration of mankind, –
would most, therefore, show the evidences of having possessed greatness, – the
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England of the last twenty years, or the England of Elizabeth, of a time of splendid
spiritual effort, but when our coal, and our industrial operations depending on
coal, were very little developed?21

The relentless castigator of English ‘philistinism’ was bound to tell his
compatriots that it was other things that would make or keep their country
‘great’, not coal and industry. Excellence in ‘Culture’ was paramount.

In his first foray into political issues, the essay England and the Italian
Question (1859), Arnold asked: ‘Is it true that the principle of nationality, in
virtue of which the Italians claim their independence, is chimerical?’
Arnold’s own answer – typical of most mid-Victorian liberal thinking –
was that it all depended on the context: ‘In some cases, to make a separate
nationality the plea for a separate national existence, would be unreason-
able in the highest degree. In other cases it is in the highest degree
reasonable.’ Everything depended on the merits of the particular case in
which the principle of nationality was invoked. But what constituted
‘reasonableness’ or ‘unreasonableness’? In the first place, ‘To invoke with
reasonableness the principle of nationality, it is necessary that the parties
connected should themselves, one or other of them, be dissatisfied with
their connection.’ This was straightforward enough. Obviously it would be
unreasonable to try to give separate nation-state status to a group who did
not desire it and were happy with their connection with another group.

Secondly, he argued, ‘It is also necessary that the dissatisfied party,
connected by constraint and against his will with an alien nation, should
belong, by nature and origin, to a great nationality.’ The ‘principle of
nationality’, if ‘acted upon too early’, or ‘if pushed too far’, would ‘prevent
that natural and beneficial union of conterminous or neighbouring terri-
tories into one great state, upon which the grandeur of nations and the progress
of civilisation depends’. Thus, it would have prevented ‘the amalgamation
of Cornwall and Wales with England’, or of Brittany with France.

Small nationalities inevitably gravitate towards the larger nationalities in their
immediate neighbourhood. Their ultimate fusion is so natural and irresistible that
even the sentiment of the absorbed races ceases, with time, to struggle against it;
the Cornishman and the Breton become at last, in feeling as well as in political
fact, an Englishman and a Frenchman.22

We have here an explicit illustration of the point made by Hobsbawm and
referred to earlier (to the effect that nations were ‘in tune with historical
evolution only insofar as they extended the scale of human society’). On
the other hand, Arnold continued, ‘Great nationalities refuse to be thus
absorbed.’23
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Examining the first condition in the case of Italy, Arnold opined that
there was no doubt that Lombardy and Venice were dissatisfied with their
connection with Austria. The issue depended on the second condition:
‘Do they also belong to a great nationality, to a nationality too consid-
erable in itself to be ever absorbed in another?’ In order to answer this
question, he had to determine in what the greatness of a nationality
consisted:

Let an Englishman or a Frenchman, who respectively represent the two greatest
nationalities of modern Europe, sincerely ask himself what it is that makes him
take pride in his nationality, what it is which would make it intolerable to his
feelings to pass, or to see any part of his country pass, under foreign dominion. He
will find that it is the sense of self-esteem generated by knowing the figure which
his nation makes in history; by considering the achievements of his nation in war,
government, arts, literature, or industry. It is the sense that his people, which has
done such great things, merits to exist in freedom and dignity, and to enjoy the
luxury of self-respect.24

What about Italy? According to Arnold, ‘Except England and France, no
country can have this feeling of self-esteem in so high a degree as Italy.’ For
apart from England and France, no country could ‘suffer so much in
having it wounded’. No other country, not even great powers, such as
Russia, Austria, and Prussia, ‘could cry with such just humiliation and
despair in undergoing a foreign rule, ‘‘Unde lapsus!’’’ For what was the past
of these three nations, ‘what their elements for a national pride to feed
upon, what their history, art, or literature, compared with those of Italy?’
Italy had an unrivalled history to dwell upon, for as well as having been ‘the
most brilliant in Europe in the middle ages and at the Revival of Letters’ it
could also ‘swell its consciousness of its gifts and grandeur, all the glories of
the Roman Empire’.

It was inevitable, then, that the Italians should display ‘a national self-
consciousness, strong, deep, and susceptible’. It was equally inevitable that,
having that self-consciousness, they should be ‘perpetually restless under a
foreign domination’. As a consequence, claimed Arnold: ‘A politician is
not fanciful for taking such a sentiment into account. It is considerable
enough to demand his notice.’ However, because ‘he takes it into account
for Italy, he is not bound to take it into account for all countries’. Rather,
he had a right to ask ‘whether, for those countries, this sentiment is as
legitimate, as inevitable, and as unconquerable as for Italy’. If not, ‘He may
be excused if, while treating it with respect, he yet refuses to indulge it and
to grant its demands; for he may fairly expect that it will in time yield to
interest or convenience.’ A politician may thus,
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. . . weigh the claims of different nationalities, and while he admits some may fairly
reject others. He may fairly say to Poland, Hungary, or Ireland: ‘I respect your
susceptibilities, but I cannot convince myself that the past history of your coun-
tries has been so great and fruitful as to give them a necessary right to a place by
themselves for ever; as to generate in their inhabitants an immense legitimate self-
esteem which must for ever prevent their fusing themselves with another
nationality.’

In other words,

A Pole does not descend by becoming a Russian,25 or an Irishman by becoming an
Englishman. But an Englishman, with his country’s history behind him, descends
and deteriorates by becoming anything but an Englishman; a Frenchman by
becoming anything but a Frenchman; an Italian, by becoming anything but an
Italian.

The conclusion was obvious: ‘The principle of nationality, in virtue of
which Italy claims her independence, is not, in the case of Italy, chimer-
ical.’26 From our point of view, the conclusion we are concerned with is also
obvious by now. Some ‘nationalities’ were more legitimate as ‘nationalities’
than others, depending on whether they could convincingly claim to be
‘great’. However, the criteria were never completely clear, and the scope for
applying one’s prejudices and predilections was ample. Arnold mentions, in
the case of an Englishman or a Frenchman, ‘the achievements of his nation
in war, government, arts, literature, or industry’ as potential criteria. In the
case of Italy, however, he spoke of great powers such as Russia, Prussia and
Austria as inferior to Italy in ‘greatness’ by drawing on such factors as ‘their
history, art, or literature’. But then he was rarely clear or consistent.27

I V . W A L T E R B A G E H O T O N ‘ G R E A T N E S S ’ A N D S I Z E

Perhaps even more directly and explicitly, the same question was raised by
Walter Bagehot a few years later, while the processes that led to the
unification of Italy and Germany were well on their way. In 1864 he had
written in The Economist that the ‘interest of the world is that it should be
composed of great nations, not necessarily great in territory, but great in
merit, great in their connecting spirit, great in their political qualities,
vigorous while living, famous when dead’. This was because between a
‘great national history like that of Rome or England and the unelevated
lives of an equal number of human beings – suppose of South Sea islanders
or Esquimaux wanderers – there is as great a discrepancy as between the
organised world of nature and the unorganised’. History would be a
‘barren catalogue of isolated facts – life a discontinuous rush of human
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events – if great, single, continuous nations did not bind the whole
together’. If one were to strike Greece and Rome from ancient history, or
France and England from modern history, ‘see how loose and aimless a
secular history would become’.28 The above explanation of what he meant
by ‘great nations’ accords, to an extent, with what his sister-in-law later
wrote about him:

From boyhood Walter Bagehot was a devourer of history, Greek and Roman, no
less than of modern literature, and his sagacity taught him early, through these
studies, that no great nation made its mark through political strife, but rather
through the quality of its moral temperament, its art and its literature.29

Bagehot, however, did consider size an important criterion of greatness,
even if only instrumentally. Although size was not an end in itself, it was
conducive to the things that made for greatness. This was so for a variety of
reasons. First of all, members of ‘great’ nations had the advantage of the
‘diffused participation in elevating excitement’, or, as he put it elsewhere,
‘the magnifying effect of a great career will ennoble powerful nations’ while
the ‘deteriorating consequences of a petty life will render small nations
more and more ignoble’. In the second place, there was ‘a saving in the
mental cost of governing mankind’. And finally, ‘there would be an
increase in the utility of armies’ as ever more ‘great’ nations were being
consolidated.30 Let us analyse what he meant by each of these statements.

Once the unification of the Northern German states had taken place
following Prussia’s defeat of Austria in the struggle for the domination of
the Germanic world, Bagehot returned to the topic. This time he examined
it in considerably more detail than before. He wrote in August 1866 that
one of the major reasons why the recently achieved unification of the
northern German states under Prussian leadership had been a ‘great
improvement in the structure of nations’ was that the ‘European world is
now, with exceptions and abatements it is true, but still upon the whole
likely, to be made up of great nations’. Although the process affecting that
result was ‘still in progress’, and the outcome as yet incomplete, the
tendency was nevertheless evident, and two of its ‘great achievements’
were ‘conspicuous’:

We have made two great nations – the Italian and the north German nation –
within ten years; and mere size is not in the present state of the world a matter of
secondary importance to any people. It has been said, perhaps with exaggeration,
‘that the knell of small nations has sounded’, but what is certainly true is, that the
animation of small nations has declined. Great states for years past have been rising
round them, and though they manage well their own matters, they do not mingle
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in the mighty strife of Europe, or elevate their subjects by conscious participation in
momentous transactions. They are like the Greek republics after the rise of the
Macedonian monarchy; they may feel that they have more ideas, or better
civilisation, or clearer judgment than the great powers, but these are matters of
dispute and argument. What is certain is, that they have ‘few cannons’. The
demoralising sensation of being ‘nobody’ has come upon them, and their spirit, life,
and energy are not and cannot be what they once were.

Bagehot hastened to add that he did not wish to root out all the little
states from Europe. There were some ‘which, from situation, national
character, and curious history, will long remain there’. But this did not
change the fact that ‘for a long time since it has been, and henceforth will
even more be, a great gain to be born of a great nation’. Whatever the case
might be in the remote future, at least for the present, and for the near
future, ‘the magnifying effect of a great career will ennoble powerful
nations, and the deteriorating consequences of a petty life will render
small nations more and more ignoble’.31

Nor was ‘the diffused participation in elevating excitement’ the only
advantage the world reaped from ‘an augmentation in the number of great
nations’. Bagehot argued that ‘There are coarser advantages of a more
economical kind.’ There was ‘a saving in the mental cost of governing
mankind’: A multitude of small states absorbed into politics ‘a needless
mass of considerable minds, and their concentration into one sets at liberty
a large number of them’. If every county in England were independent, the
minds that would be needed for a parliament, a government and a
bureaucracy for each, would be ‘incalculably greater than the minds now
used in governing England. And the work would be worse done.’ In
general,

Small politics debase the mind just as large politics improve it. The many small
governments of Italy and Germany waste far more of the highest class of mind
upon the work of government than the two single large states which will replace
them; and the effect of the new politics will be to raise and rouse the minds
engaged in them, while the effect of the minute old sort was often to cramp and
lower them.

The same principle had other ramifications. For example Bagehot fore-
saw that there would be an increase in the utility of armies. That was not
all: ‘And as is the utility of an army in war, so is the ennobling effect of war
upon it. To have a real share in a great victory, so to say, aggrandises the
souls of all concerned in it; but to have an infinitesimal participation in
useless skirmishes wearies all and debases many, by confining them to
plunder and licence.’32
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V . J . R . S E E L E Y A N D T H E E X P A N S I O N O F E N G L A N D

Another major contribution to debates related to scale was J. R. Seeley’s
highly influential analysis of The Expansion of England (1883), ‘a new book
which everybody has been reading’, wrote John Morley in the long review
article he dedicated to it.33 Seeley considered the alternatives facing Britain
with regard to the empire, and more importantly for him, the colonial
empire. One option was for the four groups of colonies to become
independent states. That would leave ‘England’/Britain ‘on the same
level as the states nearest to us on the Continent, populous, but less so
than Germany and scarcely equal to France’. Meanwhile, however, Russia
and the United States ‘would be on an altogether higher scale of magni-
tude’, as Russia already had, and the United States would soon have, twice
the population of Britain. Under such circumstances, British trade was
bound to be exposed to ‘wholly new risks’.

The other option, for Seeley, was for England to manage to hold
together in a federal union countries very remote from one another. In
that case England would join Russia and the United States ‘in the first rank
of state, measured by population and area’, and in a higher rank than any of
the states of Continental Europe. Was that the best way forward? Seeley
professed open-mindedness, and in the process raised explicitly the ques-
tion of the relation between ‘greatness’ and ‘bigness’:

We ought by no means to take for granted that this is desirable. Bigness is not
necessarily greatness; if by remaining in the second rank of magnitude we can
hold the first rank morally and intellectually, let us sacrifice mere material
magnitude. But though we must not prejudge the question whether we ought
to retain our Empire, we may fairly assume that it is desirable after due
consideration to judge it.34

In the end, after having offered his readers a history of how the empire
was acquired and an analysis of what that history meant for its future,
Seeley proposed that the colonial empire, Greater Britain, populated by
colonists of British descent, was not an empire at all, but a nation dispersed
throughout the globe, which should be organised as a global state along
federal lines – a topic that Duncan Bell explores in greater detail in the
following chapter. Seeley proffered two major arguments in response to
two major objections. In the first place, the geographical distance argument
was not valid any more, due to technological developments that had made
the globe smaller. The world had changed decisively because of electricity
and steam; distance had become less important. In the eighteenth century
Burke was probably right in thinking a federation ‘quite impossible across
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the Atlantic Ocean’. Things had changed, however, and ‘since Burke’s time
the Atlantic Ocean has shrunk till it seems scarcely broader than the sea
between Greece and Sicily’.35

In the second place, Seeley offered an argument about size. The question
‘whether large states or small states are best’ was ‘not one which can be
answered or ought to be discussed absolutely’. A lot depended on the interna-
tional context: ‘We often hear abstract panegyrics upon the happiness of small
states. But observe that a small state among small states is one thing and a
small state among large states quite another.’ It was indeed ‘delightful’ to read
of the bright days of Athens and Florence, but, Seeley noted, ‘Those bright
days lasted only so long as the states with which Athens and Florence had to
do were states on a similar scale of magnitude.’ Both of these glorious states
sank as soon as ‘large country-states of consolidated strength’ emerged around
them. Thus, ‘[T]he lustre of Athens grew pale as soon as Macedonia rose, and
Charles V speedily brought to an end the great days of Florence.’ This had
clear and grave repercussions for the situation of Britain: the big question was
whether it was true that ‘a larger type of state than any hitherto known’ was
springing up in the world. If that were the case, it was bound to be a serious
consideration for those states that rose only to the old level of magnitude. At a
not so distant date, he predicted, ‘Russia and the United States will surpass in
power the states now called great as much as the great country-states of the
sixteenth century surpassed Florence.’ England had at the moment the choice
between two courses of action, ‘the one of which may set it in that future age
on a level with the greatest of these great states of the future, while the other
will reduce it to the level of a purely European Power looking back, as Spain
does now, to the great days when she pretended to be a world-state’.36

What emerges from Seeley’s book – and is demonstrated by its popularity –
is that something had happened to the mid-Victorian confidence (not to say
smugness) about the role of Britain/‘England’ in the world. The most striking
feature of the changes that had taken place in this respect was the ever-growing
anxiety about the inexorable rise of the United States. This anxiety was already
discernible in the 1860s, in the writings of Arnold or Bagehot for instance, and
seems to have grown dramatically by the last decades of the century.37

V I . A C O M T I S T C O N F R O N T S T H E E M P I R E : F R E D E R I C

H A R R I S O N A S L I T T L E - E N G L A N D E R

As Morley feared, Seeley’s book put the issue of imperial federation and a
British global state firmly on the agenda and proved remarkably popular.
Morley himself went to great lengths to reject the idea, using arguments to

148 G E O R G I O S V A R O U X A K I S



the effect that it was impracticable.38 Others had objections related to their
fear that a global empire or state would lead to the dilution of ‘Englishness’.
Frederic Harrison was a rather idiosyncratic ‘Little Englander’. I have dis-
cussed elsewhere his combination of what he called ‘nationalist patriotism’
with his pronounced attachment to the Comtist ‘Religion of Humanity’
with its fundamentally universalistic allegiance.39 Although there is no space
here to offer a full analysis of his thought on these matters, it is worth
mentioning his vociferous attack on both the empire and the use of the
term ‘Britain’, as well as his valiant defence of ‘the sacred name of England’.
In an article entitled ‘A Word for England’ (1898), Harrison took issue with
those – envious Scotchmen, he suggested – who were, in his opinion, trying
to impose the use of ‘Britain’ as opposed to ‘England’: ‘As a real patriot,
I grieve to see how the ancient and beloved name of my Fatherland is being
driven out of use by the incessant advance of Imperial ideas.’ It made ‘[his]
blood tingle, as a patriotic Englishman’, he declared, when he saw ‘the silly,
unhistoric, and bombastic term ‘‘Briton’’ supplanting the ancient and grand
name of ‘‘Englishman’’’. For ‘[A]ll that is truly great in our poetry, in our
history, in our language, and our household words centres in ‘‘England’’.’40

He further warned that ‘an empire, to which its own subjects cannot agree
to give a national name, is not in a sound and abiding state’, citing the
example of the Austro-Hungarian empire as a cautionary one. Of course,
Harrison continued, ‘the Imperialists of the Forward school’ desired to sink
‘England’ in ‘Empire’. But, he commented, what was the national name of
that Empire to be?

Why British any more than Pictish or Jutish? It is a thing like Napoleon’s Empire
or that of Philip II, an accident, a passing anomaly. How does one feel a common
patriotism with Klondike and Mashonaland? England has had a thousand years of
organic life and glorious record. The Empire of Pathans, Klondikes,
Mashonalands, and Ugandas is a thing of yesterday. Who can say where it will
be to-morrow?

For that reason, he concluded,

I want something more definite, more organic, more permanent to satisfy my
ideas of a Fatherland. I have that in England, in my birthright as Englishman. I
will let no Scot, no Australian, no Rhodesian, swagger me out of that name. Who
says ‘‘Little England’’? I say Great England. It is great enough for me, and for all true
Englishmen.41

Apparently Harrison’s article did not go down well with some Scottish
nationalists, for he had to write another article, ‘On a Scotch Reply’, in
order to defend himself and, more importantly, the name of ‘England’.
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After some strong protestations of his interest in and affection for
Scottish nationality, and after invoking his own ‘Celtic’ blood, he pro-
ceeded to declare that he was ‘a nationalist pur sang’, that he advocated
‘true nationalist patriotism’, and that he and the other Positivists believed
‘that Patriotism is one of the first public virtues, and that real patriotism
must be national, local, and historic’. He explained that his article
‘A Word for England’ had been ‘a protest against swamping our ancient
fatherland in a congeries of boundless tracts without any national cohe-
sion’. And this was not because he was in any way afflicted with any
English arrogance. He had absolutely no desire to force ‘Englishman’ and
‘England’ on the other constituent nations and peoples of the Queen’s
dominions; but nor would he have ‘Britain’ imposed on them or on the
English themselves.42

As far as the issues of Englishness, patriotism, humanity, and empire
are concerned, Harrison’s stance can be said to make sense independently
from the peculiarities of his Comtism. He was staunchly anti-imperialist
for a number of reasons. One was the moral outrages, the ‘crimes’ he
thought the British were committing in places like Afghanistan, Egypt or
South Africa in the name of empire. The other reason is the one that
interests us particularly here: that he thought a state the size of the British
Empire, with its attendant heterogeneity, was bound to lack the organic
unity and the shared historical antecedents that he thought were necessary
for a successful nationality to exist. This is what made him a ‘Little
Englander’, rather than any narrow-mindedness or xenophobia. In his
anti-imperialism and Little-England-ism Harrison was in good company
by the turn of the century.43

V I I . I N D E F E N C E O F ‘ S M A L L N A T I O N S ’ :
J . M . R O B E R T S O N

Harrison attacked the imperialists in order to defend England’s ‘organic’
nationality, and in the process offered, indirectly, an argument against
huge states or empires, for they were, he thought, bound to lack organic
unity. Others, however, would come, by the end of the century, to offer
much more direct theoretical defences of ‘small nations’. A most vociferous
attack on the advocates of ‘great nations’, which included a direct assault on
Seeley, appeared during the last year of the nineteenth century, in John
Mackinnon Robertson’s An Introduction to English Politics.44 Robertson
gave a new twist to the argument. Instead of singing the praises of ‘small
nations’ in the traditional terms of the wondrous contributions of Athens
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or Florence to civilisation, he argued that life in small nations was pref-
erable because their inhabitants stood a greater chance of developing a
better system of morality, undistorted by the hallucinations of ‘greatness’
and ‘wilful patriotism’. To his mind, they were less likely to be subject to
the morally debilitating effects of national megalomania.

Part V of Robertson’s book was entitled ‘The Fortunes of the Lesser
European States’, the first chapter of which was ‘The Ideas of Nationality
and National Greatness’. From the beginning Robertson set out to attack
the ‘spurious conception of greatness attached to membership in a large
population’. He criticised ‘the late Sir John Seeley’ for having written, in
The Expansion of England, that countries like Holland and Sweden ‘might
pardonably regard their history as in a manner wound up’, the only
practical lesson of their history being ‘a lesson of resignation’. More
generally, Seeley and the other panegyrists of ‘great nations’ came under
sustained fire. To follow them, Robertson commented, ‘The unit in a
population of three millions is implicitly credited with the consciousness
of a dwarf or a cripple facing a gigantic rival when he thinks of the
existence of a community of thirty or sixty millions.’ Robertson retorted
that: ‘Happily, the unit of the smaller community has no such conscious-
ness.’ Rather, it may be true that ‘the future lies with small nations’. For it
seemed likely, according to Robertson, ‘that a higher level of general
rationality will be attained in the small than in the large populations, in
virtue of their escaping one of the most childish and most fostered
hallucinations current in the latter’. He attacked the British publicists
who were ‘speaking of Holland as an ‘‘effete nation’’, of Belgium as
‘‘doomed to absorption’’, of the Scandinavian peoples as ‘‘having failed
in the race’’, and of Switzerland as ‘‘impotent’’’. Robertson saw the
prospects of these smaller nations very differently: ‘Nearly every one of
those nations, strictly speaking, has a fairer chance of ultimate continu-
ance without decline of wealth and power than England, whose units in
general show as little eye for the laws of decline as Romans did in the days
of Augustus.’ Thus, he argued, countries like Switzerland and the
Scandinavian states, ‘with their restrained populations, may continue to
maintain, as they do, a rather higher average of decent life and popular
culture than that of the British Islands’.

British greatness, on dissection, consists in the aggregation of much greater masses
of wealth and much greater masses of poverty, larger groups of idlers and larger
swarms of degenerates, with much greater maritime power, than are to be seen in
the little nations; certainly not in a higher average of manhood and intelligence
and well-being.
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According to Robertson,

. . . ‘‘the things that are most excellent’’ have no dependence on mere material
magnitude. Given a saner and juster distribution of wealth and culture-machinery,
each one of smaller States may be more civilised, more worth living in, than the
larger, even as Athens was better worth living in than Rome, and Goethe’s Weimar
than the Berlin of 1800.

As for ‘the sentiment of a national greatness that is measured by acreage
and census and quantity of war material’, it was, he argued, ‘hard to
distinguish ethically between it and that individual pride in lands and
wealth which all men save those who cherish it are agreed to pronounce
odious’. To Robertson’s mind,

The men of some of the lesser States, then, stand a fairer chance of becoming
ethically and aesthetically, as well as intellectually, superior in the average to those
of the larger aggregates, in that their moral codes are not vitiated nor their literary
taste vulgarised by national purse-pride and the vertigo of the higher dunghill;
though they, too, have their snares of ‘‘patriotism,’’ with its false ideas and its
vitiation of true fraternity.

Robertson’s conclusion was that: ‘Politically speaking, then, the future of
the small nations seem rather brighter than that of the large; and thus in the
last analysis the pride of the unit of the latter is found to be still a folly.’45

Robertson reversed the moral argument about the effects of the size of
the nation on character. While mid-Victorian thinkers like Bagehot had
argued that membership of a ‘great’ nation elevated the mind and character
of a citizen, Robertson argued that membership of a nation with claims to
‘greatness’ (such as Britain) debased the mind and character of the citizen
through the deleterious effects of megalomania. Obviously the different
context must be borne in mind here. Robertson was writing at a time when
jingoism had shown its ugly face in Britain in ways that were not familiar to
a writer like Bagehot. His was, after all, the age of the notorious music hall
xenophobic jingoism.46 Some of his arguments are bordering on the falla-
cious and sophistic. His treatment of the subject of the size of nations has to
be seen as a polemic against the jingoistic imperialism of the time of the
Boer War.

V I I I . C O N C L U S I O N S

The debate continued into the early twentieth century. It displayed more
balance though, as ‘small’ nations were more popular than they had been
in the nineteenth century. Supporters of ‘small nations’ found their
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arguments cogently presented by Herbert Fisher during the First World
War, in opposition to German ‘Caesarism’ and attempts to absorb smaller
states like Holland, Belgium or Switzerland. On the other side of the
argument stood Alfred Zimmern who wrote repeatedly after the First
World War to the effect that ‘small nationalities’ should not be given
their own states but rather live happily in greater entities like the United
States, the United Kingdom or the British Commonwealth, given that the
world had changed, and large political units were now the norm. In ‘The
International Settlement and Small Nationalities’ (1919) Zimmern argued
that the war that had recently ended, while it had brought many new states
into existence ‘in response to the cry of self-determination’, had ‘at the
same time brought about conditions under which small states, whether
new or old, are more dependent than ever before in history upon the policy
of their larger neighbours’.47 Nothing could efface ‘the experience of the
last five years’, he opined, and,

. . . the chief moral of that experience, both on the political and economic side, is
that we live in a large scale society, that the world has become internationalised in
its political and economic life, or, to put it in scriptural language, that we are all
members one of another, whatever our national flag, and in whichever corner of
the globe we happen to live.

Modern mankind was ‘bound to the chariot of industrial development
and large-scale organisation. We can modify this or that feature, but the
process as a whole is irresistible.’ Not that he was excited about it: in his
opinion ‘We none of us like it’, because ‘We all know in our hearts that we
were made to live in a small-scale world.’ But he was equally adamant that
‘Whatever our individual inclinations, we feel ourselves in the grip of a
power not ourselves which makes for material progress and we must needs
follow whithersoever it takes us.’ According to Zimmern, the only solution
was ‘international organisation’:

We have reached a stage in world development when the common affairs of the
world can and will be organised. The only question is whether they shall be
organised by selfish individuals, groups or nations for their own ends, or whether
they shall be organised in the interests of mankind. That is the unanswerable
argument for a League of Nations, and for large-scale democratic political organ-
isations like the British commonwealth and the United States.

It was not, he stressed, a question ‘between isolation and co-operation,
between national self-determination and international control, between an
independent Ireland or Esthonia and their absorption into larger units’.
That issue had been decided: ‘It was decided by the great inventions of the
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nineteenth century. Ireland and Esthonia cannot now hope to be inde-
pendent in any really effective sense of the word. Are Holland and
Switzerland independent?’48 Under modern conditions it was,

. . . difficult to live absorbed in the affairs of a local community or even a small
state, such as Wales or Ireland would be if they were independent, without sinking
into an illiberal provincialism. Small-scale political areas have their own special
dangers and drawbacks, which are summed up by Lord Acton in his epoch-
making essay on Nationality, when he says: ‘‘Their tendency is to isolate and
shut off their inhabitants, to narrow the horizon of their views, and to dwarf in
some degree the proportions of their ideas. Public opinion cannot maintain its
liberty and purity in such small dimensions.’’49

In some important senses, the debate still continues. In recent years, much
has been written about the economic or geo-strategic viability of small states.50

And moreover, the economic or strategic aspects are not the only ones
subjected to scrutiny, with Ernest Gellner, for example, stressing the impor-
tance of scale in providing the foundations for a flourishing civil society.51

What emerges from the examination of British nineteenth-century polit-
ical debate is that, with the important but partial exception of Mill, ‘small’
nations had few supporters. Most of the authors discussed here seem to be
moving away from a tradition of praising the role of small countries in the
international system, a tradition that had prospered until the early nine-
teenth century.52 It is only at the very end of the century, in 1900, that we
find the return of sustained and explicit defence of ‘small’ states. This
tendency was to be reinforced by the First World War and the attempt to
refute German claims directed against the independence of neighbouring
‘small’ states. But even then, the old ‘civilisational perspective’ – a position
that Peter Mandler has correctly argued survived long into the nineteenth
century – was alive and kicking, represented most vociferously in the writings
of people like Zimmern.53 It should be clear from the previous pages that the
perspective in question, which, as far as the size of nations was concerned,
saw nationalism as positive only when it led to larger units, was almost
completely dominant during the mid- and late-Victorian period.
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C H A P T E R 8

The Victorian idea of a global state

Duncan Bell

When we have accustomed ourselves to contemplate the whole
Empire together and call it England, we shall see that here too is a
United States. Here too is a homogeneous people, one in blood,
language, religion, and laws, but dispersed over a boundless space.1

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

Modern politics, Jens Bartelson reminds us, is ‘intelligible only in terms of
the state’. Western political experience is so conditioned by the structures of
sovereign authority, by the apparatus of coercion available to the state, and
by the rigid distinctions between the domestic and the foreign, that ‘We
simply seem to lack the intellectual resources necessary to conceive of a
political order beyond or without the state, since the state has been present
for long enough for the concept to confine our political imagination.’2

Despite this, or perhaps because of it, the scope, content, functions, and
future of the state remain as hard to identify as ever. Conceptually and
empirically, it is both present and absent, foregrounded in political con-
sciousness but receding into the distance at each attempt to grasp its
specificity.3 Although many attempts have been made by radical political
theorists and – in an ironic mirror of the post-political universe of Marxism –
by the neo-liberal prophets of globalisation to envisage a space beyond the
state, it seems exceptionally difficult to escape.

The nineteenth century witnessed numerous attempts to think beyond
the state, to imagine new forms of human association. Marx’s grand vision
was but the most ambitious. The long-running debates over the future of
the British colonial empire generated a variety of proposals for the creation
of novel political structures, seeking to burst the bounds of statehood.
During the closing decades of the century, and especially from the 1870s
onwards, a significant number of political thinkers reacted to what they
perceived as simultaneous threats to Britain’s internal stability and its
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global standing by reconceiving the relationship between the ‘mother
country’ and the (‘Anglo-Saxon’) settler empire. Plans for hybrid colony-
state architectures proliferated. But the state continued to exert a strong
magnetic pull: it kept returning to the centre of debate, although often in
re-imagined forms.

In this chapter I explore some intriguing aspects of this remarkable yet
largely overlooked episode in the history of both imperial thought and
reflection on the state. Grouped mainly but not exclusively under the
capacious umbrella of ‘imperial federation’ many commentators, amongst
whom were numbered leading politicians, civil servants, academics, law-
yers, and ‘men of letters’ – in short, a significant subset of the ‘public
moralists’ who dominated elite metropolitan discourse – sought to incul-
cate a heightened sense of imperial patriotism, and to articulate a vision of
an integrated globe-spanning polity, a Greater Britain.4 This vast structure
would incorporate the continental expanses of Canada, have at its heart the
British Isles, and stretch over the South Pacific to include the colonial
territories in New Zealand and Australia.5 The argument assumed two
basic forms. One deemed the colonies important external appendages of
the British state, and sought to strengthen the dense web of connections
between them. The other regarded the colonies – either descriptively or
prescriptively – as integral elements of the British state itself. In this
chapter I focus primarily on the latter. J. G. A. Pocock wrote once that
‘The Atlantic Ocean is a great channel across which continents confront
one another, but the Pacific is the true surface of the planet Aqua.’6 In
confidently bestriding ‘planet Aqua’ many of the proponents of Greater
Britain envisaged a global state.

Visions of a global state were not simply projections of the future, of an
as yet unrealised dream. It was argued frequently that the contours of this
entity could be discerned in the existing structure of the empire, but only in
a ghostly form, and that in order to secure the greatness of Britain this
unprecedented, immanent, polity needed to be put on a different constitu-
tional footing. Nevertheless, arguments about a global state were not
adumbrated by all of the proponents of Greater Britain. While a number
of prominent imperialists, including the historian J. R. Seeley and the
Liberal statesman W. E. Forster, argued explicitly for a global federal
state, and despite the fact that a number of critics, such as the legal scholar
A. V. Dicey, recognised the claims to statehood inherent in many pro-
posals, most of them were wary of making such bold claims. Deliberately
eschewing such a controversial line of argument, they preferred instead to
offer more cautious proposals for imperial reform.7 The avoidance of
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radical claims was not especially surprising, given the hostility that they
often generated. The ‘idea . . . in my opinion’, John Bright once scoffed, ‘is
ludicrous that the British Empire – that is, the United Kingdom with all its
colonies – should form one country, one interest, one undivided interest
for the purposes of defence. They [the Imperial Federation League] must
be blind to the lessons of history’. But history taught conflicting lessons,
Forster retorted, and one of them was that it was necessary to transform the
empire in order to save it.8

This chapter focuses on some of the ways in which the advocates of
Greater Britain attempted to reconcile their arguments with pre-existing
ideas about the state. It is not concerned with what Herbert Spencer
described as the ‘proper sphere of government’, with the role and reach of
state institutions, but rather with the widely held (and usually under-
theorised) assumptions about the necessary and sufficient conditions of
statehood.9 I will be employing the word ‘idea’ in a double sense, moreover,
as connoting both a descriptive account of statehood and – in a manner
familiar to many nineteenth-century thinkers, from Coleridge through the
Christian socialists, the idealists, the new liberals, and beyond – in identify-
ing the polity as a moral community rather than simply as an instrumental-
functional set of institutions. As a descriptive category, the state referred to a
particular genus of political unit – a unit distinguishable (ideally) from
empires, regions, colonies, counties, provinces, and more basic ‘political
societies’. But beyond this, Victorian accounts of the state, including and
perhaps especially that of the global state, often embodied pronounced
moral or metaphysical dimensions. In the eyes of its proponents Greater
Britain was not simply a set of institutions, a marker in an Aristotelian
classificatory matrix, but a polity that expressed an important normative
purpose.

The chapter unfolds as follows. Section II suggests that despite manifest
differences over conceptions of the state, a small number of (very) general
suppositions underpinned much Victorian political discourse. Section III
focuses on ambiguities in the way that federalism was conceived, and
argues that this opened up a theoretical space for imagining elements of
the empire as a global federal state. Section IV stresses the importance of
the belief in a relatively homogeneous and highly-integrated global Anglo-
Saxon community, arguing that Greater Britain was viewed as both a
solution to perceived domestic challenges (and in particular to the rise of
democracy) and as an agent for securing global power and prestige. The
Victorian vision of the global state represented an unprecedented spatial
stretching of the state to accommodate a planetary constellation of
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territories whilst simultaneously embodying a vision of moral order in
which a superior Anglo-Saxon race, benevolently but firmly, offered lead-
ership and stability to a chaotic world.

I I . T H E V I C T O R I A N I D E A O F T H E S T A T E

It used to be thought that the Victorians lacked a vocabulary of the state. As
James Meadowcroft has demonstrated, however, the period stretching
roughly from 1880 to 1914 witnessed a ‘theoretical turn towards the
state’.10 Whilst the word ‘state’ had been employed sporadically during
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it was then simply one
amongst a collection of often interchangeable terms: political society,
commonwealth, nation, government, body politic, political union, sover-
eign, and so forth. Although these terms, and especially government and
nation, continued to feature throughout the nineteenth century, during
the closing decades of Victoria’s reign ‘state’ became the dominant concept
around which discussion about the nature of political organisation orbited.
As Henry Sidgwick lamented in a review of the Swiss jurist Johann Casper
Bluntschli’s influential Theory of the State, this new-found interest rarely
translated into great sophistication or conceptual novelty.11 It did, however,
establish the linguistic context for conceiving aspects of the empire as a
state, and it is one of the arguments of this chapter that much of the debate
over Greater Britain should be seen as a manifestation of this efflorescence
of interest in statehood.

The ‘state’ was a multi-valent concept, carrying a variety of meanings.12

Ambiguity, even ambivalence, about the concept was common in the late
nineteenth century; and to some, it still seemed an unnecessary or exotic
term. (This partly explains why, when describing Greater Britain, some
thinkers openly employed the word state, whilst others who described it in
otherwise identical terms failed to do so.) Despite the proliferation of
meanings attached to it, the most common way in which the state came
to be employed was fairly straightforward, namely as a general substitute
for ‘polity’ – a term to categorise a bounded sovereign territorial space, an
independent political community that had reached a certain level of
‘civilisation’.13 A number of basic assumptions underpinned this view.
Whilst not all thinkers subscribed to all of the assumptions, it is possible
to identify a family resemblance in the preconditions considered essential
for successful statehood.

An American commentator, writing in the Political Science Quarterly in
1895, provides a useful entry point for examining understandings of the
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state. In an essay attempting to chart the meanings of key political terms,
and drawing at various points on Austin, Bagehot, Bentham, Bluntschli,
Dicey, Maine, Mill, Sidgwick, and Spencer, as well as the canonical roster
of Aristotle, Hobbes, Rousseau, and Burke, Charles Platt argued, in a
broadly idealist idiom, that the state had both ‘inward’ and ‘outward’
aspects. In its ‘outward or mechanical aspect’ it consisted of ‘a numerous
body of human beings permanently united by a common inhabitation of a
definite territory and by the establishment of an all-encompassing relation
of sovereign and subject, and corporately possessing external independ-
ence’. This was the ‘descriptive’ element of statehood, necessary but not
sufficient. What distinguished the state from other forms of political
society, however, was ‘a just apprehension of the purpose or end of the
state’.14 Whilst Victorian thinkers were deeply divided over the nature and
content of the ‘outward’ and ‘inward’ aspects, most tended to agree that the
state was both a specific type of political organisation and one that
embodied, channelled, or facilitated certain collective ends.

At least four pervasive assumptions about statehood can be identified.
Firstly, that the state could in some sense be regarded as natural. This was
understood in two distinct senses. On the one hand, the state was seen
frequently as both originating in, and being in some sense comparable to,
the family.15 On the other hand, because it lacked an Archimedean rational
designer, the state had over time accreted a complex variety of institutions
and practices, customs and traditions, and as such it was largely a product
of organic growth, not intentional human fabrication. Such views, articu-
lated most forcefully in Maine’s seminal Ancient Law (1861), were
grounded in a pervasive evolutionary idiom, their sources as various as
their manifestations. They drew on and incorporated a mosaic of influen-
ces, including the resurgence of interest in Greek thought, long-standing
whig conceptions of history, romantic organicism, the rise of idealist
philosophy, and the dominance of the ‘comparative method’.16 As with
other ‘natural’ kinds, moreover, the state was capable of both growth and
decay: progress was a fragile thing, demanding constant vigilance and care.
Indeed, fear about the fragility of advanced political communities, and the
necessity of sustaining their vitality, provided one of the main sources of
anxiety about the vulnerability of civilisation. The spectre of decline and
degeneration, and of a reversal of progress, haunted the Victorian political
imagination.17 It likewise shaped imperial discourse.

Secondly, the state was an independent political community, exhibiting
decision-making authority over domestic and foreign affairs. This inde-
pendence was usually phrased in the language of sovereignty, although
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there was considerable disagreement over the exact locus of sovereign
power.18 Earlier in the century John Austin had argued that sovereignty
lay in the power to command obedience. Law and rights were the product
of the command of the sovereign, and sovereignty was located (or at least
locatable) in the hands of an easily identifiable agent or group of agents in
the state. In an Austinian vein, Seeley wrote that the state was ‘the power
which issues commands and inflicts punishments’.19 Yet Austin’s particular
conception of the relationship between law and state was widely challenged
during the closing decades of the century, especially in the wake of Maine’s
work. The question of the location of sovereignty nevertheless remained a
pressing one. Where did power reside? Bagehot argued that it was vested in
the Cabinet, in the fusion of executive and legislative functions, whilst
other constitutional commentators, such as Alpheus Todd, argued that the
Crown retained considerably more power than was usually believed.20

T. H. Green proffered a damning critique of what he labelled the ‘abstract’
Austinian conception, insisting that although it was possible to locate a
group which ‘in the last resort has the recognised power of imposing laws
and enforcing their observance’, in most advanced states an adequate
descriptive account of sovereignty had to look beyond pure coercive
capacity and understand that ‘a common desire for certain ends’ bound
the sovereign to the people. Sovereignty was thus located in the ‘impalpable
congeries of the hopes and fears of a people bound together by common
interests and sympathy, which we call the general will’.21 Sidgwick was
likewise critical of the command theory of sovereignty.22 Despite consid-
erable differences over the specific location of power, however, most people
agreed about the necessity of both internal and external sovereignty for
successful statehood.

Thirdly, the state was a political space that exhibited territorial contig-
uity; it was a single and continuous community marked by easily identi-
fiable borders. It was held – as it had been from Plato’s discussion of the
republic onwards – that it could be neither too small nor too large for
effective and rational government. Throughout the nineteenth century
China and India were frequently held up as examples of the stagnating
effects of great territorial extent, although, as we shall see, the debate over
the most appropriate physical dimensions necessary for a successful state
was being transformed by technological developments.23 Again, these
positions were more often assumed than carefully argued. Nevertheless
this theme appeared repeatedly, figuring, for example, in Mill’s arguments
over the rational principles of government, in Spencer’s analysis of the
nature of citizenship, and in Bagehot’s discussion of nationality.24 The
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historian E. A. Freeman expressed the view succinctly: the ‘ideal nation’, he
argued, required a ‘continuous territory . . . inhabited by a people under
one government’.25

Fourthly, a fairly high degree of social and cultural homogeneity was
thought necessary in order for a state to function adequately. Social soli-
darity was both necessary for and a result of political vitality and progress.
One of the main conditions of stability in society was, wrote Mill in the
first edition of his System of Logic (1843), ‘a strong and active principle of
cohesion among the members of the same community or state’.26 ‘States
are composed of men’, Seeley observed forty years later, ‘who are in some
sense homogeneous, and not only homogeneous in blood and descent, but
also in ideas or views of the universe.’27 This desiderata was often expressed
in terms of the organic unity of state and society, an idiom drawing as
much on Burkean and romantic notions as on philosophical idealism or
evolutionary biology.28 One of the key analytical moves was to stress the
importance of ‘nationality’, itself usually defined in terms of ‘national
character’ and/or ‘race’. Both of these were largely, though not exclusively,
cultural constructs.29 Whilst there were exceptions to such arguments,
notably Acton’s early essay ‘Nationality’ (1862), this belief underpinned
the majority of accounts of the state during the period.30 The ethical
qualities of statehood – Platt’s ‘inward’ aspect – often derived from the
normative claims made about the superior characteristics demonstrated by
the race/nation: Britain was Great because the British were great, but their
greatness was shaped and sustained by the institutions of the state. This
was, as Stuart Jones has argued, an era in which ‘[e]thical conceptions of
the state reigned supreme, among both individualists and collectivists’.31

The state was both the container and the expression of the moral qualities
of the people who inhabited it.

In short, then, the state was a historically evolved, territorially continu-
ous political entity the government of which exhibited autonomy in
decision-making, both internally and externally, and which was, ideally,
underpinned by a sense of national self-consciousness that both shaped and
expressed a strong and virtuous character.

I I I . H I S T O R Y , F E D E R A L I S M , A N D G R E A T E R B R I T A I N

Three types of demand for colonial reform dominated political debate.32

The most straightforward politically was ‘extra-parliamentary’ federation,
defined by the operation of an organised group of distinguished individuals
offering non-binding advice on imperial affairs. This led to a proliferation
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of calls for the creation of a non-legislative imperial Advisory Council in
London.33 An alternative, more complex and constitutionally demanding,
was ‘parliamentary federalism’, whereby the colonies were to send elected
representatives to sit in Westminster. This had been a common exhortation
since the mid eighteenth century. Finally, and comprising the theoretical
heart of the late Victorian debate, ‘supra-parliamentary federalism’ called
for a sovereign federal chamber operating above and beyond the individual
political assemblies of the empire. As such, so the argument went, the
organisation of the Anglo-Saxon empire would resemble that of
Switzerland, Germany (after 1871) and, in particular, the United States.34

According to the understandings of statehood common at the time all
supra-parliamentary imperial federalist schemes – and indeed most parlia-
mentary ones – could be viewed as demanding the creation of a state, a
political-economic entity composed of people belonging to the same
nation and/or ‘race’, governed by a single, albeit devolved, system of
representative institutions subordinate to a supreme federal legislative
chamber. It would be federal in the sense that, due to the division of
powers, the local legislatures would have a high degree of autonomy
over specified and territorially de-limited domains of policy. It would be
centralised in the sense that supreme authority would reside in either a
newly created ‘senate’ or a reconfigured parliament in Westminster. This
body would determine questions of war and peace, trade, and any other
general issues that concerned the whole polity. It would lack power over
many local issues. This was a situation recognised by A. V. Dicey, one of
the most implacable critics of imperial federation, who noted that such
proposals implied the creation of a ‘new federated state’.35 The case of the
extra-parliamentary advocates is less straightforward, for they were simply
trying to re-animate the existing structure, and were far less willing to
promote significant constitutional engineering, let alone the creation of
new assemblies – although it is also the case that despite their caution about
the present, many of them also imagined radical developments in the
future. Nevertheless, as we shall see, some of these individuals insisted on
labelling Greater Britain a state. The most ambitious imperial federalists
went well beyond this, calling for the reconfiguration of both the colonies
and the British state itself, stipulating the transition from an unequal to an
equal league, and in so doing avoiding the incorporating state in favour of a
federal alternative.

Whilst a number of the imperialists confronted directly the idea of
transfiguring the empire into a state, many vacillated, remaining wary
about how they characterised their plans. They made frequent admiring
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references to the United States, the archetypal federal state, employing it
with monotonous frequency as a template for the future, and they often
described their proposals in terms that fell squarely within the language of
state theory.36 But they remained wedded, either through custom or
through caution, to the language of empire, a language forged and repro-
duced in relation to very different types of political organisation. This
presented a recurring set of challenges, most notably in reconciling political
subordination and equality. The core of the problem was identified by the
historian and imperial federalist J. A. Froude: ‘One free people cannot
govern another free people.’37 Wary of the constitution building of the
radical federalists, Froude preferred to draw on an older language; his ideal
future lay in a ‘commonwealth’ of ‘Oceana’, ‘held together by common
blood, common interest, and a common pride in the great position which
unity can secure’.38 Oceana would not be an empire, based (by definition)
on subordination, but a single structure offering political equality to its
constituent parts. From a critical standpoint Freeman, the recognised
authority on federalism, argued that imperial federation was a ‘contra-
diction in terms’: ‘What is imperial cannot be federal, and what is federal
cannot be imperial.’39 A political structure defined by domination could
not, he suggested, be governed simultaneously by a system of devolved
legislative powers and equal representation. This was a theoretical and
practical problem neatly sidestepped by those who openly branded
Greater Britain a state.

By the late nineteenth century the settler colonies were often viewed as
the product of the natural, even inevitable, diffusion of the English people
across the ‘unpopulated’ or under-utilised spaces of the planet. This view
helped spawn the idea that the constituent units of the settlement empire
could be seen both as a natural extension of the ‘mother country’ and as
forming an organic whole. ‘If there is nothing highly glorious in such an
expansion,’ argued Seeley, ‘there is at the same time nothing forced or
unnatural about it.’40 As colonialism was the spread of the English people,
and not the imposition of a set of institutions and values on alien cultures,
it could be conceived of as both natural and potentially more robust than
other aspects of empire-building. Indeed, it could be seen as an element of
state-building. It is no coincidence that the closing decades of the century
witnessed an outburst of historical writing on the colonial empire, gener-
ated, as one commentator noted, largely by the publication of The
Expansion of England.41 In order to provide an adequate account of the
present, and a foundation on which to build the future, it was essential to
illuminate the teleological trajectory of imperial growth, to both naturalise
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it and locate it in time. This represented yet another example of the
Victorian tendency, highlighted throughout this volume, to interweave
social science, theories of history, and political philosophy.42

Greater Britain, moreover, would be a sovereign power. Those in favour
of Advisory Councils left the constitutional structure of Britain largely
intact. The parliamentary federalists, who in contrast with earlier bouts of
colonial reformist agitation were in a marked minority, called for the
recasting of the franchise and a transformation of the constitutional status
of the colonies, but not for the creation of any new legislative chambers.
Such a vision could still be seen as pointing to a global state. A colonial
supporter of federation, demanding a ‘really Imperial Parliament’ in place
of the ‘English, Scotch, and Irish one that wrongly goes by that name’,
suggested that if given representation the colonists would ‘feel themselves
part of one great state’.43 The real novelty, however, lay in the proposals of
the supra-parliamentary federalists, whose vision – when they bothered to
sketch it in any detail – often included the creation of a new chamber
(sometimes labelled a ‘senate’) and the simultaneous downgrading of the
power and scope of Westminster, which would be re-organised as a local
legislature overseeing domestic British issues. Drawing on John Stuart
Mill’s discussion of federalism in chapter 17 of the Considerations on
Representative Government, George Ferguson-Bowen, a former Governor
of Victoria, demanded a fully-fledged federal polity, with an imperial
council ‘analogous to the Congress of the United States, and to the
Reichstag of United Germany’. Francis de Labillière was fully cognisant
of the constitutional implications of his own plans: ‘a second parliament
and executive would therefore have to be formed’.44 Demanding an empire
based on equal citizenship and full manhood suffrage, an anonymous
author writing in the Westminster Review likewise called for the construc-
tion of a new imperial chamber.

Such, we believe, will be the completed genesis of the British Constitution, and to
this end we are not a day too soon in bringing up the mighty conservative and
revolutionary energies of the masses. In this sense it may even be said that the
British Constitution is in its infancy, for it has to solve larger and even larger
problems of government, so as to become adjusted to the mental, moral, and
material developments of its people.45

Frederick Young, an ardent and prolific imperial federalist, advocated ‘a
complete and equitable representative system in an imperial Parliament’.
This required the creation of a new senate. Such a federation – which he
compared to America and labelled a ‘state’ – would ‘mean an equal
participation in the government of the empire, as a whole, and a full
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share in the exercise of its power’. Greater Britain should be, he wrote
elsewhere, ‘one, equal, indivisible’. His ambitions for this polity were not
modest: ‘It seems the mission of Greater Britain to be, by the Providence of
God, the principal colonising country of the world.’46

Plans for Greater Britain often drew on ambiguity over the existing
quasi-federal structure of the British empire, and indeed over the nature of
federalism itself. The exact constitutional status of the colonial empire was
a source of widespread ignorance and confusion, as was noted by Alpheus
Todd in his respected On Parliamentary Government in England (1867),
and it was not until Todd wrote his sequel, Parliamentary Government in
the British Colonies (1884), that a comprehensive text on the subject
existed.47 This lack of clarity was perhaps unsurprising given that the
empire comprised a complex jigsaw of economic, judicial, and political
institutions and practices – an ensemble once described as a ‘political
museum comprehending specimens of almost all races and languages,
and fragments of almost every extinct and existing nation of the habitable
world’.48 Many commentators regarded the contemporary colonial empire
as a federal (or quasi-federal) structure, albeit a weak and partial one. The
new liberal theorist L. T. Hobhouse, for example, referred to the ‘loose,
informal, quasi-Federalism of the British Colonial Empire’, comparing it
with the ‘strict’ American variant, and emphasising how in ‘true British
fashion’ the ‘lines of demarcation are not clearly marked, and much is left
to tacit understanding’.49 Sidgwick argued that federation proper was
‘prima facie applicable’ to such a political system, although he considered
the differentials in size and power between the constituent units probably
made it unwise. ‘If, for this or other reasons’, he continued, ‘a Federal
union is out of the question, the best temporary substitute seems to be to
constitute the colony self-government within a sphere somewhat similar to
that of a part-state in a Federation, but without any formal control over the
operations of the central government of the state of which it is a part’.50

The ambiguities had been crystallised, as was so often the case, in the
writings of John Stuart Mill, who had argued nearly forty years before that
the colonial empire comprised ‘an unequal federation’.

Every colony has . . . as full power over its own affairs, as it could have if it were a
member of even the loosest federation; and much fuller than would belong to it
under the Constitution of the United States, being free even to tax at its pleasure
the commodities imported from the mother country. Their union with Great
Britain is the slightest kind of federal union; but not a strictly equal federation, the
mother country retaining to itself the powers of a Federal Government, though
reduced in practice to their very narrowest limits.51
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It was this retention of powers that would disappear under both (most)
parliamentary and (all) supra-parliamentary schemes. Mill realised the
consequences of granting colonial representation: ‘On this system there
would be perfectly equal federation between the mother country and her
Colonies, then no longer dependencies.’ In other words, such a move
would transform the nature of the constitutional relationship to such a
degree that the old vocabulary would be inappropriate, and a new one
required. No longer dependent, the colonies could be considered an
integral and equal part of the polity. This opened the door for character-
ising the colonial empire as a state. Mill, however, was not prepared to
argue in favour of this shift: noting (parliamentary) proposals for an ‘equal
federation’ between the colonies and the ‘mother country’, he dismissed
them as laudable but ultimately inconsistent with the ‘rational principles of
government’. In particular, he argued, they failed to take account of the
lack of common interests between such far-flung lands, and the impossi-
bility of adequate deliberation between their elected representatives. ‘Even
for strictly federative purposes’, he wrote, ‘the conditions do not exist,
which we have seen to be essential to federation.’52 He reiterated this point
in a letter written in 1871: ‘I do not think that the federal principle can be
worked successfully when the different members of the confederacy are
scattered all over the world; & I think the English people would prefer
separation to an equal federation.’53 This was a claim that the proponents of
a federal Greater Britain sought to challenge, and they did so by arguing
that the political and cognitive conditions had changed sufficiently for such
charges to be rendered obsolete.54 In particular, and as I return to in more
detail below, they claimed that new communications technologies ren-
dered distance inconsequential. They tried to challenge the socio-political
analysis underpinning Mill’s normative arguments.

This ambiguity was further reinforced in Freeman’s History of Federal
Government (1863), a book that drew from and in large part synthesised the
theoretical points elucidated in The Federalist, and by Tocqueville and
Mill.55 This rapidly became the standard text on federalism, and it was
utilised by both critics and supporters of a federal Greater Britain. For a
government to be classified as federal, Freeman argued, it had to meet two
conditions: ‘On the one hand, each of the members of the Union must be
wholly independent in those matters that concern each member only. On
the other hand, all must be subject to a common power in those matters
which concern the whole body of members collectively.’ This led to his
widely employed definition of an ideal-typical federal polity: ‘A federal
Commonwealth, in its perfect form, is one which forms a single State in its
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relations to other nations, but which consists of many states with regard to
its internal government.’ As such, a federation could be seen simultane-
ously as a state and a collection of states, as singular and plural. It all seemed
to depend on the angle of vision. Given the prominence of Freeman’s
writings, this ambiguity over the status of federalism helped open up the
space that allowed Greater Britain to be considered a state. Unlike
Sidgwick and Mill, however, Freeman was clear that the colonies were
not part of a federation, for despite their high degree of internal independ-
ence their ‘relations towards other nations are determined for [them] by a
power over which [neither] the Colony nor its citizens have any sort of
control’.56 The Crown in parliament retained ultimate authority. It was
this asymmetry that was challenged by the most ambitious imperial
federalists.

In constructing a moderate argument about the necessity of an advisory
council the Liberal statesman W. E. Forster drew directly on Freeman’s
definition – whilst ignoring his claims about the nature of the actually
existing empire. His ambition was to see ‘a federation of peaceful, indus-
trious, law-abiding commonwealths’.57 Yet he also insisted that the British
colonial empire could already be seen, in some sense, as a single polity. In
an essay published in 1885, Forster argued that the British empire com-
prised ‘the realm of one state in relation to other states’. ‘I do not say that
we are trying by federation to make the empire one commonwealth in
relation to foreign Powers, because at present time it is one common-
wealth.’ It formed, though, an ‘imperfect, incomplete, one-sided federa-
tion’, and it was essential to complete and perfect it.58 Freeman directly
repudiated Forster’s use of his definition. And he argued, moreover, that
Forster was calling not for the ‘perfect’ form of federation, the Bundesstaat,
but the weaker ‘imperfect’ form, the Staatenbund, a form of political
organisation that was bound to fail due to its inherent weakness.59 As was
common amongst the extra-parliamentary federalists, Forster appeared
ambivalent about whether to discount the future creation of an imperial
senate, and he once stated that he foresaw a time when a council would be
superseded by a full parliament.60 But among such moderates it was rare to
explicitly label Greater Britain a state. This was largely for tactical reasons –
they were determined to stay within the realm of what was archly termed
‘practical politics’ and the idea of a globe-spanning state, and especially one
endowed with fully representative institutions and a new governing senate,
seemed to many to fall into the realm of fantasy.61

It was left, in general, to the more radical federalists to make explicit the
claim of statehood. The most prominent of these figures was Seeley, the
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intellectual figurehead of imperial unity. Considered ‘as a state’, he wrote,
‘England has left Europe altogether behind it and become a world-state’.62

Such a structure could already be traced in outline, but this comprised only
the foundations of his ambitious vision, for he sought the creation of a
‘great and solid World-State’, an enduring polity that was yet to be brought
into being.63 This argument formed part of the wider debate over the
conditions for establishing ‘great states’, as explored by Georgios
Varouxakis in the previous chapter, and it reflected the obsession with
scale that lay at the heart of the contemporary geopolitical imagination.
Meadowcroft has observed that Seeley initially sketched a remarkably
broad definition of the state in the Introduction to Political Science, so
that it encompassed just about all forms of human community.64 As
such, it might be argued that there was nothing unusual in Seeley viewing
Greater Britain as a state, at least in a minimal sense.65 This would be a
mistake, however, for in assessing the status of Greater Britain Seeley was
drawing on a much narrower understanding of the ‘nation-state’. In The
Life and Times of Stein (1878), his three-volume history of one of the key
figures in modern German history, he wrote that the state ‘is merely a
machinery by which a number of men protect their common interests’.
Following Fichte, he argued that the bonds of the nation ‘are more
instinctive, and as it were, more animal’ than those of the state, and
consequently that the ‘state which is also a nation is an organism far
surpassing in vigour and vitality the state which is only a state’.66 This
fusion of two distinct but complementary ideas – state and nation – was a
recent development in the evolution of human societies, and it was, he
argued, a rare phenomenon. He fleshed out his account of successful
statehood in The Expansion of England, arguing that there were three
essential preconditions for (nation) state unity: the existence of a commu-
nity of race, a community of religion, and a community of interest.67

Greater Britain, he argued, met all of these conditions. The key to this
argument lay in the belief, common among the advocates of imperial unity,
that the British nation stretched across the planet.

I V . R A C E , N A T I O N A L I T Y , A N D T H E G L O B A L

B R I T I S H C O M M U N I T Y

Greater Britain was not merely conceived of as a set of globe-spanning
political institutions – whether a quasi-state, or one yet to come. It was
viewed also as a community bound by shared norms, values and purpose.
The most pronounced manifestation of this vision of Greater Britain can be

172 D U N C A N B E L L



found in a distinct strain of what I call ‘civic imperialism’, which drew
heavily though not exclusively on the long extant languages of ‘civic human-
ism’.68 Enunciated most explicitly in Froude’s quasi-Harringtonian Oceana
(1886), civic imperial themes were also prominent in the writings of figures
as otherwise diverse as Dilke, Bryce, and Seeley.69 The civic imperialist
dimension of federalist thought placed public duty, individual and com-
munal virtue, patriotism, disdain of luxury, and the privileging of the
common (imperial) good, at the centre of the political universe. Fearful of
the social, political, and moral dangers heralded by the degradation and
urban squalor of industrial capitalist society, and critical of the perceived
materialism and atomism of much (though certainly not all) contemporary
liberalism, many of the imperialists looked to the vast expanses of the
colonies to reshape a new breed of rugged and loyal subjects. Greater
Britain was to be the stage upon which this vision of the morally and
spiritually regenerative power of imperial patriotism was to be acted out.

This vision of a global colonial polity was often bound together by the
concept of nationality. For the majority of the advocates of a federal
Greater Britain the colonists remained an intrinsic element of the
English nation.70 The historian Hugh Egerton talked of the ‘common
nationhood’ binding together the peoples of Greater Britain.71 For Froude,
the ‘English’, spread throughout the world, were a ‘realised family’, the
population of the colonies ‘as much England as we are’.72 A pamphlet
produced for the Imperial Federation League argued that federation was ‘a
means of securing the continued Union of our nation throughout the
world’.73 Julius Vogel, sometime premier of New Zealand, argued that
once they left the shores of the United Kingdom, colonists still imagined
themselves as belonging to part of the same country, whilst Seeley claimed
that if Greater Britain was properly understood, then Canada and Australia
‘would be to us as Kent and Cornwall’.74 In a later essay Vogel objected to
the view that the colonies were ‘foreign’ territories; they were instead, he
argued, ‘part of a mighty nation’.75 The nation acted as social cement
connecting the scattered elements of the empire, allowing it to be repre-
sented both as a natural outgrowth of England and as a cohesive whole.
Given this degree of homogeneity, a fully-fledged state could thus be
envisaged. At the centre of this conception of the nation lay the idea of
the Anglo-Saxon (sometimes simply ‘English’) race, although this too was
usually understood in a culturally constructed rather than biologically
determined sense.

The issue of distance stood at the centre of imperial debate, for the vast
expanses separating the component parts of the colonial empire challenged

The Victorian idea of a global state 173



the plausibility of a compact and contiguous political community. As Mill
had noted, in an idiom common throughout the eighteenth and much of
the nineteenth-century, distance acted as a bar to imagining a global union.
Not only did it preclude the principles of ‘rational government’ – a point as
familiar to Edmund Burke and Adam Smith as to Mill76 – but it also
prohibited the necessary degree of communal homogeneity. This had long
been an argument deployed against closer constitutional ties with the
colonies.77 During the second half of the nineteenth century, and espe-
cially from the 1860s onwards, it lost much of its force. The reason for this
lay in the cognitive shifts precipitated by technological developments, most
notably the electrical telegraph. Due to the swiftness of communication
with the colonies, it was thought by many observers that the age-old
barriers of distance had been removed: the engineers and scientists were
forging a political revolution. As the world appeared to shrink, Forster
claimed (with a nod to Burke) that it was now ‘possible for a nation to have
oceans roll between its provinces’.78 In poetic imagery worthy of his hero
Carlyle, Froude boasted that ‘We have yoked horses of fire to our sea-
chariots; the wire-imprisoned lightning carries our messages around the
globe swifter than Ariel; the elemental forces are our slaves.’79 For Seeley,
the overcoming of distance was the key to creating a ‘world-state’. Whilst
transoceanic political communities had existed throughout modern his-
tory, they were not proper states: ‘for who had ever heard of two parts of the
same State separated by the whole breadth of the Atlantic Ocean?’ ‘These
new conditions’, he argued, ‘make it necessary to reconsider the whole
colonial problem. They make it . . . possible to actually realise the old
Utopia of a Greater Britain.’ Indeed, ‘Just as the difficulty of communica-
tion checked the growth of states in the Middle Ages, so the unprecedented
facility of communication which our age enjoyed seems to be creating new
types of state.’ The novelty lay in size. Greater Britain, he continued, ‘is a
vast English nation, only a nation so widely dispersed that before the age of
steam and electricity its strong natural bonds of race and religion seemed
practically dissolved by distance. As soon as it is proved by the example of
the United States and Russia that political union over vast areas has begun
to be possible, so soon Greater Britain starts up, not only a reality, but a
robust reality.’80 Russia and America were already gigantic states; in the
future the unified lands of Greater Britain would be seen to dwarf even
these, becoming ‘in time far greater than any political union the world has
known’.81 Tocqueville’s prophecy that Russia and America would carve up
the future, offered in the closing lines of Democracy in America, was
something that the imperial advocates were determined to fight.82
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During the second half of the nineteenth century, and especially from the
1860s onwards, the colonial empire came to be regarded as ever more
tightly bound, and it became possible – as previously it had not been –
to imagine Greater Britain as both a single political unit and a unified
people.

But why was this global polity necessary in the first place? In short, it had
two main purposes. Firstly, it was to help secure Britain’s place as a (even
the) leading world power. With the rise of the nascent German state, and
with the threatening presence of the Russian ‘bear’ in the East and an
economically resurgent America across the Atlantic, a giant polity offered
the possibility of maintaining and strengthening Britain’s place in the
global order. However, the geopolitical arguments sometimes pointed in
different directions. Some people argued that the aim was to redefine the
international balance of power, and that Greater Britain would simply be
one among a number of potent competitors. The primary aim was to
stop any one of them becoming dominant. We need to preserve, demanded
one federalist, ‘the power and prestige of our common nationality’.83

Combined with the belief that the stability of the international system
was reinforced as the number of sovereign units composing it declined, this
impulse generated an argument about the advantages of inter-imperial
federations.84 Yet others were more ambitious in their aims, arguing that
Greater Britain could be a hegemonic power, thus overturning the logic of
balancing. As the Oxford historian Charles Oman wrote, ‘A firm and well-
compacted union of all the British lands would form a state that might
control the whole world.’85 Although both kinds of arguments could be
formulated in (instrumental) strategic terms, they also tended to be infused
with ideas about the value of British honour, glory, and duty, and as such
they can be seen as an element of republican politics, which, reaching back
to its distant roots in Rome, had stressed the importance (and the inter-
weaving) of national strength and grandeur.86

The second purpose, the result of the civic vision, was to help reverse the
purported moral decay of the ‘mother country’ and to secure its internal
stability in the face of a plethora of challenges. This was set against the
backdrop of the rise of democracy, at home and abroad, which was often
regarded as both inevitable and potentially destabilising for the empire.
Amongst the main enemies identified by many of the proponents of
Greater Britain were greed and corruption, seen as the result of an increas-
ingly hollow materialist culture. They feared what one federalist termed the
‘virus of Manchesterism’.87 An important dimension of this was fear of
over-population at home, which was in turn thought to generate the threat
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of socialism at the time of an expanding franchise. Britain was in danger of
being undermined from within, its physical and moral strength degraded.
For the proponents of Greater Britain the obvious answer to this dilemma
lay in massive and systematic emigration to the colonies, which acted both
as a ‘safety valve’ – as it was labelled by Vogel88 – for the ‘mother country’
and as a breeding ground for a new type of hardy imperial patriot. The
United Kingdom, William Greswell argued in 1883, needed to ‘utilize to
the utmost the circumscribed area we possess, and, in the face of pauperism,
competition, and the evils of a rapidly growing population, hold our
position amongst the nations of the world’.89

There was a notable agrarian dimension to many of these arguments.
Immersion in the squalid social environment of the cities, and exposure to
the lure of socialism therein, could be averted by re-planting people in the
colonies.90 For Lord Brabazon, President of the Association for Promoting
State-directed Colonization, the agricultural depression in Britain was a
disaster, for it led to an exodus from the countryside to the city. Emigration
was the answer: ‘The flow of this stream of strong healthy life could be
directed to the Colonies before it had become polluted by contact and
mixture with the foul cesspools of the city.’91 For Froude, the most
straightforward exponent of this vision of agrarian patriotic imperialism,
it was axiomatic that ‘A race of men sound in soul and limb can be bred and
reared only in the exercise of plough and spade, in the free air and sunshine,
with country enjoyments and amusements, never amidst foul drains and
smoke blacks and the eternal clank of machinery.’92 The colonies offered
just such an opportunity for challenge and, accordingly, reform. Emigrants
would be able to live, he wrote, ‘under conditions the most favourable
which the human condition can desire’, spawning as a result, ‘fresh nations
of Englishmen’.93 Greater Britain would not only secure the geopolitical
position of Britain, it would transform its internal politics, creating a new
model of imperial citizenry.

V . C O N C L U S I O N S

The debate over Greater Britain was both a reaction to and a product of
nineteenth century ‘globalisation’. It was a reaction in the sense that the
transformed economic and political conditions of the era generated a
profound sense of anxiety and the consequent belief that it was essential
to create a new type of polity in response. It was a product of it in the sense
that the communications technologies underpinning the increasing level of
global economic interdependence also facilitated the cognitive shift that
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was necessary for people to begin to think of the scattered elements of the
colonial empire as a coherent and unified nation, and even as a state. The
advocates of a federal Greater Britain – and in particular the theorists of a
supra-parliamentary polity – demanded the transformation of existing
political structures to confront multifarious challenges; the construction
of an extended transcontinental state was their answer to the anxieties of
the age. In an era of increasing global interdependence and competition,
this was one of the most ambitious (and perhaps most desperate) rejoinders
to a multitude of perceived threats.

It is no coincidence that the reinvigoration of interest in the settler
empire during the late Victorian era was coextensive with a drawing
down of ambitions about the potential of a British global ‘civilising
mission’, a trend identifiable among a number of leading thinkers, includ-
ing Henry Maine, and arguably Seeley.94 As growing numbers of people
became disenchanted with the possibilities for transforming much of the
conquered world into facsimiles of the British, of acting as the surrogate
parents of modernity, so they often looked increasingly, with a mixture of
hope and excitement, to their own kin spread throughout the distant
colonies. This view was born out during the first half of the twentieth
century, a period in which British political and economic global power
relied far more extensively on the connections with the settlement colonies
than with India or Africa. Late-Victorian proposals for imperial federal
union were simultaneously conformist and radical; conformist because the
obsession with physical size was a common feature of European political
thought at the time, radical because their response lay in the belief that it
was possible to create a state that straddled the planet, a non-contiguous
representative polity. The former of these beliefs, articulated now in terms
of the necessity of an American hyper-power, continues to haunt the
political imagination; the latter, although virtually silenced today, figured
in political debate through the early decades of the twentieth century. In
1910, Leo Amery was still talking of the empire as a ‘single world State’.95 In
the 1920s Harold Laski even argued that the League of Nations was ‘juristi-
cally a super-state’.96

Rather than adapting to the changing mode of global political order
through heralding the end of the state, as both Marx and many modern
neo-liberals suggest, the more radical imperial unionists insisted on re-
inforcing the state, extending it over previously unimaginable distances,
whilst simultaneously attempting to re-configure the bases of national
self-consciousness. Imperialists of all but the palest stripes demanded the
transformation of the way in which both Britain and the empire were
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conceived (through a reconsideration of the relationship between the two),
and in so doing they challenged the boundaries, language, and traditions of
British political thought.
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C H A P T E R 9

Radicalism and the extra-European
world: the case of Karl Marx

Gareth Stedman Jones

I . T H E R A D I C A L C R I T I Q U E O F E M P I R E

The radical case against empire remained remarkably constant between
Paine at the end of the eighteenth century and Hobson at the end of the
nineteenth; and that included Marx.1 This was true, whether of its depic-
tion of the colonists, its exposure of the corrupt arrangements between
government and trading companies, its attack upon indefensible mono-
polies or its highlighting of the cost to the tax-payer. But Marx’s attitude
towards extra-European and pre-capitalist societies underwent a remark-
able transformation between 1848 and the 1870s.

Among a small minority, there had been condemnation of the brutality
and greed accompanying European exploration and conquest ever since the
Spanish debate about the Conquistadors in the sixteenth century. But after
1750, criticism became both more comprehensive and more intense. This
was in part the result of the beginnings of a sustained campaign against
slavery, in part the result of a growing conviction that the Seven Years War
of 1757–1763 – the first truly global conflict – had been ‘altogether a colony
quarrel’.2 Two works in particular shaped the terms – moral, historical and
economic – in which criticism would be made. The first was the Histoire des
deux Indes, a collective work containing nineteen books, which first
appeared under the name of the Abbé Raynal in 1772.3 The second,
Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, was first published in 1776. In both
cases enthusiasm for long distance commerce and the opportunities it
afforded for communication and mutual benefit between distant peoples
was contrasted with the squalid record of robbery, corruption, massacre or
enslavement, meted out to all who had encountered the European invaders
since 1492.

Raynal’s work quickly became a popular classic, running through thirty
editions in seventeen years.4 It was principally known for its detailed accounts
of the greed, cruelty and deceit of successive waves of colonisers – the
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Spaniards, Portuguese, Dutch, French, English and Danes. Diderot, one of
its unavowed authors, also attempted to explain why Europeans, cut loose
from their own societies, had proved capable of acts of such excessive
cruelty, greed or arrogance. He portrayed European invaders as adven-
turers without a patrie, and therefore not inhibited by the presence of
fellow citizens. Released from normal restraints, the European became ‘an
unleashed tiger’, indifferent to the fate of the people or lands he invaded
and interested only in the riches he might amass in the shortest possible
time.5 Conjoined with this critique was a growing emphasis upon the
bellicosity of mercantilist conceptions of economic well-being. Attention
was drawn to ‘the fierce desire’ among the European powers to build
exclusive commercial ties to the non-European world, the real ‘motive
for which you take arms, and massacre each other’.6 The Wealth of Nations
concentrated upon this point. Smith directed a ‘very violent attack’ against
a ‘commercial system’ which depended upon special taxes, export bounties,
monopolies, garrisons, colonies and national fleets.7 Ever since 1492, it had
been attended by patently unjust practices. Its main beneficiaries were
trading companies, obliged by their wasteful and fraudulent practices to
secure monopolies and government support. The consequent rivalry
between states in support of their associated trading companies was in
turn responsible not only for greed and corruption, but for wasteful
taxation and unnecessary wars of conquest.8

Such criticisms became the staple fare of radical critics during the years of
the American and French Revolutions. A youthful Tom Paine denounced
Clive’s military triumphs in India in the following terms: ‘The wailing
widow, the crying orphan, and the childless parent remember and lament;
the rival nabobs court his favour; the rich dread his power, and the poor his
severity. Fear and terror march like pioneers before his camp, murder and
rapine accompany it, famine and wretchedness follow in the rear.’9

According to Condorcet in his Sketch for A Historical Picture of the
Progress of the Human Mind, published in 1795, ‘The history of our settle-
ments and commercial undertakings in Africa and Asia . . . our trade
monopolies, our treachery, our murderous contempt for men of another
colour or creed, the insolence of our usurpations, the intrigues or the
exaggerated proselytic zeal of our priests, have destroyed the respect and
goodwill that the superiority of knowledge and the benefits of our com-
merce at first won for us in the eyes of the inhabitants.’ These settlements
had been staffed by ‘government hirelings hastening, under the cloak of
place and privilege, to amass treasure by brigandry and deceit, so as to be
able to return to Europe and purchase titles and honour’.10 Criticism
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focused increasingly upon what modern historians have called the ‘fiscal-
military state’. As Paine put it, ‘All the monarchical governments are
military. War is their trade, plunder and revenue their objects. While such
governments continue, peace has not been the absolute security of a day.’11

After 1815, this form of state gradually began to be dismantled. Between
1815 and 1835, there was a 25 per cent reduction in government expenditure,
tariffs were reduced and sinecures cut down. As a result, during the revolu-
tionary years of 1848 to 1849, the British empire was quite overstretched.
But even so, in 1850, British colonial expenditure remained at a record level
and parsimony made surviving excesses of imperial expenditure stand out
more sharply.12 The Indian case was particularly prominent. After the
1780s, the trading role of the East India Company and its Commercial
monopoly was confined to the trade with China. In other respects, the
Company had become in effect an agent of government. Yet the ambig-
uous boundary between its mercantile and government functions
remained. As Jean Baptiste Say remarked, despite promises going back to
1767, the Company did not pay the state an annual sum of £400,000.
Instead, it accumulated a debt, which by 1824 had reached 48 million
pounds, while proprietors continued to be paid an annual dividend of
over 10 per cent.13 It was no wonder that Cobden in 1836 should classify ‘the
colonies’ together with ‘the Army, Navy and Church . . . and the Corn
Laws’ as ‘merely accessories to our aristocratic government’.14

Marx’s writings on empire – particularly his contributions to the New
York Daily Tribune in the 1850s – shared this approach.15 The East India
Company, he stated, dated back to an agreement between constitutional
monarchy and ‘the monopolising monied interest’ after the 1688

Revolution. Originally, its treasures were gained less by commerce than
by ‘direct exploitation’; and colossal fortunes were extorted and trans-
mitted to England. After the Seven Years War, ‘oligarchy absorbed all of
its [the Company’s] power which it could assume without incurring
responsibility’.16 Like Say, Marx noted that in terms of a ‘surplus of
Indian receipts over Indian expenditure’ ‘nothing whatever reaches the
British Treasury’.17 The Court of Directors itself dispensed each year
appointments of the value of nearly £400,000 among the upper classes
of Great Britain. It was also attended by a large and exceedingly slow-
moving bureaucracy. As Marx summed the situation up: ‘The oligarchy
involves India in wars, in order to find employment for their younger sons;
the moneyocracy consigns it to the highest bidder; and a subordinate
bureaucracy paralyse its administration and perpetuate its abuses as the
vital condition of their own perpetuation.’18
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I I . T H E S H I F T I N C O N C E P T I O N S

O F T H E E X T R A - E U R O P E A N W O R L D 1 7 5 0 – 1 8 5 0

But this continuity was deceptive. Around the beginning of the nineteenth
century, there was a dramatic shift in conceptions of the extra-European
world. Enlightened attitudes around the middle of the eighteenth century
were perhaps best captured by the serenely laughing Chinaman surmount-
ing Frederick the Great’s fanciful pagoda at Sans Souci in Potsdam. For
leading philosophes, Asia had stood for the calm and peace of an ancient
civilisation; it provided a foil to the doctrinal absurdities and religious
bellicosity of the Europeans. Used primarily as a literary device in
Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes, this stance had been elaborated into a
substantive historical argument in Voltaire’s Essai sur les Moeurs. Against
the so-called Universal History of Bossuet, an amplification of the sacred
history recounted in the Bible, Voltaire had put forward a rival universal
history that began with an account of China, India and Persia. Not only
had these nations become civilised long before the West, but their antiquity
also cast doubt upon the time-scale of the Bible. Basing himself on
travellers’ tales and missionary reports, Voltaire praised the stable and
peace-loving empires of the East for their rational monotheism, their
morality and their lack of superstition. Others drew parallels between
Spinoza and Confucius, whose ‘natural’ philosophy was said to be based
solely upon reason and truth.19

Even among those with a less starry-eyed view of oriental culture, there
was still relatively little sense of a vast or unbridgeable gap between Europe
and Asia. Smith wrote of Bengal as a country ‘remarkable for the exporta-
tion of a great variety of manufactures’ and he praised its recently over-
thrown ‘Mohametan government’ for the making and maintaining of good
roads and navigable canals and for the moderation of its land-tax.20 After
the Seven Years War, it is true, Europe’s advantage over Asia became
inescapable.21 But, however exploitative the behaviour of the East India
Company, there remained a respect for local beliefs and institutions.
Warren Hastings, later vilified by Evangelicals and Philosophic Radicals
alike, learnt Persian and strongly supported both the foundation of the
Bengal Asiatic Society and the work of the pioneer Sanskrit scholar, Sir
William Jones. During his time, the Company patronised the Hindu and
Muslim religions. Troops were paraded in honour of Hindu deities and
Company offices observed Indian rather than Christian holidays.22

During the years of the American and French Revolutions, there devel-
oped a new sort of radicalism based upon the global possibilities of
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commercial society. Inspired by the Wealth of Nations and Hume’s Essays,
Tom Paine already believed that trade could create ‘universal civilisation’.
‘Up until recently,’ Paine wrote in 1782 in his Letter to the Abbé Raynal,
‘mutual wants have formed the individuals of each country into a kind of
national society, and here the progress of civilisation has stopped.’ But
now, he continued, ‘the condition of the world’ was being ‘materially
changed by the influence of science and commerce’ which could lead to
‘an extension of civilisation’.23 The Revolution in France led to the hope
that old forms of plunder would give way to the peaceful progress of
civilisation across the globe.24 Once the evils created by ‘force and fraud’
had been removed, Condorcet believed, ‘the peoples of Europe’ would
confine themselves to free trade and would understand ‘their own rights
too well to show contempt for those of other people’. ‘Men occupied in
propagating amongst them the truths which will promote their happiness
will then aid the peoples of Asia and Africa.’ But for all its heartfelt
generosity, within this new radicalism there could be detected an ominous
shift in cultural assumptions. ‘These vast lands’, Condorcet continued, ‘are
inhabited partly by large tribes who need only assistance from us to become
civilised, who wait only to find brothers amongst the European nations to
become their friends and pupils.’25 The ‘universal civilisation’ to which
Paine and Condorcet aspired, together with the rationalist theory of
progress, which now underpinned it, was unambiguously European
in form.

This shift towards a Eurocentric rationalism had already been made by
Condorcet’s mentor, Turgot, in his Philosophical Review of the Successive
Advances of the Human Mind of 1750. Turgot claimed that the regions first
to become enlightened were not those where the sciences made their
greatest progress. Despotism had impeded their development.26 Thus in
his famous Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind,
published in 1795, Condorcet moved from the earliest stages of hunting
and gathering, and pasture and agriculture, straight on to the Greeks, the
Romans and the European middle ages. In the development of civilisation,
the Orient now barely merited a mention.

After the French Revolution and the British triumph at Waterloo, the
terms of the contrast became even sharper. In India, a convergent distaste
for the local culture shared by born-again Evangelical Anglicans and
Philosophical Radicals eager to try out a Benthamite legal code led to a
reversal of the policy of the East India Company. The ‘Orientalists’, led by
Sir William Jones, were defeated. The Company ceased to patronise
Hindu and Muslim cultures. Missionaries were no longer restrained and
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in 1813, the first Anglican Bishop was appointed. Macaulay’s 1835 Minute
on Education declared English rather than Sanskrit or Arabic to be the
official language. Indian art was condemned as idolatrous and serving no
practical purpose; and in 1828, the Governor-General, William Bentinck,
narrowly failed to secure the demolition of the Taj Mahal and the sale of
its marble. A new and more intolerant breed of officials was now sent out
from Britain.

I I I . R A T I O N A L I S M A N D E U R O C E N T R I S M : B R I T A I N ,
F R A N C E A N D G E R M A N Y

Three texts from Britain, France and Germany in the first quarter of
the nineteenth century suggest how the lines between rationalism and the
extra-European world had sharpened after the French Revolution. The first
was James Mill’s voluminous and uncompromising study, The History of
British India, begun in 1806 and published in 1817. The intolerance of the
new generation of East India Company officials can partly be attributed to
Mill’s book. It became the standard authority for aspirant Company
employees, and remained a set-text for those sitting exams to enter the
Indian Civil Service until well into the mid-Victorian period.27

Bentham had thought that in framing legislation the statesman needed
to take account of ‘the influence of time and place’. Mill claimed that
‘degree of civilisation’ in ‘the scale of nations’ could provide the appro-
priate universal yardstick. Scottish conjectural historians and rationalist
theorists of progress had developed ‘the scientific approach’ to this ques-
tion. Mill’s History of British India was designed to show how this scientific
approach could be applied. According to Macaulay, Mill’s History was ‘the
greatest historical work which has appeared in our language since that of
Gibbon’.28 But it was a book singularly untouched by the new forms of
historical investigation, which Gibbon’s work had helped to inspire.29 Mill
claimed to follow Tacitus and Robertson in dismissing the need for ‘ocular
knowledge of the country’. Furthermore, he not only defended his lack of
acquaintance with any Indian language, but also sharply reproached those
whose defence of Hindu culture was based upon a familiarity with Sanskrit
language and literature. Jones was attacked for his vague and inconsistent
claims for Hindu ‘civilisation’. Mill believed that ‘civilisation’ meant
scientific knowledge (i.e. Newton) and universal moral laws. But the
‘science’ of the Hindus was nothing more than astrology. Similarly, their
religion lacked ‘elevated and pure and rational’ ideas of God. It was not a
deist religion, as Voltaire had claimed; Jones’s championing of the poetic
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strengths of Sanskrit obscured the fact that poetry belonged to the infancy
of mankind and to a time when language was confined to the expression of
passions. It was a hindrance to clear thought and the development of
civilisation. As man progressed, words would be freed from artificial and
confusing associations. In a modern language, there would only be one
word for one thing. There was therefore no place for a language like
Sanskrit, with its thirty different words to describe the sun.30 In their
employment of language as in their treatment of women, Mill saw the
Hindus as still belonging to the barbaric past. Indeed, since ‘. . . the
manners, institutions and attainments of the Hindus, have been stationary
for many ages; in beholding the Hindus of the present day, we are . . .
carried back, as it were, into the deepest recesses of antiquity.’31 Mill’s
conception of a barbarian stage encompassed not simply the Indians, but
the Persians and Chinese, indeed all Asian societies. All these societies
remained subject to the tyranny of priestcraft and despotic rule; and ‘the
existence of despotism’ was ‘a proof of low civilisation’.32

Equally indicative of the shift in opinion in the decades after 1810 was the
1824 pamphlet written by Jean Baptiste Say, Historical Essay on the Rise,
Progress and Probable Results of the British Dominion in India. In 1816 in an
earlier pamphlet, Say had not only emphasised the fact that the expenses of
conquering India outweighed the profits to be derived from it, but had
confidently predicted that ‘the old colonial system will fall to the ground
everywhere in the course of the nineteenth century’, that instead of ‘the
mad pretension of administering the government of countries at a distance
of two, three, or six thousand leagues’, there would be ‘a lucrative trade’
between ‘independent states’.33

In 1824, however, while not retracting his analysis of the profit and loss
entailed by British rule in India, he claimed somewhat surprisingly that ‘the
situation of Hindustan was never happier than at the moment’. The British
had brought peace, security and religious toleration: benefits to be super-
imposed upon a passive Hindu culture and an unchanging Asia. ‘The
natives are quiet and laborious, and quite incapable of appreciating the
effect of national independence and good political institutions upon
individual happiness. The people of Asia resemble their flocks, who
scarcely think it possible to live without a master; they are happy without
knowing why, when fortune sends them a good one; and when the contrary
happens, suffer patiently without troubling themselves as to the means of
bettering their condition.’34Rather than desiring the freedom of India, he
continued, ‘ought we not rather to wish that it [the influence of Europe
over Asia] should increase?’ Asia had nothing to fear from European
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influence, because ‘with her despots and superstitions Asia had no good
institutions to lose’. Europe, Say concluded, was destined to ‘subdue the
world’ not by force of arms, but ‘by the inevitable ascendancy of knowledge
and the unceasing operations of her institutions’. It was no longer necessary
to take up arms against the American Indian. Asia would need a longer
time ‘on account of her immense population and the inertia which long-
rooted and immoveable customs opposed to every species of innovation’.
But the march of events was inevitable. Traditional religions were declin-
ing; communication by sea was rapidly improving. Advancing civilisation
would clear away obstacles to communication. For ‘the more civilised
nations become, the more will they perceive that it is in their interest to
communicate with their neighbours’.35

For Hegel, as for Mill and Say, India had remained ‘stationary’ and
‘fixed’. In his Philosophy of History, World History was divided into four
‘worlds’, the Oriental, the Greek, the Roman and the German. But whereas
the links in development between the Greek, the Roman and the German
were substantial, a far sharper division existed between the Oriental
world and the others, especially between the Greeks and the Egyptians.36

Development within the Oriental world was treated not as a matter of
time, but of space.37 Hegel’s interpretation of India was more complex than
that found in Mill, and unlike Condorcet, Mill and Say, he did not
attribute India’s plight to the mystifications of the priesthood. Religion,
culture and society were intertwined at a deeper level. In a German context,
Hegel was evidently irritated by the claims for Sanskrit as the ancient
poetic root of all Indo-European languages. His account of India was
therefore designed to strip away the romantic fantasies conjured up by
‘Indomania’.38 Unlike Humboldt and Schlegel, Hegel not only discussed
Indian literature, but also its connection with law and politics.39 If Sanskrit
had been the basis of the languages of Europe, Hegel believed that its
transmission had been ‘prehistoric’: ‘prehistoric’, since ‘history is limited to
that which makes an essential epoch in the development of spirit’. ‘History
requires understanding – the power of looking at an object in an inde-
pendent objective light, and comprehending it in its rational connection
with other objects.’ ‘Only by history does a people become aware of its path
of development expressed in laws, manners, customs and deeds.’ History
provided a form of universality ‘essential for a rational political condition’.
By contrast, the spread of Sanskrit had been a ‘dumb, deedless expansion’
without a political context. For in India there was no history in the form of
annals or transactions. Numbers and dates were arbitrary; some kings were
said to have reigned 70,000 years. The only reliable records were those
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provided by the Greeks or later the Mohommetans. ‘The people of India
have achieved no foreign conquests.’ Conquest came from the outside,
whether by Alexander on land or the East India Company by sea. ‘For it is a
necessary fate of Asiatic empires to be subjected to the Europeans.’40

India represented an advance over China, which remained wholly external
in its ‘patriarchal substantiality’ and its ‘undifferentiated unity of individ-
uals’. It created a freedom of separation against ‘the all-subduing power of
unity’: independent members ramified from the unity of despotic power.
But the distinction that these implied was referred to nature and petrified
into a caste system, which by its ‘rigid stereotyped character’ condemned the
Indian people to ‘the most degrading spiritual serfdom’. Individuals should
arrive at ‘subjective freedom’ and doing so, give an objective form to these
diversities. But Indian culture had not reached the recognition of freedom
and inward morality. The distinctions, which prevailed, were only those of
occupation and civil condition, and like ‘the rigid unity’ in China ‘remain
the same as they were in the beginning’. Individuals were bound for life to
their class; ‘all vitality sinks back to death’. Every caste had its own special
duties and rights. In the case of the Brahmins, a state of divinity conferred on
them by birth freed them from taxes and the payment of interest beyond 2

per cent.41 Relations of caste were essentially religious. India was ‘an
enchanted world’, ‘a fairy region’, a ‘wild extravagance of fancy’ in which
‘the dreaming Unity of Spirit and nature involves a monstrous bewilderment
in regard to all phenomena and relations’. Absolute being was grasped only
in the ecstatic state of a dreaming condition in which ‘the individual ceased
to be a conscious self distinguished from other objective existences’. ‘One
substance pervades the Whole of things, and all individualisations are
directly vitalised and animated into particular powers.’ ‘Sensuous matter
and content’ was not ‘liberated by the free power of the spirit into a
beautiful form’, but ‘simply . . . taken up and carried over into the sphere
of Universal and Immeasurable’. It was ‘Universal Pantheism’. But only of
the imagination.

As a result, the Divine was made ‘bizarre’. ‘The morality which is
involved in respect for human life is not found among the Hindus.’
Abstract unity with God was realised in abstraction from humanity and
the highest state was ‘annihilation’. Incarnation of the divine in human
form was not of special importance. It could equally be embodied in a
parrot, a cow or an ape. There were hospitals for old cows or monkeys, but
not a single institution to assist aged human beings. All finite existence was
deified. God was embodied as much in the excesses of sensualism as in the
highest expression of the spirit. This intertwining of religion, culture and
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politics through the caste system prevented the emergence of a proper state.
The state was based upon freedom of the will realised as law. But in India,
there was no freedom of the will and despotism without principle could
hold sway. Elsewhere in Asia – even in China – despotism was seen as
contrary to the order of things. But in India, there was no sense of personal
independence with which a state of despotism could be compared. The
only restraint upon the ruler was the caste system itself. The social and
political arrangements governing village life were also fixed. Half the
product went to the producers, the rest to the rajah. In sum, absence of
freedom reinforced the inertia of Indian society at all levels. All political
revolutions were therefore ‘matters of indifference’ to the common Hindu,
for his lot was unchanged.42

Marx’s writings of the 1850s and 1860s inherited and reproduced these
images of the passive immobility of the extra-European world.43 ‘However
changing the political aspect of India’s past must appear,’ Marx wrote in
the New York Herald Tribune on 10 June 1853, ‘its social condition has
remained unaltered since its remotest antiquity.’ ‘Indian society has no
history at all, at least no known history. What we call its history, is but the
history of the successive intruders who founded their empires on the
passive basis of that unresisting and unchanging society.’ Nearly a decade
later, his view of Asian empires had not fundamentally changed. In 1862 he
described China as ‘that living fossil’, and explained that ‘the Oriental
empires demonstrate constant immobility in their social substructure, with
unceasing change in the persons and clans that gain control of the political
superstructure’.44 Marx was at one with James Mill and Hegel in a feeling
of distaste for the orientalist fantasies of ‘the Romantic school’.45 ‘We must
not forget that these idyllic village communities, inoffensive though they
may appear, had always been the solid foundation of Oriental Despotism,
that they restrained the human mind within the smallest possible compass,
making it the unresisting tool of superstition, enslaving it beneath tradi-
tional rules, depriving it of all grandeur and historical energies.’ Not only
were these little communities ‘contaminated’ by caste and slavery, but, as
Marx noted, following Hegel, India’s religion was at once, one of ‘sensu-
alist exuberance’ and ‘self torturing asceticism’. Above all, these commun-
ities ‘subjugated man to external circumstances, instead of elevating man to
be the sovereign of circumstances’. It was this ‘brutalising worship of
nature’ that accounted for the worship of ‘Kanuman the monkey, and
Sabbala the cow’.46 The only real question to be resolved was how the
‘unchanging’ character of ‘oriental despotism’ was to be explained in terms
of Marx’s picture of historical development as a progressive sequence of
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‘modes of production’. In 1853, encouraged by Engels, Marx thought the
unchanging character of Asia could be explained, firstly, by ‘the leaving to
central government the care of great public works’, especially irrigation,
and secondly, a ‘village system’ based upon ‘the domestic union of agricul-
tural and manufacturing pursuits’ agglomerated in small centres.47 By the
late 1850s, however, he came to emphasise the absence of private property
in land as the crucial feature. On the basis of his researches in the Grundrisse
on ‘pre-capitalist economic formations’, he also felt confident enough to
write of an ‘Asiatic’ mode of production as the first stage in the ‘economic
development of society’.48 However, the search for common features
shared by societies and states allegedly defined by this mode of production
turned out to be in vain; and it is notable that after 1859 Marx never again
explicitly referred to the concept.49

I V . T H E 1 8 5 0 S A N D 1 8 6 0 S : R E V O L U T I O N

F R O M W I T H O U T

What part then, would be played by the extra-European world in the
revolution, which would result from the ever more far-reaching intrusion
of global capitalism? Or, as Marx saw it in 1853, ‘Can mankind fulfil its
destiny without a fundamental revolution in the social state of Asia?’50

Marx agreed with the writers of the 1820s that change in Asia must come
from outside. James Mill had thought that a legislative system adapted to
Hindu culture would only prolong India’s stationary condition. Laws
designed to accelerate India’s progress would be simple and cheap. The
obvious answer, therefore, was that the English introduce a Benthamite
code.51 Say believed that ‘Europe will subjugate the world by the inevitable
ascendancy of its knowledge’, by ‘the unceasing operations of her institu-
tions’, and by the perfecting of ‘communication by water’.52

In The Communist Manifesto Marx firmly placed his confidence in ‘the
bourgeoisie’, ‘the cheap prices’ of whose ‘commodities are the heavy
artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls’. ‘It compels all
nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production;
it compels them to introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst.’53

He elaborated this thought in one of his New York Daily Tribune articles on
India in 1853. The age-old ‘village system’ based upon the ‘domestic union
of agricultural and manufacturing pursuits’ was being ‘dissolved’, ‘not so
much through the brutal interference of the British tax-gatherer and the
British soldier, as to the working of English steam and English free trade’.
British rule was bringing the advantages of political unity, European
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science, a European trained army, a free press, British trained civil servants,
the abolition of the old system of common-land tenure and a shorter
passage between India and England. If the revolution depended upon the
social transformation of Asia, England ‘was the unconscious tool of history
in bringing about that revolution’.54

During the 1850s and 1860s this basic attitude did not change signifi-
cantly. Unlike Maine, Marx’s thinking was not deeply affected by the
Indian Mutiny. The Indian revolt did not begin with the Ryots, who
were ‘tortured, dishonoured and stripped naked by the British’, but with
‘the Sepoys, clad, fed, petted, fatted and pampered by them’. He therefore
compared the Sepoy revolt with that of the French nobility against the
monarchy on the eve of the fall of the Ancien Régime.55 His reports dwelt
mainly upon the cruelties inflicted by both sides and details of the fighting.
It was only after a speech by Disraeli that he was prepared to concede that
the insurrection might not simply be ‘a military mutiny’, but ‘a national
revolt’.56 His attitude to the Taiping rebellion was even more distant. It
fitted perfectly his belief that ‘Oriental empires demonstrate constant
immobility in their social substructure, and unceasing change in the
persons and clans that gain control of the political superstructure.’ As for
the rebels, they are aware of no task except changing the dynasty. ‘They
have no slogans’ and ‘They seem to have no other vocation than, as
opposed to conservative stagnation, to produce destruction in grotesquely
detestable forms, destruction without any nucleus of new construction.’57

In some writings during the same period, Marx noted the extent of
customer resistance to British incursions. In China, where the self-sustaining
‘combination of husbandry with manufacturing industry’ could not be
undermined, as in India by tampering with the ‘peculiar constitution’ of
landed property, the village system was proving more resilient than his first
reports had anticipated.58 He had also begun to believe that small-scale
village production might possess some economic advantages over modern
industry. Discussing India and China in the early 1860s, he conceded that
while in India the low prices of British goods had helped to destroy the
spinning and weaving industries, ‘the substantial economy and saving in
time afforded by the association of agriculture with manufacture put up a
stubborn resistance to the products of the big industries, whose prices
included the faux frais of the circulation process which pervades them’.
Because of this, ‘the work of dissolution proceeds very gradually; and still
more slowly in China, where it is not reinforced by direct political power’.59

In these writings, Marx firmly included Russia alongside other ‘Asiatic
societies’. In his 1859 Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Marx

Radicalism and the extra-European world 197



used researches in pre-history to combat the ‘absurdly biased view’ that
‘primitive communal property is a specifically Slavonic, or even an exclu-
sively Russian phenomenon’. He pointed out that such forms could also be
found ‘among Romans, Teutons and Celts’ and still survived in a disinte-
grated form in India.60 The passage was repeated, almost word for word,
and with the same examples, in the first edition of Capital.61 As Marx wrote
to Engels in 1868, Russian village institutions, far from being unique, were
a survival of a mode of production once found in Europe as well as Asia.
‘The whole business down to the smallest detail, is absolutely identical with
the Primeval Germanic communal system.’ But he went on specifically
to align ‘the Russian case’ with ‘part of the Indian communal systems’,
highlighting in particular ‘the non-democratic, but patriarchal character
of the commune leadership’ and ‘the collective responsibility for taxes to
the state’.62

Marx’s target was the Slavophile theory which identified the Slavic spirit
with the church, popular traditions and the obshchina (the communal
institutions of ownership in the Russian village). Particularly alarming to
Marx was the fact that this theory appeared to have been accepted not
simply by romantics and conservative nationalists, but also by liberals and
socialists. Hence his outburst against Herzen at the end of the first German
edition of Capital. Herzen was accused of prophesying the rejuvenation of
Europe through ‘the knout’ and ‘the forced mixing with the blood of the
Kalmyks’. ‘This Belle Lettrist’, he went on, ‘has discovered ‘‘Russian’’
communism not inside Russia but instead in the work of Haxthausen, a
councillor of the Prussian government.’63

V . M A R X A F T E R 1 8 7 0

In the years after 1870, there was a remarkable change in Marx’s general
outlook. Commentators have noticed shifts in particular areas, but have
rarely attempted to make connections between them. They have therefore
generally missed the subtle but noticeable changes in the character of Marx’s
theory as a whole. These included the abandonment of Capital and a retreat
from the universal and unilinear terms in which Marx had framed his theory
in 1867. This was accompanied by a growing interest in the pre-history or
early history of man. Politically, it was marked by an acceptance of the
strategy of the Russian Populists in preference to the ‘orthodox’ Marxism of
the group gathered around Plekhanov in Geneva. The old faith in the
world-transforming advance of the bourgeoisie and a post-bourgeois
modernity faded. Post-capitalism yielded to anti-capitalism. The recurrent
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points of emphasis in Marx’s late writings were that the pre-history of man
had been that of primitive communities, that capitalism was an unnatural
and ephemeral episode in the history of mankind, and that man’s future lay
in a return to a higher form of a primordial communal existence. Alongside
this shift went a change in Marx’s attitude towards societies subjugated and
colonised by the empires of Europe.

I discuss these changes here only insofar as they help to explain the shift
in Marx’s conception of the extra-European and pre-capitalist world.
Particularly relevant was Marx’s changing conception of what in 1859 he
had called the ‘Asiatic’ mode of production. In his writings of the 1850s,
especially the Grundrisse, Marx had frequently argued that the Asiatic form
remained nearest to the original communal form of society. ‘Direct com-
munal property’ was identified with ‘the oriental form’, or ‘the older and
simpler form as it occurs in India and among the Slavs’, or that in which
‘the fundamental condition of property based on tribalism’ was least
modified. For ‘in the midst of Oriental Despotism and the absence of
property which it juridically appears to imply, there in fact exists as its
foundation, this tribal or communal property’. Writing of ‘communal
property’ or ‘spontaneously evolved communism’, Marx stated, ‘India
offers us a pattern card of the most diverse forms of such an economic
community, more or less decomposed, but still entirely recognisable; and
more thorough historical study finds it as the starting point of all cultured
peoples.’64

In the writings of the 1850s and 1860s, this form of communal
property appeared inseparable from despotic rule. Nowhere was there
any indication that the culture or politics of these regions contained – in
however camouflaged a form – some germ of a different future. On the
contrary, what stood out most sharply was their imprisonment in an
irrational and despotic past. As Marx wrote of ‘the ancient Asiatic and
other modes of production’ in Capital, ‘these ancient social organisms
are, as compared with bourgeois society, extremely simple and trans-
parent. But they are founded either on the immature development of
man individually, who has not yet severed the umbilical cord that unites
him with his fellow men in a primitive tribal community, or upon direct
relations of subjection.’65 If in Asiatic and other pre-capitalist societies,
communal ownership came coupled with despotism or ‘lordship and
bondage’, it clearly had no place in a communist future. But after
1870, Marx discarded the assumption that communal property and
despotic rule went together. The change was most obvious in his refer-
ences to Russia. In 1881, Vera Zasulich from the Geneva group around
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Plekhanov requested Marx to make clear his position on the Russian
village commune. After the emancipation of the serfs in 1861, she asked,
would the commune inevitably disappear as Russian capitalism devel-
oped? Or could it, before capitalist development became unstoppable,
become ‘the direct starting point’ or ‘element of regeneration in Russian
society?’ In reply, Marx conceded that ‘isolation’ even if not ‘an imma-
nent characteristic’ was a weakness of the commune and that ‘wherever
it is found, has caused a more or less centralised despotism to arise on
top of the communes’. Yet despite this, he now argued that ‘it is an
obstacle which could easily be eliminated’, that it would be ‘an easy
matter to do away with . . . as soon as the government shackles have been
cast off ’, or even that ‘it would vanish amidst a general turmoil in
Russian society’.66

What had apparently persuaded Marx to change his evaluation of the
village commune had been Nicholas Chernyshevsky’s essays on the com-
munity ownership of land in Russia, and his review of Haxthausen.
Chernyshevsky stripped away the Slavophile mysticism surrounding the
Russian communal institutions, dismissing it as a symptom of the nation’s
backwardness. But he then went on to argue that this backwardness could
now be an advantage. For ‘the development of certain social phenomena in
backward nations, thanks to the influences of the advanced nation, skips an
intermediary stage and jumps directly from a low stage to a higher stage’.67

If this was correct, Chernyshevsky believed, it would be possible for Russia
to proceed straight from the village commune to socialism. Marx accepted
Chernyshevsky’s claim. In 1873 in the second German edition of Capital,
he dropped the sneering reference to Herzen, and instead introduced a
fulsome tribute to Chernyshevsky, ‘the great Russian scholar and critic’.68

Acceptance of this claim also meant abandoning the universal terms in
which Marx had originally framed his argument. From the first edition of
Capital in 1867, one sentence in particular stood out. It stated – and added
an exclamation mark for further emphasis – that, ‘the country that is more
developed industrially only shows, to the less developed, the image of its
own future!’69 In the 1870s, Marx stealthily backed away from this claim. In
the second German Edition of 1873, the exclamation mark was dropped,
and in the French translation of 1875, the chapter on ‘Secret of Primitive
Accumulation’ was amended to imply that the story of the dispossession of
the English peasantry from the land only applied to the path followed by
Western Europe. This enabled Marx two years later to dissociate himself
from the idea that Capital’s depiction of the process of ‘primitive accumu-
lation’ necessarily applied to Russia.70
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It is also clear that Marx had come to endorse the politics of Populism.
That is, he agreed that following the Emancipation of the serfs in 1861, a
socialist revolution must be made before capitalist development in the
countryside destroyed the village commune. In one of the drafts of the
letter to Vera Zasulich in 1881, Marx declared, ‘to save the Russian com-
mune, a Russian revolution is needed’, and went on to argue that ‘If the
revolution comes at the opportune moment, if it concentrates all its forces
so as to allow the rural commune full scope, the latter will soon develop as
an element of regeneration in Russian society and an element of superiority
over the countries enslaved by the capitalist system.’71 At the same time,
Marx strongly repudiated those of his social-democratic followers who
believed that a socialist revolution would only be possible in the aftermath
of capitalist development. In another of the drafts of the Zasulich letter,
referring presumably to other members of Plekhanov’s group, Marx wrote,
‘The Russian ‘‘Marxists’’ of whom you speak are quite unknown to me.
Russians I know hold diametrically opposed views.’72

Marx’s vision of the village commune in the 1870s should not be seen
solely as a shift of position on Russia.73 It clearly went together with other
changes, political and theoretical. Politically, the prospect of anti-capitalist
revolution in the industrialised nations was becoming remote. This had
become clear in the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War, the defeat of the
Commune, and the growth of moderate and constitutionally-oriented
labour movements in Western Europe and North America. Conversely,
the future of tsarist Russia looked increasingly unstable, particularly at the
outset of the Russo-Turkish war in 1877. Intoxicated by the prospect of
Russian defeat and revolution, an excited Marx wrote to Sorge in
September 1877: ‘This crisis is a new turning point for the history of
Europe . . . This time the revolution will begin in the East, hitherto the
impregnable bastion and reserve army of counter-revolution.’74 But in this
war, the Russians won.

V I . T H E C R I T I Q U E O F C I V I L I S A T I O N

Political disappointment was compounded by theoretical difficulty. For
reasons which have yet to be made clear, Marx abandoned Capital, his
critique of political economy. One reason may have been the inconclusive
character of his study of capitalist crisis.75 Another reason may have been
his inability to produce a coherent theory of the state.76 Ill health was no
doubt in part to blame. But that did not prevent the growth of other
interests, notably his Russian researches and an increasing preoccupation
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with the early history of man.77 The character of these interests also
suggested a distancing from his previous perspectives, particularly the
preoccupation with pre-history from the late 1870s. Firstly, references to
capitalism, so expansive in the 1850s, became cursory and dismissive. The
Russian rural commune could bypass capitalism, Marx argued, because it
could appropriate its ‘positive acquisitions without experiencing all its
frightful misfortunes’. But the ‘acquisitions’ mentioned were purely tech-
nological – the engineering industry, steam engines, railways, the ‘mech-
anism of exchange’.78 There was no mention of the changes in productivity
and the division of labour, which this technology presupposed. Capitalist
production was ‘merely the most recent’ of a succession of economic
revolutions and evolutions, which had taken place since ‘the death of
communal property’. Although it had resulted in ‘a wondrous develop-
ment of the social productive forces’, ‘it has revealed to the entire world
except those blinded by self interest, its purely transitory nature’.79

Conversely and secondly, capitalism’s primitive communal ancestor
was endowed with ‘a natural viability’. It had survived ‘the vicissitudes of
the middle ages’ in certain places, like the area around Trier, Marx’s home
town, and it had ‘imprinted its own characteristics so effectively on the
commune which replaced it’ that Maurer, the historian of ancient
Germany, when ‘analysing this commune of secondary formation, was
able to reconstruct the archaic prototype’.80 ‘The vitality of primitive
communities’, Marx claimed, ‘was incomparably greater than that of
Semitic, Greek, Roman, etc. societies, and a fortiori that of modern
capitalist societies.’81 Or, as he noted of the work of the American anthro-
pologist, Lewis Henry Morgan, both on the Grecian gens and on the
character of the Iroquois, ‘unmistakeably . . . the savage peeps through’.82

Marx was greatly enthused by Morgan’s depiction of the gens as that form
of primitive community which preceded patriarchy, private property, class
and the state. Morgan inferred the existence of the gens, both from his
contemporary researches on the tribes of North America, especially the
Iroquois, and from his classical study of Greece and Rome.83 Inspired by
the new world which pre-history had opened up, Marx’s vision now
encompassed, not ‘merely’ capitalism, but the whole trajectory of ‘civilisa-
tion’ since the downfall of the primitive community. Remarkably, he had
now come to agree with the French utopian socialist, Charles Fourier, that
‘the epoch of civilisation was characterised by monogamy and private
property in land’ and that ‘the modern family contained within itself in
miniature all the antagonisms which later spread through society and its
state’.84 ‘Oldest of all,’ he noted, the primitive community contained ‘the
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existence of the horde with promiscuity; no family; here only mother-right
could have played any role’.85

The ‘donkey’ or ‘blockheaded John Bull’, whom Marx now nominated
as the supreme representative of civilisation, and English civilisation in
particular, was Sir Henry Maine. Maine had not read Morgan, and was
apparently unaware of descent through the female line in gentile society.
He ‘transports his ‘‘patriarchal’’ Roman family into the very beginning of
things’.86 ‘The English philistine, Maine, understands the primitive wholly
as ‘‘the despotism of groups over the members composing them’’.’ He had
forgotten that Bentham’s ‘greatest happiness of the greatest number’ was
the ‘representative formula of modern constitutions’. ‘Oh You Pecksniff’
exclaimed Marx.87

Primitive community had preceded the subjection of women, and it
had embodied ‘economic and social equality’. It was thanks to these
‘characteristic features’ borrowed from ‘the archaic prototype’ that ‘the
new commune introduced by the Germanic peoples in all the countries
they invaded was the sole centre of popular liberty and life throughout
the middle ages’.88 Kingship and private property in land – the political
realm as such – both arose from the gradual dissolution of ‘tribal
property and the tribal collective body’.89 Maine did not realise that
the state was ‘an excrescence of society’. Just as it had only appeared at a
certain stage of social development, so it would disappear again, once it
reached another stage yet to be attained. ‘First, the tearing away of
individuality from the originally not despotic chains (as the blockhead
Maine understands it), but satisfying and comforting bonds of the group,
of the primitive commune – then the one-sided spreading of individu-
ality.’90 ‘Civilisation’, however, was approaching its term. Capitalism was
now in a ‘crisis which will only end in its elimination’ and in ‘the return
of modern societies to the ‘‘archaic’’ type of communal property’.91 Marx
agreed with Morgan. ‘The new system towards which society tends will
be a revival in superior form of an archaic social type.’ In Russia, ‘The
rural Commune . . . may gradually detach itself from its primitive fea-
tures and develop directly as an element of collective production on a
national scale.’92

V I I . T H E L A T E M A R X O N E M P I R E

How did Marx’s new perspective impinge upon his conception of empire
and the extra-European world? In 1853, Marx had confided to Engels that as
part of a ‘clandestine’ campaign against the editorial line of the New York
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Daily Tribune, which Marx described as the ‘Sismondian-philanthropic-
socialist anti-industrialism’ of ‘the protectionist, i.e. industrial bourgeoisie
of America’, he had described ‘England’s destruction of native industries’
in India as ‘revolutionary’.93 In the late 1870s, however, Marx no longer
praised the breakdown of traditional and often communal social structure
by European merchants and colonisers. The main difference of Russia
from India or China was that ‘it is not the prey of a foreign conqueror, as
the East Indies, and neither does it lead a life cut off from the modern
world’.94 Marx now appeared to believe that, as in Russia, primitive
communal structures left to themselves were resilient enough to survive
in the modern world, and in favourable political conditions could even
develop. But they had been prevented from doing so by European colo-
nisation. He agreed with much of the analysis that he found in
Kovalevsky’s account of the impact of colonisation upon communal
forms of property, particularly the French conquest of Algeria.
Underlining Kovalevsky’s analysis, Marx noted: ‘To the extent that non-
European, foreign law is ‘‘profitable’’ for them, the Europeans recognise it,
as here they not only recognise the Muslim law – immediately! – but,
‘‘misunderstand it’’ only to their profit, as here.’95 Similarly in the case of
the East Indies, it was not true, as Maine claimed, that the destruction of
the communes was the result of ‘the spontaneous forces of economic laws’.
‘Everyone except Sir Henry Maine and others of his ilk, realises that the
suppression of communal landownership out there was nothing but an act
of English vandalism, pushing the native people not forwards but
backwards.’96

V I I I . C O N C L U S I O N

Marx’s late writings on the extra-European and pre-capitalist world do not
in any important ways anticipate the Marxist debate on imperialism in the
era of Hobson and Lenin. He had nothing to say about the scramble for
Africa or about the empire-building competition between states. He did not
reflect at any length upon empire as a venue for surplus capital or upon the
possible relationship between imperial expansion and under-consumption
at home. Nor was he imaginatively seized by the anti-colonial struggles he
wrote about, whether the Indian Mutiny or the Taiping Rebellion. When
he thought about ‘imperialism’, it related to ancient Rome or the miserable
adventures of Napoleon III in Mexico and elsewhere.97 What mattered to
him when he thought about the world beyond Europe was the transforma-
tion of the globe by the expansion of commodity production, about the
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battering down of ‘Chinese Walls’, be it by traders and companies, or by
gunboats and soldiers.

Rather than identifying Marx with later arguments about imperialism,
we can fruitfully relate him to a more basic tension which has been present
in radical or heterodox thought since the late eighteenth century and
flowered spectacularly in particular places and at particular times in the
nineteenth. This was the recurring conflict between the impulses of
romanticism and modernism, between a romantic identification with the
supposedly ancient, primordial and communal inheritance reflected in the
spirit and practices of a newly discovered nation or people and the liberat-
ing, rationalising and secular cosmopolitanism of the Enlightenment, the
French Revolution and their aftermath. This was not a simple conflict
between left and right. Rather it ran as a line of division through both of
them, and it produced stark polarities between those who in other respects
might have been allied – from the struggle between Sir William Jones and
James Mill, or Hegel versus Humboldt, through to Annie Besant’s dra-
matic move from Fabianism to an Indian nationalism inspired by the
Theosophy of Madam Blavatsky in the 1890s.

Formed among other things by radical attacks upon the romantische
Schule in Germany in the 1830s and 1840s, Marx’s writings of the 1850s
and 1860s were of a resolutely modernist and anti-romantic kind. They
were of a piece with his critique of political economy and his identifica-
tion of socialism with a post-capitalist future, heralded by a revolt of the
new industrial working class. But for reasons already discussed, many of
these hopes had faded by the 1870s. Only this can explain why Marx, after
scoffing at the book for so many years, finally procured and read
Haxthausen; and why he convinced himself that the hopes invested by
Chernyshevsky in the supposedly archaic communal practices of the ‘rural
commune’ were radically different from those found in Herzen. For
whether the commune were considered as essentially religious and hier-
archical, or egalitarian and democratic, there was the same hope that an
archaic spirit surviving in the practices and institutions of the present
world could provide a concrete starting point of visionary transformation;
the same belief that the key to the future was to be discovered in the still
living past.

Engels remained fundamentally suspicious of the romantic investment
in the Obshchina. He denied that ancient communal beliefs had much
bearing upon modern collective institutions. In 1894, he brought out a new
edition of the attack he had made twenty years before against the populist and
Bakuninist, Peter Tkatchev. Ostensibly the essay was written for ‘all Russians
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concerned about the economic future of their country’. He pointed out that
in Russia ‘the few thousand people’ who were aware of ‘Western capitalist
society with all its irreconcilable antagonisms and conflicts’ did not live in the
commune, while ‘the fifty million or so . . . who still live with common
ownership of the land . . . have not the faintest idea of all this’. ‘They are at
least as alien and unsympathetic to these few thousand as the English
proletarians from 1800 to 1840 with regard to the plans which Robert
Owen devised for their salvation.’ And as Engels emphasised, the majority
employed in Owen’s New Lanark factory also ‘consisted of people who had
been raised on the institutions and customs of a decaying communistic gentile
society, the Celtic-Scottish clan’. ‘But nowhere’, Engels emphasised, ‘does he
[Owen] so much as hint that they showed a greater appreciation of his ideas.’
‘It is a historical impossibility’, he concluded, ‘that a lower stage of economic
development should solve the enigmas and conflicts which did not arise, and
could not arise, until a far higher stage.’98 It is hard to resist the conclusion
that these pronouncements were really addressed to his late friend.
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C H A P T E R 1 0

Radicalism, Gladstone, and the liberal
critique of Disraelian ‘imperialism’

Peter Cain

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

Within the multiform and sometimes contradictory web of ideas labelled
‘liberalism’ in Victorian England there was an important strand of thinking
best described as popular radicalism.1 It emerged in the eighteenth century,
finding its first full expression in the work of Paine, and ended with
Hobson and Brailsford in the early twentieth century, at which point it
was subsumed in what passed in Britain for Marxism. In the grand
narrative of radicalism the world was divided – to use James Mill’s and
Bentham’s dramatic language2 – between the ‘Many’ and the ‘Few’. The
Many were the carriers of freedom in religion, in politics and in the sphere
of the market; the Few were the traditional autocratic elite who, through
privilege and monopolies, controlled and exploited the Many. Until late in
the nineteenth century the core of the Few was the landed class, but it also
embraced a cluster of interests including the military, the established
church, businesses dependent on aristocratic favour, the London profes-
sional and political elites and the key institutions of the City of London
that had financed the revolution after 1688. The elite controlled the state
and taxation and used it to drain the wealth of the ‘producing classes’ –
small capitalists and workers alike – to further its own interests. In the
radical narrative war, colonialism, and what from the 1870s was designated
‘imperialism’ were among the many means by which the aristocracy
plundered society and, by harnessing the support of the ignorant and the
‘mob’, tried to arrest or even reverse the liberal tide of reform.3

By 1870 this radicalism was largely contained politically within the
emerging Liberal party, a coalition of forces that stretched from Whig
grandees through provincial businessmen to the Nonconformist shop-
keepers and industrial trades unionists who were most likely to embrace
the radical discourse.4 It was held together in part by the masterly com-
promises that first Peel and then Gladstone presided over and which
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eliminated the worst features of ‘Old Corruption’.5 In return for the loss of
privileges such as protection and the creation of a low-tax state based on
rigorously controlled budgets, the traditionally wealthy were left in pos-
session of their property and still controlled the machinery of government,
the established church and the armed services. In curbing central expendi-
ture and bringing in free trade, ‘Gladstonianism’ also forced the City to
shift its interest from government stock to the running of the international
economy.6 This compromise lay at the heart of the liberal movement in
Britain until 1914 and proved widely popular.7

Disraeli’s new Toryism8 – his dramatic purchase of the Khedive’s Suez
Canal shares and his government’s subsequent involvement in Egyptian
affairs; his proclamation of Queen Victoria as Empress of India; his strong
support for Turkey against Russia even to the point of war; his vision of the
empire as a consolidated military force symbolised by his movement of
Indian troops to Suez in the crisis of 1878, together with the ‘forward’
policies adopted by his pro-consular appointments in South Africa and
Afghanistan; and the imaginative finance required to sustain these policies –
re-activated that radical discourse in a way not seen since Cobden’s heyday.
Even so, radical ideas were usually found on the margins of the Liberal
party as it emerged in the 1850s and 1860s and there they would probably
have stayed had not the Bulgarian atrocities in 1875–6 and Disraeli’s refusal
to condemn Turkey angered provincial Nonconformity and thus revived
popular radicalism.9 Of most significance was that Gladstone entered the
fray as an ally of Nonconformity, obscuring his Peelite Conservative
origins,10 adopting much of the language of radicalism and bringing
many of its concerns into the mainstream not only of Liberal, but also of
national, political debate. But, in the heat of the battle, Gladstone gave a
rather misleading impression of his own, and his party’s, views on empire,
an impression that it was impossible thereafter for the party to shake off
entirely.

I I . I N D U S T R I A L I S M V E R S U S M I L I T A N C Y

J. A. Schumpeter was writing out of a similar European tradition of
thinking to that of English radicalism when he published his famous
essay on imperialism in 1919 and attributed its longevity to the overhang
of aristocratic ideals. However, looking back at Disraeli’s policy,
Schumpeter thought that it was much more show than substance, a clever
way of gaining votes by tapping into atavistic emotions, rather than a
serious attempt to return to militaristic imperialism. He was confident that
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Britain, as the world’s first industrial power, had advanced, both practically
and psychologically, to the point where it was impossible for politicians to
commit themselves wholeheartedly to anything except the development of
peaceful commerce.11

Although he would have approved of Schumpeter’s general approach to
imperialism, Herbert Spencer, the most probing radical thinker of the 1870s,
was much less confident about the import of Disraeli’s strategy. Updating
the language of radicalism, Spencer distinguished between two types of
society: ‘militant’ societies, organised around warfare and conquest and
based on ‘compulsory co-operation’; and ‘industrial’ societies centred on
the market and peaceful exchange and on ‘voluntary co-operation’. Spencer
recognised that these were ideal types and that every society had some
elements of both systems. Indeed, rather than thinking as Schumpeter did
of Britain as a country where militancy was vestigial, Spencer characterised it
as one that was still ‘semi-militant semi-industrial’.12 The structures that
supported militancy were still in place and it was impossible to be confident
that industrialism would get stronger as time passed. He also understood the
importance of the international environment as a factor in determining the
degree of militancy in Britain itself: if other powers became more militaristic
then they could activate the same elements in Britain and he was arguing, as
early as 1871 in the wake of the Franco-Prussian war, that ‘since the revival of
militant activities and structures on the Continent, our own offensive and
defensive structures have been re-developing’.13 Spencer thought of Disraeli’s
imperialism as an example of the trend. In 1879 he wrote:

. . . I have been frequently thinking of the question of Militancy v Industrialism,
and the profound antagonism between the two which comes out more and more at
every step in my Sociological enquiries, and I have been strongly impressed with
the re-barbarization that is going on in consequence of the return to militant
activities.14

In other words, Spencer thought that Disraeli was, consciously or otherwise,
strengthening the anti-industrial elements in Britain and thereby threatening
its future as an advanced economy and as a progressive liberal nation. His
concerns were echoed amongst what Spencer called ‘a considerable sprink-
ling of Liberal politicians’ and other leading figures associated with
the party.15

Writing in 1878 in Spencerian terms Goldwin Smith, the radical histor-
ian and journalist, thought the nation was at a crucial juncture in its affairs.

England now stands where the paths divide, the one leading by industrial and
commercial progress to increase of political liberty; the other, by career of

The liberal critique of Disraelian ‘imperialism’ 217



conquest, to the political results in which such a career has never yet failed to end.
At present the influences in favour of taking the path to conquest seems to
preponderate, and the probability seems to be that the leadership of political
progress, which has hitherto belonged to England, and has constituted a special
interest of her history, will, in the near future, pass into other hands.16

His fears were widely shared. Looking forward in the same year to the next
general election, Robert Lowe, who had been Chancellor of the Exchequer
in Gladstone’s government of 1868–74, claimed that it would be ‘in all
probability ranked by posterity among the most momentous that has
occurred during the last six hundred years’.17 The energy and innovative-
ness of the subsequent Midlothian campaign showed that Gladstone
shared Lowe’s sense of the seriousness of the times and he declared that
he was addressing ‘the most important crisis in the national history that has
occurred during the last half century’.18 Moreover, when the election was
won, E. A. Freeman, famous historian and Christian scourge of the Turk,
also saw it as a major event in English, even European, history. He wrote
that ‘the act which the English nation has just done rises to the height of
historic sublimity’, because it showed repentance for the serious sin it had
committed in recent years in electing Disraeli’s Tory government and in
supporting imperialism.19 The depth of both pre-election anxiety and post-
election relief are indications of how threatening that Tory imperialism
appeared to Gladstone’s supporters at the time. They came to see it as
nothing less than an attempt to set in reverse the long march towards
liberty and constitutionalism that, encouraged by ‘Whig’ historians such as
Freeman himself,20 they saw as the great and glorious achievement of
English history, the foundation of its commercial and industrial vigour,
of its opulence, and of its standing in the world. Under liberal guidance the
nation had, wrote Frederic Seebohm, Quaker, Liberal, banker and medi-
aeval historian,

. . . grown in freedom and in respect for law, as well as in population, commerce
and wealth. It is a nation of whom alone it could be said that her army supplied
entirely by voluntary enlistment, and that the masses of her people, if they chose to
abstain from a few common luxuries, need hardly know that they were taxed at all;
a nation in whose experience democracy had been trained and guided into peace-
ful paths, until the people, habituated to self-reliance and self-control, had
altogether abandoned the old cry of Chartism, the product of former oppression
and unequal laws.21

All that, thought Seebohm, was now under threat from Disraeli. It was a
shock to many liberals in the 1870s to see the apparent recrudescence of a
set of ideas and a style of politics they thought liberalism had effaced over
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the previous political generations. Disraeli’s government of 1874–80 was
the first long-lived and secure Tory administration since Peel’s of the 1840s;
and since Peel, and even Huskisson in the 1820s, could in retrospect
be claimed for liberalism as great economic reformers, Gladstone had to
hark back to the early years of Lord Liverpool’s government and its post-
Waterloo repression to find its true precursor.22 Moreover, what Disraeli’s
liberal opponents thought they faced was, first and foremost, a moral crisis
though one that they believed would have serious effects on the practical
lives of all the citizens of the nation if it were not confronted. To them,
what was at issue was the future of the ‘man of character’, that energetic,
self-disciplined, manly and public-spirited fellow, whose emergence was,
they believed, part cause and part consequence of the great liberal and
commercial nation Britain had become.23

I I I . T H E R A D I C A L A T T A C K O N D I S R A E L I

What Disraeli advocated was denounced by the critics as ‘Imperialism’.
Traditionally, of course, the word ‘Imperialism’ had been used as a shorthand
description of Roman militarism and of the authoritarian populism of emper-
ors such as Napoleon III of France.24 The Spectator reflected the latter perfectly
when referring to ‘such a policy as that of the ‘‘Imperialists’’ as they are called
on the Continent . . . a policy that should magnify the Crown on the one
hand, and the wishes of the masses on the other, and should make light of the
constitutional limits on either’.25 In the same vein, Lowe spoke not only of
Napoleonic but of Prussian imperialism;26 and the word was still in vigorous
use in that sense amongst liberals in 1880 when, for example, Seebohm
associated the ‘great Continental empires’ of Russia and Germany with ‘a
policy of military Imperialism’ and accused Disraeli of attempting to emulate
them.27 Gladstone used the word when commenting on the ‘shadow of
political subordination’ that he accused the government of attempting to
cast over the empire of settlement.28 However, through Disraeli and his
obsession with India, ‘Imperialism’ became directly associated with overseas
empire. As a result, in the late 1870s, the long-running radical notion that
Britain’s dependent empire was acquired and run by aristocratic/military
interests whose politics were essentially authoritarian gained credibility in
Liberal circles to a greater extent than before and joined together radical
thinkers such as Spencer and Goldwin Smith with those like Freeman and
Gladstone, whose hostility to Disraeli also had more obviously Christian roots.

Since India was an empire, imperialism became increasingly seen as an
‘Asiatic’ policy. In the words of the Spectator, Disraeli had now linked

The liberal critique of Disraelian ‘imperialism’ 219



imperialism with ‘Asiatic modes of expressing reverence’ and frequently
thereafter his imperialism was associated with the East.29 Disraeli’s own
fascination with India, and his support for Turkey in relation to that, was
also interpreted as a natural outcome of his own Orientalism, for did he not
have ‘a mind impregnated with Eastern mystery’?30 Despite the fact that
Disraeli’s policy towards Turkey was the traditional one, in the wake of the
‘Bulgarian horrors’ his support was deemed to be anti-Christian. It was an
easy step from there to characterise his actions as driven by his Judaic
sympathies, to emphasise his alien qualities and to question his patri-
otism.31 The liberal thinkers who pursued this line furthest at the time were
Freeman and Goldwin Smith. The election of 1880 was, Freeman declared,
‘a victory of sound European and English feeling over the empty drag and
tawdry tinsel of Asiatic imperialism’ and that imperialism was, he claimed,
the logical outcome of the fact that as a Jew Disraeli was ‘purely Asiatic’ and
had tried to put his novel Tancred into practice.32 Some Jews, said
Freeman, were very good Englishmen. ‘But the charge against Lord
Beaconsfield is that he never became a European, that he remains a man
of Asiatic mysteries, with feelings and policy distinctly Asian.’ He went on
to interpret Disraeli’s support for Turkey against Russia as a natural out-
come of his racial origins: ‘In the East the Jew and the Turk are bonded
together against the European.’33 Goldwin Smith went even further in this
direction, arguing that in supporting Turkey, Britain was in danger of
being dragged into a ‘Jewish war’ and that Jews had to be distrusted because
they were incapable of patriotism.34 Gladstone’s attack on Disraeli’s policy
also had an anti-semitic streak: the editor of the prestigious Nineteenth
Century edited out of a Gladstone article a passage that described Disraeli
as ‘that alien’ who wished ‘to annex England to his native East and make it
the appendage of his Asiatic empire’.35

Radicals countered Disraeli’s assumption that India was vital to the
economic well-being of the British nation by claiming that free trade had
made empire economically redundant: to them, India was a burden to the
nation rather than an asset.36 Grant Allen recognised that India had
become an important market for Lancashire textiles but denied that the
trade would be lost if India became independent. Lowe took a different
line. He admitted that Britain had become dependent on India and that the
market would not exist but for Britain’s good government: but he went on
to claim that this market would soon be lost because peace and order were
stimulating economic growth and encouraging Indian competition.37

Lowe also claimed that, although the East India Company had extracted
tribute from India in the early days of conquest, exploitation had
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disappeared under good government and now India was ‘petted and
subsidised’ with cheap guaranteed loans.38 Gladstone took a similar stance
and though he recognised that there was a flow of funds out of India
known as the ‘Home Charges’ he argued that it was tiny in proportion to
India’s national income. He objected to the idea that the British were
dependent on India as ‘degrading’. The country had a ‘duty’ towards India
but no ‘interest’, economic or otherwise, ‘except the well-being of India
itself ’.39 Behind all these ideas lay the common liberal assumption that, if
the colonies and dependencies did not exist, the capital and labour in
empire trade would find markets elsewhere – and would find them on
more advantageous terms if the colonial defence burden was cut and
taxation eased.

In radical thinking, the military and diplomatic costs of empire always
exceeded whatever economic benefits were available. The Indian army was
a continuous drain on the country’s military manpower, weakened it in the
face of its European enemies and multiplied points of conflicts with foreign
powers.40 The critics were also alarmed by Disraeli’s threat to use Indian
troops in European conflicts and forecast that a continuation of a militant
policy could lead either to the need for conscription or the employment of
mercenary armies, both of which would pose great dangers to traditional
freedoms in Britain.41 Seebohm did recognise that Disraeli’s policy was
intended mainly to glamorise empire and increase public pride in it; and he
went on to anticipate Schumpeter’s famous argument by calling it a ‘mock
Imperialism’. What he feared, however, was that the policy, if pushed too
far, would embroil the nation in a war with one of the great powers, ‘the
scale and cost of the armaments would be fixed by the Continental stand-
ard’ and Britain would then be caught in a series of military struggles that
might require not just an Indian army but Chinese mercenaries and
conscription as well.42 Goldwin Smith laid the emphasis on the moral
dangers of the strategy as he saw it, claiming that

. . . it now appears that the wrongs of the Hindoo are going to be avenged, as the
wrongs of the conquered often have been, by their moral effects on the conqueror.
A body of barbarian mercenaries has appeared upon the European scene as an
integral part of the British army, while the reflux influence of Indian Empire upon
the political character and tendencies of the imperial nation is too manifest to be
any longer overlooked.43

The government’s Indian policy was interpreted as a sign of support for
autocratic rule and it was implied that England would be tainted by contact
with Oriental torpor and moral decrepitude.44 Commenting on the
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Queen’s new Indian title in Parliament, Lowe asked ‘Would it be wise and
prudent of us to confound in name our wise and beneficent government
with that of the [Indian] Rulers who preceded us?’45 Strongly imbued as
he was with the notion that Anglo-Saxon England was the foundation
point of present-day English liberties, Freeman later claimed that ‘It was
no small feat from his [Disraeli’s] point of view to have turned a European
Queen, the daughter of Cerdic and William, into an Asiatic Empress of
his own making.’46 Radicals were also suspicious that Disraeli’s aim in
rousing imperialist passions was to increase the power of the Crown at the
expense of Parliament, ‘to revive the pretensions which George III strove
unsuccessfully to assert’.47 The suspicion was deepened by Disraeli’s
penchant for making foreign and imperial policy without the aid of the
legislature and because he was cheered on by a few intemperate Tories
who wanted to curb the powers of the Commons so as to limit the impact
of democracy.48 Lowe was typical among the critics in believing that ‘the
shell of absolute power’ in the shape of the monarchy and its attendant
institutions that had been allowed to remain in England over the centuries
could easily be filled again.

We have been learning under our present guides and leaders the doctrine of
despotic and arbitrary power and we must not repine if we experience in our
own persons that which we are taught by these our new schoolmasters to be the
proper treatment of our friends and allies.49

Empire in Asia and Africa drained the nation of its money and its
manhood and rested on the fallacious assumption that the source of
Britain’s power lay overseas rather than at home. Gladstone was adamant
that ‘The root and pith and substance of the material greatness of our nation
lies within the compass of these islands.’50 Similarly, Goldwin Smith’s
assertion that ‘in England the strength of England lies’ and Freeman’s
claim that, in the 1880 election, the British people recognised that ‘their
real interest, their real glory, lay after all, within the four seas of Britain’ go to
the heart of their opposition to Tory Imperialism. In their mental universe,
as in that of many other leading critics of empire, Britain’s constitutional
success, its military strength and its prestige and possessions abroad, rested
upon the superiority of the moral values which underpinned its material
success.51 Fundamentally, they were all convinced that, if Disraeli’s approach
to policy became the norm, the British character – the foundation stone on
which the nation’s wealth and strength rested – would be fatally under-
mined.52 Imperialism, said Gladstone, was ‘not the way to make England
great, but to make it both materially and morally little’.53
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I V . I M P E R I A L I S M : C U I B O N O ?

If Disraeli and his allies believed that the maintenance and extension of
empire was in everyone’s interest, the critics thought very differently. The
latter adopted the traditional radical approach in believing that empire was
both morally and materially costly to the nation but that, if the nation was a
loser, certain special interests were gainers. Dependencies such as India
brought jobs for politicians, the military and civil servants;54 and the stand-
ard view was that the policy was intended to ‘dazzle’ the ignorant masses and
the politically uninformed so that these special interests could pick their
pockets and undermine their liberty.55 In radical eyes, Disraeli’s policies were
designed to strengthen the power and position of what was often called, by
Gladstone amongst others, the ‘Upper Ten Thousand’, composed mainly of
the landed aristocracy and their supporters, especially those in the armed
services and the older professions.56 As inheritors of old wealth they were
perceived as politically backward with leanings towards authoritarianism,
with historic links to warfare and to foreign adventure and with a history of
finding jobs for their younger sons in colonial outposts. As such, they were
seen as a threat not only to the nation’s liberal institutions but to its
prosperity because, when in power, their reckless spending particularly on
defence could burden the nation with excessive taxation and debt and
extinguish the savings on which economic growth depended.57

Some critics were also concerned that the power of traditional elites was
being swelled by support from the new rich. Goldwin Smith detected a
merging of commercial and industrial wealth – hitherto the driving force
behind material and moral progress – with landed wealth, and a muting of
liberalism in consequence.58 His list of the supporters of the Tory party under
Disraeli – the party of imperialism – was in many ways a traditional one. The
usual suspects were the monarchy, landed wealth and the established church,
‘the ignorant and thoughtless of all classes’, publicans and brewers ‘and the
trades generally which minister to pomp and luxury’, with the whole ensem-
ble aided by ‘an army of political agents and literary propagandists’.
However, ‘a great body of capitalists’ was now added to the mix, driven
there in search of high status.59 Smith also believed that, under Disraeli’s
guidance, a new alliance was being forged between the traditionally rich, their
new supporters and the poorest sections of urban society that would chal-
lenge those who had hitherto been in the van of progress. In his opinion,

. . . the growth of great cities itself seems likely, as the number of poor house-
holders increases, to furnish Reaction with auxiliaries in the shape of political
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Lazzeroni capable of being organised by wealth in opposition to the higher order
of working men and the middle class.60

W. R. Greg also argued that some of the lower classes enfranchised in
1867 were financially irresponsible and excitable politically and ready to
throw in their lot with the upper classes in support of the imperial cause.61

The Spectator, too, believed that Disraeli was intent on eliminating the
influence of the ‘trained middle class’ from high politics and ‘to bring
the cheers of the unthinking to the direct support of the counsels of the
crafty’.62 Such a ‘union of the monarch and the mob’ would, it was
thought, have severe economic consequences.63 Smith felt that a commit-
ment to imperial policies and the expense they would occur could easily
undermine Britain’s competitiveness abroad. Seebohm believed that
Disraeli’s attempt to revert to something like Continental imperialism
through the re-militarisation of British society would, if it succeeded, not
only undermine liberty but also ruin the economy and reduce the masses to
a helpless dependence on the state, an outcome he called ‘Socialism’.64

The Cobdenite economist, Thorold Rogers, was thinking along the same
lines, though in a different context, when he spoke of the stifling of public
debate on the issue of national finance by ‘the Clodius of the aristocracy and
the Milo of the Stock Exchange’ who ‘have each his gang, hired from the
residuum’.65 His comment shows that, like radicals of old, the critics of the
1870s saw City wealth and London wealth as tainted by association with
traditional sources of power: Smith talked of the need to resist ‘the snortings
of the warhorses on the Stock Exchange and Pall Mall’.66 A correspondent in
the Spectator also complained that Disraeli’s ‘immoral’ policy in Afghanistan
was strongly supported ‘in the wealthy society of London and especially in
the City where the party of the Government rules unquestioned’.67 Christian
liberal critics of Disraeli backed up these arguments about the politics of the
metropolis. Edward Freeman was convinced that ‘Among other work to be
done, while we free eastern Europe from the Turk, is to free England from
the London West End . . . One of our greatest evils is the connexion of
Parliament with London ‘‘society’’.’68 And after the election in 1880, he again
claimed that ‘London and what is called ‘‘Society’’ was against us’ as were
those with ‘genteel aspirations’ who lived in the surrounding counties; while
the Spectator thought that the heart of Toryism was ‘in the Home Counties,
where the villa folk are still convinced that Conservatism is the ‘‘gentlemanly
interest’’’.69

Gladstone came to similar conclusions. He saw it as one of his great
tasks to create a harmonious society, one that through the abolition of

224 P E T E R C A I N



privilege would reconcile wealth with poverty and avoid class conflict.
Disraeli’s Toryism upset him because its policies seemed designed to
emphasise class differences rather than diminish them.70 He had also
become more and more convinced that, although the ‘masses’ would
always need careful intellectual guidance, they were more to be trusted
ethically than the ‘classes’ in matters of policy71 and that, in opposing
Disraeli, he was battling against most of the ‘Plutocracy’ and the London
clubs on behalf of the ‘true nation’.72 During his Midlothian campaign in
1879 Gladstone also spoke of the rise of new ‘hybrid or bastard men of
business’ whose wealth ‘has made a progress wholly out of proportion to
any advancement they may have affected during the last quarter of a
century in mental resources or pursuits’ and that this had produced ‘dis-
proportioned growth’ and ‘derangement’ in the ‘moral and social world’.
The moral slackness that the new class exhibited was, Gladstone believed,
closely related to the failure of Disraeli’s government to hold to the canons
of sound finance by allowing the growth of a serious budget deficit, a
deficit that was the material cost of Disraeli’s moral failures in pursuing
imperialism.73 He was also afraid that, under Tory leadership, Britain
would waste its substance on war and imperial expansion when there was
a need to concentrate on domestic reform and maintain low taxation in
preparation for difficult times ahead, especially given that the United States
would soon be challenging Britain’s global economic hegemony: exten-
sions of empire drained the nation of scarce manpower and resources and
diverted attention from the domestic scene and from the need for political
and social reform.74

The liberal animosity against London wealth and particularly against the
City was also used in some quarters to reinforce the anti-Jewish sentiments
excited by Disraeli’s personality and politics. ‘The City, the Jews, the
wealthy and luxurious classes’ were often bracketed together.75 Goldwin
Smith was particularly sharp on this point, his animosity no doubt re-
inforced by the fact that the Rothschilds, though traditionally Liberal in
politics, were close to Disraeli, had provided the finance for his Suez Canal
coup in 1875 and warmly backed his Turkish policy in 1877–8.76 Smith
wrote of the ‘Judaism of the Stock Exchange’ and argued that Jews were
‘plutopolitan’ rather than patriotic.77

Their politics are those of wealth; and . . . they will now, as liegemen of wealth pass
to the side of reaction . . . with social progress they can have no sympathy. The
growth of national debts has greatly increased their power. They are becoming
masters of the newspaper press.78
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Most liberals concerned with the economic basis of Disraeli’s support
saw it in terms of new wealth being captured to serve the interests of the
old: despite admitting that India was an important market for textiles, it
was rare for anyone at this time to put industry or commerce at the
forefront of villainy. Frederic Harrison did claim that imperial expansion
was based on ‘the sordid lust for new markets’ but the main thrust of his
argument was that ‘this empire is the empire of the entire governing class’
and that ‘Imperialism is the creed of all who find in the military empire the
glory and strength of England. And they form the bulk of the official and
governing classes, under whichever political chief they are sworn to
serve.’79 Given the close connection between liberalism and the rise of
capitalist industrialism it was always difficult for liberals or radicals to come
to terms with the possibility that it might be the chief force behind war and
imperialism.

It is evident that most of the ingredients of the radical critique of ‘financial
imperialism’ which sprang up in the 1890s and which culminated in
Hobson’s Imperialism: A Study (1902) existed in the 1870s. Although he
identified certain industrial export interests as clamorous for imperial expan-
sion, Hobson could not accept any more than had his predecessors that
industry was central to imperialism. Moreover, although in response to the
marked rise in foreign investment in the intervening years he declared
finance to be the ‘governor of the imperial engine’ and thus gave it a greater
role than it had been accorded in the 1870s, he also thought of finance as the
orchestrator of a complex of vested interests most of which would have been
familiar to Goldwin Smith. He also reproduced the latter’s anti-semitic bias
into his analysis as did some other of his contemporaries such as Francis
Hirst. Similarly, Hobson’s intensely moralistic denunciation of imperialism
and his concern that, backed by the jingoism of the mob and a hired press, it
would reactivate militarism, undermine the economy, make Britain depend-
ent on mercenary armies, and subvert parliamentary democracy were all
echoes of the critique fashioned in the 1870s.80

V . G L A D S T O N E ’ S I M P E R I A L P H I L O S O P H Y

In challenging Disraelian imperialism, Gladstone made some shrewd hits.
He responded to the argument of Edward Dicey, the editor of the Observer,
that Britain should occupy Egypt to safeguard the empire against Russia by
saying that the Russian menace was grossly exaggerated; that strategically
the Cape mattered far more than Suez; that we would make a permanent
enemy out of France if we occupied Egypt; and that although he wished to
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see Turkish rule removed from Europe he felt that it was well adapted to
deal with the ‘Orientals and Mohammedans’ in Egypt and the Middle
East.81 He also predicted that, once occupied, Egypt would become ‘the
almost certain egg of a North African empire’ and thus extend Britain’s
overseas commitments even further.82 In doing so, he accurately predicted
the problems of imperial ‘overstretch’ which haunted British statesmen in
the twentieth century. Gladstone was also appalled by Dicey’s Realpolitik
and his conviction that empire was a matter of power not principle and
insisted on assessing imperial and foreign policy in a moral context.83

Rather than cynically supporting the alien Turk against its Christian rivals,
Britain should be concerned to ‘exercise foreign influence as a member of
the great community of Christendom’.84 This, of course, referred to the
‘Concert of Europe’, an idea that had its origins in Gladstone’s deep
Christian convictions and which should be pursued, he declared during
his Midlothian campaign, because,

. . . by keeping all in union together you neutralize and fetter and bind up the
selfish aims of each . . . common action is fatal to selfish aims . . . [and] . . . the only
objects for which you can unite together the Powers of Europe are objects
connected with the common good of them all.85

Gladstone was assured that ‘We have a true superiority, as to moral
questions, in European affairs, over the other great Powers in this part of
the globe.’ Britain had long been prevented from immoral meddling in
Europe by the accident of insularity: but this ‘has grown by long tract of time
into our mental and even our moral habit’.86 The government’s flagrant
abuse of morality in its support of Turkey, the fact that ‘we in late years have
sadly shown that we too have selfish aims’, was not aiding the imperial cause
but weakening it by lowering Britain’s moral standing in Europe and the
wider world and by making it more difficult to act with other powers.87

Nonetheless, the anti-Disraelian rhetoric he employed often hid the
subtlety of Gladstone’s own position and what is most striking about his
response to Dicey is how much he had in common with the latter. He
admitted that ‘the sentiment of empire may be called innate in every
Briton’ and a ‘part of our patrimony’ that was ‘interwoven with all our
habits of mental action on public affairs’. And, echoing Dicey, he went on
to say that, if empire were lost, Britons would ‘discover other inhabited or
uninhabited spaces on the globe on which to repeat its work, or would
without them in other modes assert its undiminished greatness’.88

However, this argument was immediately heavily qualified: empire ‘was
a portion of our national stock that had never been deficient, but which has
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more than once run to rank excess and brought us to mischief accordingly’.
Indeed, he argued, ‘The dominant passion of England is extended empire.’
He admitted that extension of the empire could not always be avoided but
he wanted to make a distinction between its ‘normal action’ and the
‘domineering excess’ which characterised Disraeli’s policy and which had
in the past led to the rupture with the American colonies.89

Gladstone’s belief that Britons would naturally spread over the globe
meant in effect that there would be continuous and numerous clashes
between British agents and native civilisations in Africa and Asia that would
find it sometimes impossible to assimilate the former without social break-
down. Peripheral conflicts were thus inevitable and resolving them without
extending British sovereignty was not easy even when governments were
resolutely opposed to expansion, especially as the pressure from other
European powers on the lookout for territory grew in intensity. In the
circumstances, it was not usually possible to make polite distinctions between
‘normal’ and ‘excess’ expansion. Gladstone gave a list of extensions of
sovereignty under Disraeli and was particularly savage about the acquisition
of Cyprus which, with some justice, he described as unnecessary;90 but he
admitted that not all annexations were avoidable. In the case of the annex-
ation of Fiji and the extension of authority on the Gold Coast as a result of the
Ashanti Wars in 1874–5, he conceded that they had not been planned, though
he failed to remind his audience that these frontier problems had erupted
under his administration and that, had he continued in office, he would
probably have been forced to take the same measures as his successor.91

Moreover, Gladstone and most of his supporters, save for the few who
took their lead from Richard Cobden, were believers in Britain’s mission to
civilise. This sense of Britain’s moral superiority underpinned liberal
responses to frontier crises; it also informed their policies towards the existing
empire. Gladstone’s opinions on India are typical in this regard. He may
have been right to argue that Britain was not a net gainer in economic terms
from its control over India, or over any other part of the empire, and that, in
an ideal world, Britain would have been better off devoting its resources to
internal development with an eye to its future competitive position as
European and American industrialisation advanced rapidly. (The modern
debate on the issue is inconclusive.)92 Despite appearances, he may also have
been right in arguing that Britain’s position in India depended not so much
on military power – which he acknowledged – as upon the moral authority
of its civilisation. Such a view is compatible with Robinson’s ‘collaboration-
ist’ argument about the foundations of British imperial power or with
Gramscian ideas about power resting on ‘hegemony’.93 However, the fact
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that Gladstone thought that Britain should exercise such authority shows
that he believed in Britain’s ‘civilising mission’. Britain’s ‘comparative force
of manhood and faculties for action’ gave it the moral right to rule over
Indians and he was convinced ‘It is them and their interests that we are
defending, even more, and far more, than our own.’94

His views were widely shared amongst Disraeli’s opponents. Both Lowe
and Goldwin Smith deplored Britain’s conquest of India but felt that
Britain was morally obliged to stay. Smith, like Lowe, was less sanguine
than Gladstone about the benefits of British rule to the Indians but he was
convinced that withdrawal would mean the reign of ‘anarchy’ which would
be not only bad for the Indians but would imperil British property
there.95Rogers, who thought that leaving India would ‘effect a vast reduc-
tion in the public expenditure’, still declared that to withdraw would be a
‘great national crime’ and would ‘hand mankind over to barbarism’.96 And
even Frederic Harrison, who was convinced that proper governance of the
empire ‘would demand the strength, the wealth, the enlightenment, the
moral conscience of fifty Englands’, still believed that we should not ‘fling
off the tremendous responsibilities with which the ages have burdened
us’.97 Grant Allen did a quick back-of-the-envelope calculation that con-
vinced him at least that India cost the nation far more than it brought in
benefits and he then inferred from it that we had no reason to be there at
all;98 but such rigorous Cobdenite logic was alien to Gladstone and to most
of the liberals who supported him – as it had been to most critics of empire
in the past – not because they distrusted Allen’s arithmetic but because of
their sense of ‘England’s mission’. For liberals like Gladstone it was
precisely because they had such a strong belief in Britain’s role as a civilising
agent that they were so adamant that the empire should not be extended
lightly. Gladstone had an acute sense of the mismatch between Britain’s
limited resources and the extent of its commitments to imperial gover-
nance and he was aware of many deficiencies in British overseas admin-
istrations including the Indian one. Such knowledge only enhanced his
despair at the idea of further extensions of empire because they would lead
to more claims on scarce materials and make the civilising mission so much
harder to achieve in those places where Britons had already assumed the
‘obligation’ and the ‘duty’ to rule.99

V I . I M P E R I A L I S M : A N E M E R G I N G C O N S E N S U S ?

In practice, Gladstone’s radical rhetoric and the clamour of his supporters
obscured not only his own complex response to the phenomenon of
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imperialism but also hid the fact that there was a good deal of support for
the government’s policies within the Liberal movement, both at
Westminster and in the country. Hartington, as leader of the Liberal
party in the Commons, cautiously supported the government’s Turkish
policy but his views were often swept aside as Gladstone strode back to the
centre of affairs in the wake of the Bulgarian crisis.100 Yet Gladstone
himself often found it impossible to mobilise strong support for his own
views in the party where ‘financial and commercial men’ such as
J. G. Goschen often favoured the government’s approach over his own.101

Moreover, if Gladstone felt guilty about deficiencies in imperial gover-
nance his views were not representative of broader liberal thinking. Sir
John Lubbock, banker and naturalist as well as Liberal MP for Maidstone,
was rather more typical of average opinion in the party in regarding
Britain’s record as a matter for complacent pride. He spoke of ‘justice
and even generosity’ and of ‘sacrifice’ and concluded that, ‘It is not I think
too much to say that our country has exercised its great trust in a wise and
liberal spirit, and governed the Empire in a manner scarcely less glorious
than the victories by which the empire was won.’102

Indeed, sentiment within the Liberal party as a whole was not far
removed from that of moderate Tories such as Lord Carnarvon, the
Colonial Secretary until 1878 when he broke with Disraeli whose policies
he had come to see as extreme. Freed from office, Carnarvon distinguished
between a ‘false’ imperialism (which he associated with Continental mil-
itarism and, by implication, with Disraeli’s foreign policy) and a ‘true’ one
that meant both the pursuit of white imperial unity and a policy of
spreading the benefits of European civilisation – freedom, justice and
good government – to the less developed and less fortunate.103 His position
was enthusiastically endorsed by the Spectator, which under its influential
editor, Meredith Townsend, was in the mainstream of educated Liberal
opinion in the country. The Spectator was with the Gladstonians when they
accused Disraeli of adopting a policy of Continental-style militarism and
imperialism. It also agreed with Gladstone that the strength of the empire
lay at home rather than on the periphery, and, like him, it did so not to play
down the importance of empire but because it felt that Disraeli’s policy
would undermine Britain’s pursuit of its proper imperial destiny by dis-
sipating its resources and thus weakening its ability to defend its posses-
sions. But it differed from more extreme opponents of Disraeli, such as
Lowe, in thinking that the governance of dependencies was much more
than an irksome necessity and was more positive than Gladstone about the
virtues of imperial rule.104
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True Imperialism is an Imperialism of service and rests upon the vast influence
which a great people, thinking only of the duties imposed on it by its history and
resources, may exert over all the various offshoots and States who have gradually
come to lean on its counsels, and be guided by its decisions – an influence,
however, degraded by every act of selfish ambition, by every wanton extension
of its power, and every vulgar indulgence of its pride.105

It was assumed that Liberals would fight and die for this empire of
service and that they were ready to extend it for the same cause: an
approach they contrasted with the ‘selfish’ policy of glorifying empire
promoted by Disraeli, a policy they thought similar to that which had
operated under the old colonial system and which, they averred, had led to
the loss of the American colonies.106

This was a rather more positive, and much more common, liberal view
of imperial responsibility than the rather austere picture of Britain failing
to meet its imperial responsibilities put forward by Gladstone and his allies.
The crossover between mainstream Liberal and moderate Tory views on
empire was made even plainer when Lord Derby, Foreign Secretary until
1878, also abandoned Disraeli and adopted the language of Spencerian
radicalism to denounce his former chief’s militarism as harmful to the
industrialism that was the source of Britain’s strength. The Spectator
supported him in broad terms while cautioning its readers that military
training counteracted ‘the too loose and too selfish organisation of indus-
trial society’, and ‘the love of luxury’ it sometimes encouraged, and
inculcated ideas of discipline and self-sacrifice. Accordingly, it wished to
combine ‘a subdued and generous military spirit with industrial enterprise,
which alone can check the aggressive and domineering military spirit that
would ride roughshod over all industrial enterprise’.107

V I I . C O N C L U S I O N S

It has been argued that Gladstone became convinced in the 1850s of the
radical ideals on foreign and imperial policy finally unveiled at Midlothian
but that he had been forced to suppress them because of the widespread
popularity of Palmerstonianism even after its author’s demise. Initially he
was surprised by the strength of the reaction to Disraeli’s Turkish politics:
once that was clear, he felt free to speak and saw it as his duty to do so.108

Nonetheless, as so often with Gladstone, the imperatives of morality
dovetailed neatly with his perceptions of his own and his party’s needs.
He had become convinced that the Liberal party’s future depended on
harnessing those provincial forces within which Nonconformity and
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popular radicalism were abiding elements. At the same time, he was also
determined not to become dependent on them but to bring them under
the control of the Peelite and Whig elements within the party.109

Similarly, his growing recognition of the ethical value of the instincts of
the mass of the new electorate of 1867 was qualified by his firm conviction
that the masses could not manage without the intellectual guidance and
authority of their traditional masters. In that sense, Gladstone’s radical
stance in the 1870s can be seen as part of his evolving strategy for
managing the shifting coalition of the wealthy and the poor, the estab-
lished and the unestablished, that made up the Liberal movement in
Britain to ensure that it could still produce a party that was a serious
candidate for governmental power. It was also a strategy that, consciously
or unconsciously, served Gladstone’s own interests since he was the only
major political figure capable of holding the motley band together, its
essential electoral asset.110

The strategy had its costs, edging the Whigs towards their final depar-
ture from the party over Ireland, slowly frightening away many of the
‘financial and commercial men’ and thus forcing the party into a greater
dependence on the urban working class voter. Gladstone’s faith in the
‘masses’ and his attempts to ‘democratise’ it in the Midlothian campaign
also lost him the support of some emerging ‘liberal imperialists’ such as
Edward Dicey and Fitzjames Stephen, who believed that he did not
understand the realities of power in a world that was more Bismarckian
than it was Gladstonian.111 The ferocity of his attack on ‘imperialism’ also
left the more general, and highly misleading, impression that the whole
liberal movement was anti-empire in sentiment, a problem that hampered
the party well into the twentieth century.112 The irony of this position was
well illustrated by Gladstone’s own inability to stem the tide of expansion
when he became Prime Minister for the second time. As we have seen, he
had opposed Dicey on Egypt and accurately predicted some of the bad
international consequences that would flow from absorbing it. But as the
collaborative government of the Khedive began to collapse in 1882,
Gladstone, under pressure from a strong ‘imperialist’ strand in his own
party and quite unable to organise the common action with other powers
he had too easily assumed was possible when in opposition, felt impelled
to intervene. One critical element in the problem here was that Gladstone,
along with most other liberals, did not believe that Egyptians were capable
of managing an ordered, capitalist society without European guidance
and, when it appeared that the new regime in Cairo wanted European
authority removed, Gladstone felt compelled to act lest ‘anarchy’ should
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reign.113 In calling for limits on expansion when in opposition, his
ambivalence towards the whole imperial project meant that he failed to
indicate clearly where the line in the sand could be drawn. In the circum-
stances, it is not surprising that he could not maintain the rigorous
standards that he had called on his political opponents to observe when
in office after 1880.114
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C H A P T E R 1 1

The ‘left’ and the critique of empire c. 1865–1900:
three roots of humanitarian foreign policy

Gregory Claeys

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N

Though their numbers were few at mid-century, Britain by the death of
Victoria possessed a substantial number of critics, chiefly on the socialist
left, who challenged the reigning orthodoxy of high Victorian imperialist
thought of Dilke, Seeley, Froude and others. Their contention was broadly
that imperialist expansionism was not justifiable morally, and threatened,
moreover, grave economic and political consequences. Such views would
be a commonplace by the mid-twentieth century, and with the virtues of
hindsight have vindicated that prophetic quality which a few contem-
poraries afforded them.

Yet while much has been written about John Hobson’s classic study,
Imperialism (1902),1 many earlier critical sources have been curiously
neglected. Leading studies of the early opponents of imperialism, such as
A. P. Thornton’s classic if quaintly untheoretical The Imperial Idea and Its
Enemies, have however done little to assess the formative development of
the earlier vehement critics of empire, and of their sympathy for extra-
European nationalist movements.2 Even the most important account of
this strand of thought, Bernard Porter’s illuminating study, Critics of
Empire (1968), underestimates the impact of the coalescence of views
examined here, and says relatively little about the formation of a left-
wing critique before 1895, especially its Positivist component.3 And while
Porter has suggested that growing ‘cultural relativism’, often combined
with a disillusionment respecting the supposed merits of western civilisa-
tion, was one of the elements of anti-imperialist thought at the end of the
century, he does not develop this now much more hotly-contested theme.4

This chapter explores the roots of such criticisms of empire first mooted
from the 1860s onwards, then much more widely at the end of the century,
by which time imperialism was being described as ‘the outstanding
political problem of the period’ and ‘the prevailing fashion in political
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thought’.5 It explores these sources by examining three interrelated paths to
an ideal of humanitarian foreign policy: the Positivist critique of imperial-
ism, notably by Frederic Harrison, begun in the mid-1860s; the Pan-
Islamism of Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, in formation from the late 1870s; and
Socialist rejections of empire, by H. M. Hyndman in particular, commen-
cing in the early 1880s. This group of writers were nearly all acquainted,
with Harrison and Blunt, and Blunt and Morris, being close friends. Anti-
imperialism, in fact, was the cause which united them to a substantial
degree. Intellectually, despite some differences, they crafted an account of
imperialism which placed finance capital at the centre of their explanation
for the motives for jingoistic imperialism, and united this to a willingness
to engage with non-European peoples on a footing of relative equality, thus
laying the grounds for what some early twentieth century writers were
already referring to as a ‘conflict of civilisations’.6 They also drew the
conclusion that it was necessary to support non-Western nationalist move-
ments, and to call for the end of imperialism as such, if need be, for some,
violently.

I I . T H E P O S I T I V I S T S : W I L L I A M C O N G R E V E , E D W A R D

B E E S L Y , J O H N H E N R Y B R I D G E S , F R E D E R I C H A R R I S O N

That Auguste Comte’s British followers should have helped to fashion a
cogent critique of imperialism is unsurprising.7 For foreign affairs were in
fact central to Positivism’s engagement with public policy through its
altruistic insistence on the supremacy of morals to politics, and the influ-
ence of the movement was vastly greater than its numbers alone suggest, for
which we have evidence from various socialists, amongst others.8 Comte’s
championing of the cause of ‘Humanity’ invited an open-ended embracing
of a variety of anti-imperialist themes, notably resisting ‘encroachments
by the Christian nations of the West on less civilised peoples’, and going
beyond criticism to offer ‘an alternative policy, the superiority of which
from all points of view is undeniable’.9 These themes were taken up
in Britain, to considerable effect, by his leading British followers,
the Wadham College quartet of Edward Beesly, William Congreve,
J. H. Bridges, and Frederic Harrison. Politically Comte’s followers urged
the maxim that if the ‘most perfect state is that which conducts itself with
justice towards other states, and does most for the happiness of its own
citizens’, ‘in proportion as any State exceeds a very moderate size, its
citizens enjoy less of the advantages that ought to follow from civic
union’, with the consequence that ‘Our vast empire not only gives us no
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strength, but is the direct cause of our weakness.’10 Positivism’s philosophy
of history and commitment to the creation of a ‘Religion of Humanity’
predisposed it to acknowledging the virtues of other religions,11 a crucial
issue, we will see, in the formation of anti-imperialist thought, to the point
that their Society proclaimed in 1882 that ‘the establishment of an interna-
tional policy based on morality is the most immediate need of our time’.12

Most notably, Comte conceded that Positivism had ‘points of sympathy of
which Catholicism would not admit’ with Islam, which had fulfilled the
vital role of transmitting Greek science to medieval Christian Europe.13

Frederic Harrison continued the Comtist tradition of acknowledging
Mohammed as ‘one of the four chiefs of the initial theocracies’, and the
Koran to possess ‘the grandest possible conception of monotheism; sub-
lime poetry; and noble morality’,14 and celebrating events from the Islamic
calendar at the Positivists’ Newton Hall meeting place.15 And through
Comte’s philosophy of history, this was extended to other religions as
well; as John Henry Bridges put it, even

The fetich-worshipping population of Africa represents one of the earlier stages of
social life through which we ourselves once passed. We know that friendly
sympathy and wise guidance might do much to help on the natural process of
growth, and enable them to pass rapidly and without shock from their primitive
condition to a level with ourselves.16

The tone of this criticism was initially set by Richard Congreve
(1818–99), who founded the Positivist movement in London in 1855, and
published a series of essays on imperial questions. An examination of the
Gibraltar issue as the basis for an exposition of the application of Positivism
to foreign affairs was undertaken directly at Comte’s suggestion in 1856.17

There followed an extended treatment of India, and its implications for
Britain’s policy towards China, which concluded that Britain should with-
draw ‘without any unnecessary delay, within the shortest period compat-
ible with due arrangements for the security of European life and property,
and with such measures as shall be deemed advisable in the interest of
Indian independence and good government’.18 Empire was simply ‘anti-
moral; for the sum and substance of morality is the victory of altruism over
egoism’, and the interest of empire was a ‘purely commercial interest’.19

Congreve rejected any claim of an innately superior European civilisation,
and deprecated any effort to force Christianity on any nation, ‘or to spread
it even by persuasion, whenever and in however decaying a form there
yet lives a religious organization’.20 Throughout the next four decades
Congreve extended these criticisms to every part of the empire.
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Respecting Ireland, he advocated the creation of an independent Irish state,
giving ‘full sovereignty to those who are born in it and inhabit it’, by way
of repealing the Act of Union, though not direct and immediate separa-
tion.21 He also condemned the Ashanti wars, and wrote extensively on
Burma, Egypt and the Sudan, Uganda, the Transvaal and southern Africa,
as well as India.22

Congreve’s assault on British foreign policy was reinforced in a remark-
able collection of essays, including contributions by Edward Beesly,
Congreve, and Harrison, conceived in 1862 and published in 1866 under
the title of International Policy.23 This volume, which excited ‘considerable
attention’,24 demonstrates how coherent the Positivist critique of imperi-
alism was well before any socialist writers of note had addressed the issue.
Indeed it presents the first mature critique of empire which included free
trade imperialism under the rubric.25 It sought to assert that ‘the interest,
power, or prestige of any particular nation’ was ‘secondary and subordi-
nate’ to ‘the acceptance of duties, not . . . the assertion of rights’, which
‘ought to have a moral, not a political or purely national foundation’.26

The predominant theme of the volume was announced in Congreve’s
opening essay: Positivism taught

. . . the conception of the unity of the race. No theory as to its origin, no different
estimate of the capabilities of its different parts, need or can disturb this practical
relative conception. Under whatever divisions man exists, races, national aggre-
gates, tribes, empires, states, families, all are but integral parts, practically, of one
whole; branches of one great family; each with its proper function; each able to
minister to the welfare of the others and of the whole. They are organs of one
common organism, Humanity.27

Such a principle did not imply a denial of European leadership in the
world – meaning France and Britain principally, for there is little sympathy
for Germany, and none for Russia. To Congreve ‘The African races assert no
initiative. They wait for, and are not averse to accept, a wise guidance.’ But
elsewhere he wrote that ‘The vast Polytheistic Empires of the East, in their
strong organisation, strong under any delusive appearances of weakness,
have also renounced, if they ever put forward, any claim to the direction of
others . . . The same may be said of the aggregate of the Mohammedan
powers.’28 Once a European order was placed on settled foundations, and
united not by the ‘collective selfishness’ of commercial interests but ‘on a
community of faith’,29 the independence of Canada and the Australasian
colonies was to be anticipated. The liberal ideal ‘that the pursuit by each
nation of its own interests will practically lead to the harmonious adjustment
of all human difficulties’ was to be firmly rejected.30
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Subsequent essays in the volume applied these general principles.
Harrison explored Anglo-French relations, Beesly wrote on ‘England and
the Sea’, and other writers examined relations with India, China, Japan and
the ‘uncivilised communities’. The conquest of Asia was regarded as the
uniform result of commercial policy; ‘The India of yesterday is the China
of to-day, and the China of to-day the Japan of to-morrow.’31 Lacking any
justification in its origins, British domination had been ‘ruinous to Indian
society’.32 Instead of dividing Indians, and proscribing their entry into
imperial administration (as John Stuart Mill for instance did),33 it was
suggested (by E. M. Pember) that Indians be integrated into the civil
service and judiciary, as a step towards reversing the policy of annexation,
and eventual independence.34 Chinese culture and traditions were given
due homage by the physician John Henry Bridges (1832–1906), perhaps the
most radical Positivist champion of Irish nationalism (he probably helped
edge John Morley towards accepting Home Rule). Bridges was motivated
by a ‘real hatred of racial prejudices and the greed of empire’. His ‘sym-
pathies were always with the oppressed’, and he believed, according to the
‘humanitarian spirit’, that ‘all native races had the right to be left to
themselves’.35 Other contributors continued a similar line of thought. In
the essay on Japan, it is the forced opening of commercial ports which was
chiefly criticised. Regarding native policy, the French are complimented
for having ‘fraternised and intermarried with the natives, instead of exter-
minating them’;36 and a general policy of ‘gradual elevation in the social
scale, and their direct participation in the moral and intellectual results of
Western civilisation’ is endorsed, but without ‘our prevailing disposition to
an exaggerated individualism, overlooking the paramount importance of
the family as the fundamental unit of society, without land seizures, and
with adequate acknowledgement of the duty of the strong to protect the
weak’, guided by, as Henry Dix Dutton expressed it, the ‘fundamental
doctrine’ of the ‘Unity of the race and the leadership of the West’.37

Comte’s foremost British disciple to defend the principles of Interna-
tional Policy was Frederic Harrison (1831–1923).38 Harrison’s leading theme
was that ‘Every fresh extension of the Empire beyond the Eastern or the
Western oceans but extends the area of vulnerability and weakness; whilst
the powers which surround its centre are gathering up resources with
redoubled velocity.’39 Initially the danger stemmed from Russia; after the
Franco-Prussian War it was a united Germany fuelled by Bismarckian
militarism. At each crisis of imperial intervention Harrison offered a
critique based on the premise that Britain involved ‘herself in international
dilemmas to enable speculators to secure their usurious dividends . . . The
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entire adventure of bloodshed and oppression falls back always on ‘‘finan-
cial interests’’.’40 In the late 1870s and 1880s Afghanistan, then Egypt, were
predominant. Southern Africa followed suit, and India was never distant.
And there were comments on many others of the forty wars in fifty years
which he calculated Britain had engaged in. On each occasion Harrison
resisted what he regarded as violations of international norms, be it hang-
ing captured Afghan soldiers, wantonly violating treaties, governing gen-
erally not by Western ideals but ‘terrorism in fact’.41 Wherever possible he
assailed imperial myths, such as that the occupation of Egypt was to secure
a pathway to India, whereas in fact it was to secure bondholders their
interest.42 Always he condemned the fact that ‘races of dark men [were]
sacrificed to the pitiless genius of Free Trade, and at the blood-stained altar
of colonial extension’.43 In most cases he readily lent his support to
independence movements, such as ‘Egypt for the Egyptians’,44 but equally
‘for the free development of every distinct nationality, for the free develop-
ment of the Irish and the Indian races, as well as for the free development of
the races of the Balkans or the banks of the Danube, against the encourage-
ment of any scheme of territorial aggression, however plausibly veiled . . .
against all oppression of conquered by their conquerors; we look for the
dissolution of these empires of conquest.’45 Eventually he hoped that
‘industry, not empire, shall be the end of human ambition and the desire
of true patriotism’, with the ‘vast tyrannous empires’ being dissolved into
‘smaller, homogeneous, industrial, and peaceful republics’.46

I I I . W I L F R I D S C A W E N B L U N T : N A T I O N A L I S M A N D

P A N - I S L A M I S M

The most personally extraordinary of the critics of imperial policy in
this period was the renowned philo-Islamist Wilfrid Scawen Blunt
(1840–1922).47 Born to a life of privilege, Blunt moved easily in Establish-
ment circles all his life, and shared their common view, as late as 1875, of
England’s ‘providential mission in the East’.48 An orphan, raised as a
Catholic, Blunt married Byron’s grand-daughter, Lady Annabella Noel,
and, retiring from the diplomatic service, embarked on a series of horse-
back journeys in the mid-1870s through Spain, North Africa, the Middle
East and Arabia. His sympathy with the Arab peoples, and a chance
meeting with the Persian ambassador in 1880,49 engendered an extreme
hostility to imperialism, and a growing sense of his own ‘mission in the
Oriental world’, eventually extending to the ‘cause of the backward nations
of the world’.50 Disenchantment at British greed and cynicism followed;
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with his first encounter in India ‘my faith in British institutions and the
blessings of British rule . . . received a severe blow’.51 Though he was willing
to acknowledge that imperialism had had some positive effects, notably in
India, where liberty of thought had given the country a capacity for change
which ‘the ancient order of Asiatic things’ had lacked, he now rejected
European efforts at civilising ‘improvement’, averring instead that ‘all
nations were fit for self-government’.52

Though Blunt never converted to Islam, being hindered by ‘the incred-
ulity of my reason’,53 he soon believed its renovation to be crucial to anti-
European agitation; thus Africa’s ‘only chance’ was embracing Islam to
avoid its being ‘absorbed by Europe’.54 He took up Arab dress (and was
buried in his own garden wrapped in a favourite Turkish carpet) as well as
the cause of Egyptian nationalism, championing the Khedive’s Minister of
War, Arabi’s, short-lived resistance to the British in 1882,55 and contribu-
ting £3000 to his subsequent legal defence, thereby, it was widely acknowl-
edged, saving his life. He also made an abortive attempt to negotiate
between the Sudan’s Mahdi, whose movement he considered ‘the most
important there has ever been in Africa’,56 and Tennyson’s ‘warrior of
God’, Gordon, realising that a martyr on either side would only prolong
the bloodshed. Blunt eventually produced an exceptionally detailed and
critical narrative of British imperial policy. Of his influence as a critic of
imperialism there is a wealth of evidence. His Ideas about India was later
described as providing ‘conspicuous illustrations of keen insight into the
real relations between England and India’.57 Leading members of govern-
ment referred to him as ‘a considerable authority on Asiatic matters’.58 His
‘Secret History’ became the basis for much subsequent writing on Egypt in
this period.59 Even Queen Victoria was informed of his doings, though
dismissively; Cromer too had only contempt for his vision of an ‘Arab
utopia’.60

Though his own politics are often labelled ‘Conservative’ (‘Conservative
Nationalist’ was his own preference), such a description hardly does justice
to the subtlety and complexity of his anti-imperialist position, and the
extent of his condemnation of that ‘demoralisation which spread to all
classes in England from the highest to the lowest, and which, by the
violence of its injustice in the rush for wealth, obliterated all distinction
between right and wrong in the minds of our people’. This he thought had
originated ‘in financial speculations, mainly of Hebrew origin’, first
encouraged by Disraeli.61 Blunt’s ‘Toryism’, as he defined it in May 1885,
when he flirted with Lord Randolph Churchill’s group of Tory Democrats,
included support for the Established Church and House of Lords,
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opposition to secular education, and to Radical views of land nationalisa-
tion, though supporting greater popular access to the land as ‘in the truest
sense, a Conservative measure’.62 His parliamentary associates included Sir
William Gregory (though they had their differences)63 and Sir Wilfrid
Lawson.64 Blunt was a Nationalist and Home Ruler relative to Ireland,
where he was imprisoned for three months for leading an illegal meeting.
His interests extended well beyond Egypt to India, where he supported
‘large reforms in the direction of self-government’, and to any who aided
their cause, including Hindu assassins and Roger Casement. His broader
perspective in international relations stressed the need for openness and the
principle of ‘plain dealing and respect for international law [which] makes
special alliances and secret treaties impossible’.65 He rejected not only what
he regarded as Gladstone’s betrayal of such high principles, but equally ‘the
Manchester doctrine which allows injustice to weaker nations in the
interests of finance and trade, though not of military glory’, which required
the protection of weaker nations wherever possible. In Europe, Britain
could maintain its insular position while strengthening its navy. But in
Asia, so long as India remained British, the assistance of an ‘alliance of the
Mohammedan nations against Russia’ was requisite, and this provided the
political basis of Blunt’s pan-Islamist principles, and his vehemently pro-
Egyptian stance against Anglo-French domination.66

Blunt’s single-minded detestation of the empire was based on several
sources. Religion, both his own Catholic background and his sympathy for
Islam, played a major role. Christianity, he wrote at one point respecting
Ireland, ‘acknowledged at least this right to the weak races of mankind, that
they had their place in the general scheme of things and equality in God’s
sight with the most efficient’.67 Like that of Ireland, the cause of Egypt,
too, ‘seemed to me to stand on a common footing of enlightened human-
ity, and of that adherence to religious tradition which I held to be essential
in every well-ordered community’.68 The interpretation of Islam he was
taught stressed an antagonism towards intolerance and bitterness not only
within Islam, but equally between it and Judaism and Christianity, and the
belief that the world was ‘progressing towards a state of social perfection
where arms would be laid down and a universal brotherhood proclaimed
between the nations and the creeds’, ideas to which he acknowledged
himself greatly receptive.69 (But eventually disillusionment did set in,
compelling Blunt reluctantly in 1897 to conclude that ‘there is no hope
anywhere to be found in Islam . . . The less religion in the world perhaps,
after all, the better.’)70 As these thoughts and feelings broadened, and his
travel extended, Blunt became aware that throughout the empire relations
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between the British and native peoples were deteriorating, principally
through what he termed ‘race hatred’, a term he applied equally to
Ireland.71 Here India was particularly important, however, for the respect
and affection felt by the natives towards many English were rapidly
dissipating by the 1870s for three reasons: the increased rapidity of com-
munications with Britain, which renewed attachment to the British way of
life; the bitterness of feeling left in the wake of the Mutiny; and the effects
of increasing numbers of Englishwomen in India, ‘the cause of half the
bitter feelings there between race and race’ through a much greater unwill-
ingness to meet the natives as equals.72

A mental crisis induced in part by reading The Origin of Species (which
he guiltily devoured despite Papal proscription) provided a second motive,
for Blunt soon came to reject the Darwinian hypothesis, as vulgarly under-
stood, of the ‘law of force’, particularly philosophically in its Nietzschean
guise. These concepts in politics had produced, and been fostered by, the
balance of power ideal associated in Britain first with Palmerston and then
Disraeli. Blunt believed that while Christianity had at least imposed a
restraining moral law which prevented the ‘weak races of mankind’ from
‘extermination on mere economic grounds’, this had been replaced ‘by
men of Balfour’s scientific temperament’ with ‘the evolutionist creed of
man, which in the sixties and seventies imposed itself on the thought of the
day as a development of Darwin’s ‘‘Origin of Species’’. This represented the
world of life no longer as an ordered harmony, but as in its essence a
struggle for existence where whatever right there was was on the side of
might.’73

Though Blunt referred to his supposed ‘‘‘unpatriotic’’ vagaries’,74 he
not only regarded himself as a patriot, but indeed a local, Sussex-bred
patriot, ‘the extremest of all possible Little Englanders’. He regretted that
imperialism was undermining many of Britain’s best qualities. Warning
that if Britain did not ‘divest ourselves of our overgrown overseas Empire
and devote our naval and military resources to the defence of our own
shores . . . we shall perish, as the Roman Empire perished, by trying to hold
too much’, Blunt insisted that ‘the task undertaken by a nation of ruling
other nations against their will is the most certain step for it upon the road
to national ruin. It is impossible to exercise tyrannical authority abroad and
retain a proper respect for the dignity of liberty at home. The two things are
not permanently compatible.’75 So, too, he argued that

The British Empire of the present day is being run on lines of speculation which is
often sheer gambling. It has lost the sense of all economy in its finances, and all
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moderation in its spendthrift ways . . . Moreover – and this is perhaps the most
dangerous feature of it all – the vanity of imperialism, of being members of an
imperial caste, is rapidly teaching Englishmen to rely, wherever possible, for their
living upon the labour of others rather than their own. The great Crown Colonies,
the Indian Empire, and the South African federation are all slave communities in
disguise, where white men do not work themselves but live by ‘native’ labour.76

Blunt’s critique of empire was expressed in a remarkable series of
writings. His first major work, The Future of Islam (1881), sketches both
the origins of Islam and the development of the Pan-Islamist movement in
response to British and French imperialism in particular, and promotes
Blunt’s ‘supreme confidence in Islam, not only as a spiritual, but as a
temporal system the heritage and gift of the Arabian race, and capable of
satisfying their most civilized wants . . . the Mohammedan creed must be
treated as no vain superstition but a true religion, true inasmuch as it is a
form of the worship of that one true God in whom Europe, in spite of her
modern reason, still believes.’77 On this reading the Koran provided an
explanation of ‘certain religious truths, the unity of God, the doctrine of
rewards and punishments in a future life, and the revelation of God’s
claims on man’,78 which was thus not incompatible with Christianity.

Blunt’s Ideas About India (1885) he proclaimed to be ‘the first complete
and fearless apology of Indian home rule which had been published’.79

After first visiting India in 1879, Blunt detailed the oppressive taxation of
the land, the opulence of the British ruling class, living at five times the
standard of living it could expect at home, the oppressive weight of debt,
and the fact of widespread hunger induced by agricultural mismanage-
ment. With reform of the civil service, the admission of increasing numbers
of Indians to its ranks, and the gradual introduction of local parliamentary
institutions80 – precisely what the utilitarians and most Britons denied was
possible – and the decentralisation of political and financial power, the
preconditions for nationhood could be formed. Blunt’s Secret History of the
English Occupation of Egypt, Part II, India (1907), partly reprinted as India
Under Ripon (1909), extended this analysis.

The Secret History of the English Occupation of Egypt (written 1895,
published 1907) details Blunt’s progressive sense of the injustice of British
foreign policy, and of specific changes in it from a ‘pacific, unaggressive’
stance in ‘the years following the Crimean War which had disgusted
Englishmen with foreign adventures’81 to something vastly more malevolent.
Blunt’s attempts to persuade his parliament to alter its course in Egypt were
met by the overt hostility of Whigs and Liberals to all forms of nationalism,
with the deliberate misrepresentations of Dilke, Morley and Colvin being
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particularly galling. Gladstone he found most hypocritical, for permitting
intervention to continue by subordinating all principle to ‘that of securing a
Parliamentary majority’.82 The Radicals were merely uninterested and ignor-
ant. Nor was the ‘Anglo-Indian official’ view that Asiatics had no capacity for
self-government helpful. Blunt would eventually conclude that the real
rationale for intervention, however, lay less with the government than the
City; ‘Nobody really wants war or annexation, except the financiers.’83 He
reported that his cousin Algernon Bourke’s close connections with the
Rothschilds, for instance, ‘made him aware of the financial strings that
were being pulled in the City to bring about intervention, and he had a
low opinion of Gladstone’s ability to understand foreign questions or deal
with a case where the money interests of all the Stock Exchanges of Europe
were so largely concerned’.84

The Land War in Ireland (1912) describes his struggles there ‘for the cause
of Irish national independence against English Imperial rule’, and as a Tory
Home Rule parliamentary candidate in the 1885 election, when he claimed
to have been betrayed by Lord Randolph Churchill’s intimation that he
would support Home Rule.85 His sympathy for Ireland, Blunt acknow-
ledged, derived in part from his religious upbringing; yet he also saw a link
between ‘the two causes, the Irish and the Egyptian’, which ‘seemed to me
to stand on a common footing of enlightened humanity, and of that
adherence to religious tradition which I held to be essential in every well
ordered community’.86 Accusing the Whigs of merely wanting to retain
their property in Ireland, Blunt here too saw a clear parallel with Egypt: ‘It
reminds me so much of the National movement in Egypt, and is faced by
the same unscrupulous gang of financiers, property holders, mortgage
companies, and speculators. Money is lord of these islands and will have
its way in Ireland too.’87

Blunt’s campaign brought him into contact with both the Positivists and
the Socialists. He had met Frederic Harrison by 1884, found him a
‘thoroughly honest good fellow’, made earnest efforts to convert him to
the Egyptian nationalist viewpoint, and came to regard him as ‘the sound-
est and most courageous man on foreign politics then in the Liberal
party’.88 Harrison stayed with Blunt at Cairo in 1895, where he was amused
by the latter’s wholesale adoption of Arab ‘dress, habits, and mode of life’.89

Both contributed to Arabi’s defence. In 1892 Harrison told Blunt that ‘he
had been converted to Islam as a living religion, and offered to support my
candidature if I would come forward as a Mohammedan at the elections’.90

Both supported Home Rule, though Blunt commented that Harrison
‘thinks, nevertheless, that Ireland would some day or other get its
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independence, while I maintained that the tendency of progress was
towards the amalgamation of nations, not their separation’.91 Periodically
they met to discuss Egypt, India, the Congo, the Transvaal; divided, Blunt
once wrote, by ‘his creed of Humanity and mine of anti-Humanity’, but
united in ‘the principal wish of both of us . . . to see the break-up of the
British Empire’.92 Blunt occasionally contributed to the Positivist Review.93

Lecturing to the Positivists with Blunt present, Harrison praised his work
on Egypt, to cheers from the audience.94 A breach between them would
come only in 1909, when ‘Harrison and I diverged from what had for
twenty-seven years been a common political sympathy about foreign affairs
into antagonism, his path being towards war with Germany, mine towards
a gradual shedding of our ‘‘white man’s burden’’ in Egypt and India.’95

Amongst the socialists, whom he confessed that he ‘had a feeling for’ in
1887,96 and who came to fit part of his self-description,97 it was William
Morris, whom he first met in 1883, whom Blunt knew best. Blunt became
well acquainted with Morris only in 1889, at a time when, as Blunt put it
after a lengthy visit to Kelmscott Manor, Morris was ‘in a mood of reaction
from his socialistic fervour’. They had much in common, thought Blunt,
notably that ‘both of us sacrificed much socially to our principles, and our
principles had failed to justify themselves by results, and we were both
driven back on earlier loves, art, poetry, romance’.98 As their friendship
grew there is no doubt each contributed something to the other’s world-
view; Blunt speaks of 1888 as marking ‘the beginning of Morris’s influence
over me’.99 Blunt was willing to concede of Morris’s News from Nowhere
that the ‘picture he draws in it of social communism is pretty’, but added
that Morris, ‘too, is not very hopeful of its ever coming true’.100 Clearly he
found its anti-modernistic qualities, by contrast with the future-oriented
ideals of most socialists, potentially appealing, though he could not accept
Morris’s views in principle when they meant that ‘socialism and national-
ism have nothing in common’.101 By 1891 he was writing of Morris that ‘He
has found his Socialism impossible and uncongenial, and has thrown it
wholly up for art and poetry, his earlier loves. I fancy I may have influenced
him in this.’102 If this exaggerates, Morris indisputably shared many values
congenial to Blunt’s Toryism, and their romantic temperaments clearly
meshed well. Morris mentioned Blunt a number of times in various
newspaper articles, chiefly in relation to Ireland, where he recommended
Gladstone adopt Blunt’s views.103 At Morris’s death in early October 1896

Blunt termed him ‘the most wonderful man I have known, unique in this,
that he had no thought for anything or person, including himself, but only
for the work he had in hand’.104 We now know, too, that the handsome
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Blunt, whose extra-marital affairs were plentiful, had another interest in
Morris, for he had become Jane Morris’s lover, braving the creaky floors at
Kelmscott Manor for midnight trysts as Rossetti had once done.105

After Morris’s death Blunt’s chief connection with the socialist move-
ment was through H. M. Hyndman, whom he first met at length in 1897,
and later described as ‘the only man, of those who know about India, who
is willing to do anything positive’.106 Though he refused point blank to join
it, with Hyndman’s Social Democratic Federation’s view on imperialism,
Blunt wrote in 1903, he was ‘as a rule . . . in sympathy’,107 certainly more
than with the Fabians, whom he described as supporting ‘merely socialism
without the few humanitarian virtues which commonly go with it, without
romance and without honesty of principle, only opportunism’.108 But
there were disagreements with Hyndman too; in 1910 Blunt records that
‘We discussed the prospects of Socialism and how it would affect Imperial
questions, and I told him I believed it would be just as bad for the subject
races in Asia under a Socialistic régime in England as now. This he would
not agree to, but he did not convince me I was wrong. ‘‘We are National
too,’’ he said, ‘‘as well as International and have no wish to go on preying on
the Asiatics.’’’109 Hyndman would later write approvingly of Blunt’s attack
on Morley’s policies in Egypt, Ireland, and India.110 It is certainly plausible
to suggest, too, that Hyndman pushed Blunt towards an acceptance of
revolutionary means to accomplish anti-imperial ends. In 1885, when he
first engaged with the Irish issue, he did not support violence; by 1912 he
did. By 1908, too, he felt ‘that India will get nothing except, as Gordon
said, by revolution’.111 A curious brand of Toryism, this.

I V . T H E S O C I A L I S T S

While Blunt acted chiefly alone, and Harrison’s Comtists never constituted
more than a small if influential sect, a powerful mass anti-imperialist
movement arose in the twenty years before the publication of Hobson’s
Imperialism (1902), which possessed a more lasting, if understudied,
impact.112 The revival of British socialism from the early 1880s onwards
never produced a monolithic party with a single programme, either in the
Social Democratic Federation or the Fabians, or, eventually, in 1906, in the
Independent Labour Party. Like the Owenites, however, the later socialists
were generally cosmopolitan and internationalist in their attitudes towards
empire and foreign policy, and insisted that the growing concentration of
capital and drive for markets, the increase in warfare and imperial expan-
sion, were intimately intertwined. As Ernest Belfort Bax put it in 1885, ‘The
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end of all foreign policy, as of colonial extension, is to provide fields for the
relief of native surplus capital and merchandise, and to keep out the
foreigner’, with the corollary that ‘the foreign policy of the great interna-
tional Socialist party must be to break up these hideous race monopolies
called empires’.113 The I.L.P. constitution repeated that ‘Socialism is an
International Movement. It recognises that the interests of the workers
throughout the world of whatever race, colour or creed are one; and that
war, imperialism and the exploitation of native races are mainly caused by
the greed of competing capitalist groups.’114

Such views were easily caricatured as ‘socialistic Little Englanderism’.115

But, seen from this perspective, both monarchy and empire were incom-
patible with socialism, since both ‘essentially imply domination and
inequality’.116 Particularly during the Boer War, given the near-unanimous
opposition to the Boer War by Labour MPs, and its condemnation as a
‘capitalist war’ by Keir Hardie,117 some socialist writers, such as Bax, were
compelled to confront the accusation of being anti-patriotic, while defend-
ing cosmopolitan principles.118 But, leaving aside Ireland, a consciousness
of the importance to socialism of an analysis of imperialism was relatively
slow to develop; significantly, this is, for instance, perhaps the most
important omission in an otherwise seminal and definitive statement of
socialist intent published in 1897, Forecasts of the Coming Century, which
included essays by Shaw, Carpenter, Mann and Morris. The condition of
the British working class simply had priority, and for some leading social-
ists, like Robert Blatchford, what the empire chiefly represented was the
threat of cheap labour undermining British employment.119

We will concentrate in this section on the leading socialist writer of
the period, H. M. Hyndman. However, it is worth noting that many
other influential socialists also commented on imperial affairs. Edward
Carpenter (1844–1929), who met Hyndman in 1883, describing ‘England’s
Ideal’ in an 1884 essay, insisted that India ‘must go’, that Ireland would
‘desert us’, that ‘Egypt will curse the nation of Bondholders.’120 He
developed an interest in Theosophy and Indian philosophy, published a
volume of travels in India and Ceylon in 1892, which convinced him of
‘the essential oneness of humanity everywhere’, and included an exten-
sive account of Indian religion and its similarity in aim to Christianity,
and considerable praise for the nationalist Congress movement.121 He
would later write at length on China.122 A sympathy with pre-civilised
peoples, and a challenge to the vaunted moral superiority of ‘civilisation’,
was integral to his plea for a greater simplification of life.123 His main
contribution in the period which concerns us was Empire: In India
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and Elsewhere (1900), issued as a pamphlet by the Humanitarian League,
which developed Hyndman’s arguments about Indian finance in order
roundly to condemn the ‘hollow pretence’ of empire as such.124

Amongst other socialists, William Morris, whom we have already
treated in relation to Blunt, never wrote extensively on imperial questions,
though he noted on occasion the general injustice of British rule in India
and elsewhere.125 Where he did comment at greater length, for instance in
one substantial article of 1884 on the actions of ‘a gang of international
loan-mongers’ in suppressing Egyptian nationalism,126 he clearly followed
Blunt’s views, and cited him, as we have seen, on a number of occasions.127

A more substantial engagement with Indian affairs in particular occurred
in the case of Annie Besant (1847–1933), who was led towards socialism by
Hyndman’s confrontation with her associate Charles Bradlaugh.128 Besant
moved to India in 1895, where, having passed from atheism to pantheism,
she attempted to reconcile Theosophy and Hinduism, in part at least to
effect an undermining of the belief in the superiority of the white races.129

Eventually she became President of the Indian National Congress. Her
starting-point was almost invariably the assertion that ‘almost everything
which can be learned from Christianity exists also in the eastern faiths’.130

Like Blunt, Besant thus relied on a ‘spiritual awakening’ to underpin nas-
cent nationalist movements, and precede any desire for greater material
prosperity.131 Most of her activities fall outside the scope of this chapter.132

Amongst her early writings, however, mention should be made of England,
India, and Afghanistan (1879), which offered both an historical account of
British conquest and a condemnation of motive: ‘from lust of conquest,
from greed of gain’. Here Besant also advocated the case for Indian self-
government, not through the recreation of the native states, but by
democracy.133

While various Fabians wrote on imperial issues, none of the original
Fabian Essays (1889) tackled foreign or imperial policy as such, though
Britain’s ‘nefarious aggression in Egypt’ in 1882 was condemned, with the
‘extension of English trade to new markets’ being cited as the cause of
imperial adventurism.134 William Clarke in 1886 reviewed the issues sur-
rounding the imperial federation debate, describing its proponents as an
alliance of military, aristocratic and financial interests, without rejecting
the empire as such.135 The tract edited by Bernard Shaw entitled
Fabianism and the Empire (1900) spoke of a ‘British Empire, wisely
governed’ as ‘invincible’.136 It proposed an increasing Indianisation of the
Civil Service in India, and the gradual development of institutions of self-
government, through more efficient administration, ‘brains and political

The ‘left’ and the critique of empire c. 1865–1900 253



science’, in other parts of the empire, with an end in part of protecting the
native populations against European depredations. But as Bernard Porter
has indicated, few Fabians prior to 1900 took extra-European develop-
ments very seriously, and when they began to do so thereafter, they often
focused on making imperial government more efficient, if also more
humane, rather than abolishing it altogether.137 One leading Fabian,
Sidney Olivier, who had been much influenced by Comte, indeed later
carved a reputation as a colonial administrator.138

But a confrontation with imperialism certainly did mark the career of
Henry Mayers Hyndman (1842–1921), who is regarded as the foremost of
Marx’s interpreters in Britain, an obligation he noted on various occa-
sions.139 The author of the classic England for All (1883), Hyndman early
sympathised with the Italian independence movement, meeting both
Mazzini and Garibaldi. Though an ‘an out-and-out Radical’140 in domestic
affairs, his starting-point vis-à-vis British foreign policy in the late 1870s
was a Russophobic pro-imperialist stance closer to Toryism, and hostile to
Gladstone’s anti-expansionist policies.141 He was, however, critical of
H. M. Stanley’s violence towards African natives in the early 1870s.142

When he began to study India in the late 1860s, his attitude was ‘that
British rule in India was beneficial to its peoples; that the suppression of the
Mutiny, though disfigured by hideous English crimes, was on the whole
justifiable’.143 Studying the issue of the retention of Hyderabad, Hyndman
found himself forced to challenge ‘the assumption that the people under
British rule were much better off in every way than under native rule’. A
perusal of official documents detailing the ‘terrible and ever-increasing
poverty among the agricultural population of India’ led him ‘to doubt
whether our rule could possibly be as good as it was stated to be’.144 The
result was The Nizam of Hyderabad: Indian Policy and English Justice (1875)
and The Indian Famine and the Crisis in India (1877), which pleaded for
enlightened and liberal rather than despotic and exploitative policies. An
article entitled ‘The Bankruptcy of India’ (Nineteenth Century, October
1878), reprinted as an extended pamphlet in 1886, followed, whose chief
conclusion, exhaustively illustrated statistically, was ‘that Indian society, as
a whole, has been frightfully impoverished under our rule, and that the
process is going on now at an increasingly rapid rate’.145

Hyndman now concluded that the only reasonable policy respecting
India was ‘the re-establishment of genuine Indian rule throughout
Hindustan, under light English leadership, the terrible drain of produce
without commercial return being stanched’.146 There was still an element
of imperialism, thus, in this view. From his Australian travels Hyndman
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had come to concede that China might pose a threat to India; but under his
plan ‘A self-governing, powerful Empire of India, therefore, with her
300,000,000 of population, supported by Great Britain, would have
presented a formidable barrier to any hostile Chinese movement.’147

These proposals found some favour with the Conservative Party, but
Gladstone’s victory in the election of 1880, at which time Hyndman read
with interest Blunt’s analysis of Egyptian events, put paid to any possible
reforms in Indian policy. He also acknowledged the Positivists’
criticisms,148 which he probably first encountered during their defence of
the Paris Commune.149 Hyndman, who vehemently resisted Gladstone’s
pro-Russian stance during the election, now found himself ‘as a result of
my studies on India, my conviction as to the hopelessness of Liberalism and
Radicalism, my reading up of the Chartist movement, and my acquaint-
ance with foreign revolutionists . . . very near to being an avowed Socialist’:
anti-imperialism led him towards socialism, in other words, rather than the
reverse. One barrier remained, namely that

. . . the downfall of the Chartist organisation, which had been a vigorous and
capable protest against the revolting brutalities of the capitalist class in this island,
and then the complete destruction of the Commune, followed by the breakdown
later of the International, had all led me to the belief that the horrors of existing
human life were inevitable, and that mankind was in the grip of a slave-owning
class which, in one shape or another, must hold permanent sway over the majority
of mankind.150

At this opportune moment, Hyndman, through the philo-Turk Tory
M. P. Butler Johnstone, now encountered Marx’s Capital, and ‘came to the
conclusion that the only way out of the existing social difficulties was the
inevitable development from capitalism to socialism’.151 Announcing his
conversion on 1 January 1881 in an article entitled ‘The Dawn of a
Revolutionary Epoch’, Hyndman now supported ‘a resolute policy of
general social improvement throughout Britain, adopting Home Rule
and general Colonial Federation instead of domination, and granting
self-government to India’.152 England For All (1881) detailed the new policy,
recommending ‘legislative independence’ for Ireland, and support for
‘upright native rule’ for India,153 and the SDF thereafter remained com-
mitted to it.

Respecting Egypt, Hyndman argued in Why Should India Pay for the
Conquest of Egypt? (1882) that Indian revenues were being used to pay for a
‘nice little war of aggression on Egypt’, which he agreed was a mere
‘moneylenders’ campaign’ carried on ‘in favour of the largely Jewish
bondholders’,154 though this should not be mistaken for anti-Semitism as
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such. Of India itself he contended that ‘We are ruining India because our
upper and middle classes will persist in exacting from its people agricultural
produce to pay interest, home charges, and pensions.’155 That the rationale
for much imperial conquest was the search for new markets for British
goods he accepted.156 Thus both the ‘conspiracy’ theory and the ‘economic
model’ contained in John Hobson’s classic study, Imperialism, were in
place well before the end of the century.157 So too was the cosmopolitan
and anti-racist outlook we have already associated with the Positivists and
Blunt.158 A ‘Marxist’ analysis, if such it was, thus fitted exactly what Blunt
and Harrison had come to conclude from a very different starting point.
Inspired by Marx, Hyndman began to detail, nearly twenty years before
Hobson, the intimate interconnection between domestic British capital
accumulation and imperial expansion, to the degree to which ‘Everything
has been turned to the account of English capital, which draws its return
from all quarters of the globe.’159 Though he denounced Comte’s ideas as
mere ‘moralisation of the capitalists’, he admired Beesly greatly, and indeed
credited him with having renewed Socialist agitation in Britain in 1864.160

Both spoke together on a number of occasions against British rule in India,
notably in 1897, when Hyndman exclaimed that ‘The same class who sweat
the Indian people sweat the English workers’, and Michael Davitt was
present to ensure a link to Ireland.161

V . C O N C L U S I O N : M O T I V E A N D P E R S P E C T I V E

If subsequent events have exonerated them quite adequately, the writers
we have discussed here failed to convince contemporary public opinion of
the ultimate evils of imperial expansion.162 Britain’s policy towards Ireland,
it was asserted at the time, probably played a key role in permitting the
suppression of nationalist movements elsewhere in the empire.163 But the
Boer War was also a turning point, and after 1900 a number of later radical
liberal writers took up the perspective of the writers we have examined here,
such as J. M. Robertson and G. P. Gooch.164 Amongst later socialists, too,
James Ramsay Macdonald’s Labour and the Empire (1907) argued for the
incompatibility of democracy and imperialism, and, rejecting any right to
subject other nationalities, specially condemned the financier (citing the
case of Egypt) as ‘the most dangerous man for implicating us in foreign
trouble’.165

Between 1865 and 1900, as we have seen, the anti-imperialist cause thus
drew together an extraordinarily diverse group of individuals who grew
closer, much of the time, as a result of their common commitment to
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this issue. The cosmopolitan humanitarianism of this group could eman-
ate from a religious or secular viewpoint. For Hyndman it was the
latter, while the Positivists, Blunt, Besant and Carpenter all took religion
as a means of sympathising with non-European societies. What clearly
links Harrison and Blunt was the appreciation of Islam, whether reached
through Comtism or independent study, as a religion equal in value, in
its liberal forms, at least, to Christianity, and thus meriting equal respect.
As the basis for a cosmopolitan perspective which accords equal rights to
non-Europeans such a perspective was rare, but clearly crucial. If we see
the Positivists as both politically and religiously closer to most socialists
than, for instance, Hyndman conceded, the influence of their views on
foreign policy becomes more plausible, despite the Positivists’ greater
stress on reconciling nationalism and cosmopolitanism.166 When
Hobson’s famous study appeared, both the Positivists and Socialists
recognised a kindred spirit; thus Harrison praised Hobson in 1900 for
attributing the South African war to the machinations of ‘a ring of
international financiers, mostly Jewish, and only in part British’, for
this had been his own explanation of jingoistic imperialism for many
years.167
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C H A P T E R 1 2

Consequentialist cosmopolitanism

David Weinstein

I . I N T R O D U C T I O N
1

In Liberalism (1902), Herbert Samuel wrote with John Stuart Mill surely
in mind:

Liberals hold that the ultimate purpose of politics is nothing narrower than to help
men to advance towards the best type. No people can reach the goal, indeed, unless
they have liberty: but there may be stages in the march when unrestrained liberty
is rather a hindrance to them than a help. A barbarian race may prosper best if for
a period, even for a long period, it surrenders the right of self-government in
exchange for the teachings of civilization. Because we think freedom better than
control, we do not count it a kindness to let a child do whatever he likes, or a sick
man eat whatever he fancies: and because we hold that democracy is good for the
Englishman and the Frenchman, we need not pedantically pretend that it must
always be good for the Indian or the African as well.2

Other new liberals followed Samuel in echoing Mill’s prejudices as much
as what they took to be his liberalism’s core principles. And while their
prejudices were certainly not uniquely utilitarian, their core principles
certainly were, although the received view of new liberals has continued to
suggest otherwise. But unlike earlier utilitarian liberals, they also borrowed
generously from Kant, Hegel and Darwin, transforming late Victorian and
early twentieth-century utilitarianism rather significantly, including utilitar-
ian international politics.

David Long has correctly insisted that there is considerably more to
Hobson’s theory of international relations than his theory of imperialism.3

Likewise, there is much more to new liberal thinking about international
politics and about imperialism than Hobson’s. L. T. Hobhouse and
D. G. Ritchie as well had a great deal to say about both, though not as
much as Hobson. Hence, if we need to take better account of Hobson’s
theorising about international politics, then we also ought to follow suit
with other new liberals like Hobhouse and Ritchie. I also stick to Hobhouse,
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Ritchie and Hobson because all three were accomplished political theorists,
unlike most other new liberals. Since this chapter focuses on the political
theory of new liberal internationalism, I eschew discussing other less
philosophically-inclined new liberals, such as Samuel. Ritchie, Hobhouse
and Hobson were political philosophers above all else. Their liberal inter-
nationalism therefore cannot be properly made sense of outside its ground-
ing in their respective moral and political theories.4

What follows begins by showing how, for Hobson, Hobhouse and
Ritchie, the emergence of utilitarian practical reasoning was a sea change
in human evolutionary development. For all three, utilitarian ethics
constituted the substitution of ‘rational’ for ‘natural’ selection, making
politics, including international politics, increasingly less conflictual.
Next, I discuss Hobson, Hobhouse and Ritchie’s respective conceptions
of international government. Whereas Hobhouse remained consistently
upbeat that political and economic democracy was expanding the circle of
pacific federation, Hobson and Ritchie were less sanguine. Hobson’s
optimism waxed and waned with the vicissitudes of British imperialism
and the shock and upshot of the First World War. Ritchie always believed
that international peace would never evolve beyond accommodation
between competing liberal empires. The third and fourth sections ex-
plore the significance of imperialism for new liberals. For Hobson and
Hobhouse, though less so for Ritchie, imperialism reversed social evolution
by reversing the displacement of natural selection by rational selection. By
abandoning rational selection and moral universalism for antiquated nat-
ural selection, national chauvinism and ethnic prejudice, imperialism was
thoroughly anti-utilitarian and immoral. Finally, I conclude by suggesting
how important moral theory can be for properly interpreting theories of
international politics and imperialism especially when, as with Hobson,
Hobhouse and Ritchie, moral theory and political theory come so acutely
intertwined.

I I . F R O M N A T U R A L T O R A T I O N A L S E L E C T I O N

New liberals typically viewed human history as a watershed in biological
evolution. Human social evolution modified directionless biological evo-
lution, making it gradually purposeful. Human social evolution was thus
simply biological evolution qualitatively transformed. Human history was
natural history but natural history tamed and channelled by consciousness
and reason. And insofar as human social reasoning remained piecemeal and
timid, human history would continue to be plagued by ‘innumerable false
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starts’ and ‘backslidings’ and would therefore never entirely escape from
endless rounds of violence, especially between states. In short:

Social development may be conscious or unconscious. It has been mostly uncon-
scious in the past, and therefore, slow, wasteful, and dangerous. If we desire it to
be swifter, safer, and more effective in the future, it must become the conscious
expression of the trained and organized will of a people not despising theory as
unpractical, but using it to furnish economy of action.5

Despite the trauma of the First World War, new liberals never lost faith
in their conviction that reason and political co-operation would continue
expanding unabated. For instance, writing in 1921, Hobson remained
unshaken in believing that ‘all history exhibits progress in terms of the
subjection of force to reason’. Human nature was not immutably flawed,
condemning humankind to diffidence and perpetual conflict, especially in
international affairs. The purported immutability of human nature was a
‘great bluff ’, which served the interests of reaction everywhere. Rather,
human nature was constantly changing under the pressure of natural
selection and biological heredity, gradually altering our instincts and
emotions, and via education and our ability to constantly modify our
environment. But whereas hereditary change occurred with imperceptible
slowness, our self-changing educational and environment-modifying
skills produced comparatively speedy and fecund political results. The
‘arts of political and economic invention are now perceived to be of para-
mount importance’ being geared ‘more and more to institutional reforms’
which were reacting on ‘Human Nature by directing its instincts and
emotions along new channels of individual and social behaviour’.6 And
as humanity begins to concentrate on reforming international as well as
national institutions, the pliability of human nature becomes increasingly
transparent and the possibility of peaceful global co-operation less unreal.

For Hobson, ‘social evolution shows a series of expanding selves finding
their determination in some federal form’. From ‘the family to humanity’, all
institutions were gradually being recast by ‘fresh attempts to apply the federal
principle’.7 Hence, global institutional reform was tending towards concen-
tric federations within federations, with, for example, the British empire
transforming itself into a federal bond of equals circumscribed by a federated
league of federations, which the League of Nations modelled in embryo. In
effect, then, Hobson hoped that the British empire was evolving into the kind
of ‘supra-parliamentary’, federal ‘global state’ that Duncan Bell refers to in his
contribution to this volume.8 And even when he was feeling less optimistic,
such as when he was writing Imperialism, Hobson never lost faith in the
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possibilities of federation because, even then, he never doubted that rational
selection would ultimately prevail as the dominant mechanism of historical
development: ‘If progress is helped by substituting rational selection for the
struggle for life within small groups, and afterwards within the larger national
groups, why may we not extend the same mode of progress to a federation of
European States, and finally to a world-federation?’9 We have no grounds for
assuming that ‘the competition among nations must always remain a crude
physical struggle, and that the substitution of ‘‘rational’’ for ‘‘natural’’ selection
among individual members of a nation cannot be extended to the selection of
nations and of races’.10 Rather, we have every reason to believe that although
international struggle will continue, it will become fairer, and thus more
pacific, in virtue of becoming more rational. We should expect that war will
likely disappear as ‘cruder national selection’ gives way to ‘rational’ selection
in international politics.11 Just as reason ‘grows in the nation’ closing ‘the ring’
by imposing national laws making struggle a ‘fairer test of a fuller form of
individual fitness’, so reason rationalises the rules of the international ring
‘imposing a fairer test of forms of national fitness’.12 Like state socialism,
international government ‘quickens and varies the struggle; by equalising
certain opportunities it keeps a fairer ring, from which chance or other’ alien
factors ‘are excluded’. And also, as again with state socialism, ‘it admits on
more equal terms a larger number of competitors, and so furnishes a better
test of fitness and a more reliable selection of the fittest’.13

Furthermore, Hobson firmly believed that national selves were no less
interdependent than individual selves. Like individuals, they flourished
in concert. And just as individual flourishing depends upon collectively
restraining others from over-asserting themselves, national flourishing
requires taming national self-assertion collectively. Both kinds of flourishing
were therefore versions of collective self-mastery or collective autonomy.
Much like personal self-determination requires guiding one’s conduct by
‘consideration of the permanent good of the whole self instead of by the
satisfaction of some single passing desire’, so national self-determination
entails realising the permanent good of the nation at the expense of allowing
class and sectional interests to run riot.14 Similarly, global self-determination
requires harmonising competing national interests in the name of the global
community’s permanent good. Hobson’s internationalism thus illustrates
poignantly Michael Freeden’s contention that new liberals ‘simply exten-
ded’ the fundamental philosophical motifs and attitudes of their domestic
political theorising to their theorising about international politics. Accord-
ing to Freeden, whether as philosophers, social theorists, social critics
or practical reformers, new liberals tended to view international politics as
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merely enlarged domestic politics. For all new liberals, including new liberal
politicians, international peace replicated domestic peace. Both forms of
peace looked to human reason altruistically mastering self-interest, emotion
and chauvinistic desires.15 In sum, then, Hobson modelled global self-
mastery after national self-mastery that he, in turn, modelled on individual
self-mastery. Individual, national and global self-determination alike con-
stituted the triumph of reason over boundless desire, freedom over unfree-
dom, common good over sectional interest, and consequently autonomy
over heteronomy, suggesting that Hobson’s international relations theory
was paradigmatically neo-Kantian besides being similarly and merely liberal
internationalist.16

Moreover, for Hobson, the international balance of power was interna-
tional heteronomy. It supposed ‘no true harmony of interest and no
organic policy’.17 It regarded nations as ‘hard, separate unities’ and interna-
tional relations mechanically as endless cycles of ‘poise, balance, or adjust-
ment’.18 Balance of power, then, implied a ‘hard-shell nationalism’ which
was ‘false in the same way and to the same degree as the hard-shell
[Hobbesian] individualism of older times’.19 Just the way heteronomous
agents were bundles of shifting, contingent desires and emotions, interna-
tional power politics was a ‘policy of Pulls’ between competing national
interests and enflamed, jingoistic passions. To the extent that a balance of
power was any kind of equilibrium at all, it was little more than the
temporary triumph of some momentarily more powerful global contin-
gencies over others, rather than the subjection of contingency itself to
universal reason. And as we shall shortly see, imperialism therefore effec-
tively represented for Hobson global heteronomy mutated and powerfully
re-energised.

According to Hobhouse, social evolution was likewise biological evolu-
tion qualitatively transformed and accelerated. The emergence of con-
sciousness and reason reoriented biological selection by making, for the
first time, the haphazard biological struggle for survival ‘orthogenically’
purposeful. With orthogenic evolution, ‘domination of rational spirit in
the world’ replaces ‘mere adaptation to circumstances’.20 As with Hobson,
then, the appearance of consciousness was therefore immeasurably signifi-
cant. It made morality possible. With developed consciousness, or ‘social
mind’, miscellaneous moral sentiments gradually congealed into a tissue of
moral traditions and then into universalistic moral intuitions character-
ising moral common-sense. Ultimately, common-sense morality is super-
seded by systematic rational ethics exemplified by improved utilitarian
practical reasoning grounded in our deepening recognition that ‘the best
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life for each is understood to be that which is best for those around him’.21

In sum, according to Hobhouse, ‘social mind’ made organic evolution self-
directing via principally, though not exclusively, the invention and gradual
perfection of communitarian-based, utilitarian moral thinking.22

In addition, following Hobson, orthogenic evolution eventually begins
transforming international politics from blind power struggle into co-
operative mutual benefit and concord. The ‘application of ethical principles
to the social structure, to national and international politics, is merely the
effort to carry one step further that guidance of life by rational principles
which constitutes . . . the essence of orthogenic evolution’.23 And this trans-
formation accords ‘with Mr Hobson’s conception of Internationalism, and
it is only mentioned here as indicating that a philosophic theory of evolu-
tion leads us to results which justify and support the application of human-
itarian principles to political affairs’.24

D. G. Ritchie, too, held that the emergence of consciousness radically
transformed organic evolution, accelerating evolutionary change and
investing it with purpose and direction. But unlike Hobhouse’s, though
more like Hobson’s, Ritchie’s social evolutionary theory was explicitly and
self-consciously utilitarian.25 For Ritchie, moral codes are naturally selected
into existence, becoming more revered in societies that thrive at the expense
of their rivals. And the more sacrosanct a society’s moral codes become, the
more internally harmonious it becomes and the more likely it is to out-
perform rivals. Intersocietal success encourages rivals to imitate these moral
codes, causing moral conventions to spread and become intuitively self-
evident. Eventually, moral intuitionism gives way to utilitarian practical
reasoning as the selected societies flourish:

Natural selection . . . is a perfectly adequate cause to account for the rise of
morality . . . Morality, to begin with, means those feelings and acts and habits
which are advantageous to the welfare of the community. Morality comes to mean
the conscious and deliberate adoption of those feelings and acts and habits which
are advantageous to the welfare of the community; and reflection makes it possible to
alter the conception what the community is, whose welfare is to be considered.26

In short, with the emergence of utilitarian practical reasoning, social
evolution becomes self-conscious as ‘rational selection’ replaces ‘natural
selection’. Wherever ‘reflection appears, . . . a higher form of morality
becomes possible; the useful – i.e. what conduces to the welfare of the social
organism, is not recognized merely by the failure of those societies in which
it is not pursued, but by deliberate reflection on the part of the more
thoughtful members of the society’. Utilitarian reformers reflect for their
societies, circumventing the excruciatingly slow and ‘cruel process of natural
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selection by the more peaceful methods of legislative change’. The theory of
natural selection consequently ‘gives new meaning to Utilitarianism’, thus
‘vindicat[ing]’ it.27

For Ritchie, in sum, societies that refine and systematise their moral codes
with general utility deliberately in mind, flourish best. And much like Hobson
and Hobhouse, he believed that ‘objectified mind’ was relentlessly globalising
utilitarian practical reasoning. However, Ritchie was less sanguine than either,
predicting that a ‘few great empires’ of ‘self-governing communities’ would
most likely constitute the limit at which ‘objectified mind’ would successfully
institutionalise utilitarianism globally. Consequently, Kant’s project for per-
petual peace would not work unless republican empires deployed some kind
of international force for policing collective security.28 Moreover, tropical
populations were unfit for republicanism and would require foreign rule
indefinitely.29 Ritchie’s new liberal internationalism was therefore decidedly
less robust than either Hobson’s or Hobhouse’s.30 Furthermore Ritchie in
particular, but other new liberals as well, were heavily influenced by Herbert
Spencer even when they were interested mostly in refuting him. They all
agreed with him fundamentally in how best to account for the evolution of
morality as the gradual and relentless substitution of purposeful rational
selection in place of indiscriminate natural selection.

For Spencer, social evolution favoured societies where vital custom and
habits congeal as uniform moral intuitions. Imperceptibly, moral intui-
tionism gives way to ‘empirical’ utilitarianism as the intuitions mature into
sacrosanct principles because of their utility-promoting power. With the
emergence of ‘rational’ utilitarian practical reasoning, humans begin refin-
ing and systematising their often conflicting moral principles according to
the standard of general utility. ‘Empirical’ utilitarianism is ‘unconsciously
made’, whereas ‘rational’ utilitarianism is ‘determined by the intellect’ and
takes into account ‘distant effects’ on lives ‘at large’.31 And because they
take ‘distant effects’ into account, ‘rational’ utilitarians also take moral
rights seriously. Unlike ‘empirical’ utilitarians like Bentham, they see that
successfully promoting utility long-term requires championing moral
rights as indefeasibly sacred. Unlike ‘empirical’ utilitarians, ‘rational’ util-
itarians are self-consciously and defiantly liberal. They simultaneously
stand firm by inviolable rights while invoking the principle of utility as
their ultimate criterion of right. In sum, for Spencer much like Ritchie,
utilitarian practical reasoning evolved following a similar sequence of
unsystematic utilitarianism gradually giving way to scientific, systematic
utilitarianism, though Ritchie’s version of ‘rational’ utilitarianism never
treated rights as indefeasible constraints on the pursuit of utility.32
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Stefan Collini has argued that Victorian culture was marked by the
‘primacy of morality’, by which he means that Victorian intellectuals
privileged moral concerns in thinking about politics.33 They tended to see
politics, particularly international politics, through the prism of their ethical
commitments more than we purportedly do today, making their political
theory and political practice seemingly normatively richer or at least nor-
matively more blatant and obvious. They wore their culture’s values on their
sleeves. They magnified these values not so much by exaggerating them but
by simply articulating them. Victorian intellectuals were Victorian moralists
as much as anything else. And, according to Collini, altruism especially
featured prominently in their moralising since it flowed so deeply and
widely through the subterranean recesses of Victorian culture. Victorian
moralists therefore ‘exhibited an obsessive antipathy to selfishness, and
consequently their reflections were structured by a sharp and sometimes
exhaustive polarity between egoism and altruism’.34

In Collini’s view, T. H. Green perfectly exemplified the kind of
Victorian ‘public moralist’ whose thinking modelled Victorian culture.
His moral philosophy foregrounded systematically the kinds of altruistic
sentiments which typified so much of Victorian intellectual discourse. His
theorising captured more completely and comprehensively than anyone’s
the altruism purportedly widespread among Victorian intellectuals in the
latter half of the nineteenth century and because it so successfully did so, his
moral philosophy resonated widely. Moreover, in Collini’s judgement,
new liberals like Hobhouse carried this moral sensibility forward into
later decades, helping to insure that altruism remained an animating
philosophical concern.35

If Collini is correct about how altruism had become such a formidable
background assumption for Victorian intellectuals, and especially for Green
and subsequently for new liberals like Hobhouse, then we can better under-
stand why utilitarianism continued to enthral new liberals so that they never
entirely abandoned it. Most versions of utilitarianism are pre-eminently
altruistic insofar as they require agents to maximise general happiness
notwithstanding any special commitments and relationships. For utilitar-
ians, everyone’s happiness counts equally, demanding the sacrifice of indi-
vidual happiness if there is no other way of maximising general happiness,
especially when considerable general happiness is at stake. If Victorian
intellectuals were indeed ‘obsess[ively]’ altruistic, then little wonder that
utilitarianism continued to enchant them. And given Darwin’s vogue
during the latter part of the nineteenth century, we should not be any less
surprised that new liberals like Hobson, Hobhouse and Ritchie should
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follow Spencer in attempting to accommodate utilitarianism with evolu-
tionary theory in the name of ‘rational’ utilitarianism of some sort. Their
respective versions of new liberal internationalism were so cosmopolitan
because they were altruistically utilitarian as well as ‘rational’.

I I I . N E W L I B E R A L I N T E R N A T I O N A L I S M

According to Peter Cain, and in keeping with what I have been suggesting,
Hobson never stopped doubting that economic democracy and interna-
tionalism would eventually combine in delivering palpable global con-
cord.36 Certainly, late nineteenth century imperialism plainly tempered
his faith in humanity’s collective forward march. The First World War
rekindled these earlier doubts. In Democracy After the War (1917), Hobson
concluded that Cobdenism was misguided in naively assuming that militar-
ism would wane as liberalism and capitalism prospered and spread interna-
tionally.37 Rather, capitalism thrived on diffidence and protectionism that,
in turn, promoted militarism, thus encouraging diffidence and protection-
ism even more. ‘Close state’ nationalism, whether liberal or socialist, refused
to wither away as a formidable corrupting peril to genuine internationalism:

The attempt is, therefore, certain to be made (nor with clear, conscious intention,
but by the drift of selfish interest which we have seen to be the ordinary modus
operandi), to keep this country and the Western world in a sufficiently unsettled
state to reconcile the workers to the necessary subjugation and restraints . . . The
effort, and the implicit purpose, is to stop the resumption of free international
commerce, to set up lasting economic conflicts in Europe, and so to render
impossible a League of Nations. This policy would ensure a dangerous world. It
would justify the maintenance of military conscription and great competing
armaments, thus providing for the discipline of the working classes and the
forcible repression of any proletarian movement, economic or political, which
threatened the public order. While playing directly into the hands of the great
armament businesses it would also furnish the requisite stimuli and instruments
for the further pursuit of an imperial aggrandizement which in its turn would
evoke the competition of other aspiring empires and so once more react against
security and internationalism.38

In Richard Cobden: The International Man (1918), Hobson welcomed the
possibility that a federated international government would eventually
supervise the distribution of the world’s resources and wealth:

If the world for economic purposes could be organized upon this principle, its
natural resources, assigned to the cultivation of the inhabitants of the various
countries, according to their capacities, and supplemented where necessary by
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suitable drafts from other countries . . . the world would then be raised to the level
of its highest productivity. If also, this greatest economic product were able to
be distributed, or rationed, according to the diverse needs, or capacities of enjoy-
ment of the members of this world community, such an economy of production
and consumption would yield a maximum economic contribution to human
welfare.39

However, by 1934, in Democracy and a Changing Civilization, Hobson
had become much less sanguine about, if still just as supportive of, the
prospects of a global redistributive state emerging anytime soon. He now
conceded: ‘But even if each nation member of a world federation were
socialized for internal government, it is unlikely that they would all consent
to a world-pooling of the national resources’, and that the ‘economic
application of the democratic principle to the functions of world-
federalism would be unlikely, for some generations, to proceed to so strict
a limitation of national self-government’.40 Hobson adds, moreover, that
he now doubts that any form of global federalism will in any case emerge
until, in every country ‘capitalism has been eliminated at least in all the
fundamental industries and services’. But he nevertheless ‘would not go so
far as to say that federal world-government could not come into existence
until all its constituent States had taken on a full democratic socialism’.41

Moreover, he insists that should international federalism emerge, it ‘must
be accorded some powers of intervention primarily directed to the welfare
of those backward populations, but also to the commercial and other rights
of the outside world’. Backward ‘countries may contain material resources
the development of which is of prime importance for world prosperity, and
the claim that the people in occupation of a country are absolute owners of
those resources, and entitled to leave them undeveloped, is a quite inad-
missible assertion of national sovereignty’.42

By and large, though, Hobson never forswore his underlying conviction
that the twin forces of political and industrial democracy would pave the
way to internationalism. He never abandoned hope that universal reason
and international peace would sooner or later prevail via a world federation
of federated states constituting the triumph of rational over natural selec-
tion in international affairs.43 Such a federation would succeed because
even half-hearted exercises in international rational will, such as the League
of Nations, would educate humankind in the benefits of simply delaying
international conflicts from ripening into violence. Delay cools passions
and fosters reflection. Reflection forces states to calculate more cautiously
and systematically, insuring that they would see more clearly that their
individual well-being ultimately depended upon global well-being and
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co-operation. Delay, reflection, calculation, reason and utility were con-
ceptual cousins:

For the cooling-off time thus secured has its first and chief effect, not in invoking
an external interference, but in evoking the play of the reasonable mind of the
nation contemplating war. Delay means an appeal from the passion to the
reasonable self of a nation . . . Delay, the statement of the case and the consequent
appeal to justice, will, therefore, insensibly and not slowly undermine the abso-
lutism of the modern State, by enabling statesmen to perceive that the reasonable
self of a nation can only be maintained by regular effective membership of the
Society of Nations, and that such membership involves submission of its private
arbitrary judgment on international matters of conduct to the rational will of the
whole Society.44

The above passage is preceded by a lengthy comparison of how passions
often get the best of us, irrationally carrying us away against our best, long-
term interests. Individual self-realisation likewise requires delay, cooling-
off and calculation no less than national, and for that matter, global self-
realisation. All three are the triumph of rational will or, as previously
suggested, the defeat of heteronomy. Hobson writes:

Why does what we call our ‘higher nature’ so often succumb to the temptations of
our ‘lower nature’, why do our bodily desires, or our short-range impulses, so
frequently triumph over our rational self? It is not because, when fairly pitted
against one another in a ‘moral struggle’, the lower motives prove themselves
stronger than the higher. It is because they employ a rush tactics that carries us
away before the moral forces of our personality are fully mobilized. The ‘irrational’
instincts get their work in quicker: the processes of reflection and self-realization
involve delay, and this delay is often fatal. This is the inevitable task of idealism
when pitted against the ‘realism’ of the passions and desires which spring more
directly from the life of instinct.45

By analogy, then, imperialism and war result whenever irrational, ‘short-
range’, sectional interests get the better of nations. Imperialism and war are
animal instinct and heteronomy. For realists following Hobbes, we are
fated to heteronomy in all that we do but not for evolutionary idealists like
Hobson who followed Kant in never doubting, or at least never entirely
dismissing, the potency of rational will.

Hobhouse seems to have been less pessimistic, wavering less about
prospects for global order and co-operation than Hobson (or Ritchie, for
that matter). For him, humankind was the ‘one ultimate’ ethical commu-
nity which he never doubted would eventually find ‘organized expression’
though he, like Hobson, admitted that the League of Nations was a very
‘imperfect embryo’ of this expression.46 Only a ‘World League’ of federated
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democracies, representing not just individual states but also transnational
organisations and interests, could succeed where the exclusively state-based
League of Nations was plainly failing. For instance, Hobhouse says: ‘It is
probably necessary to the effective union of humanity – since we cannot
overcome division – that it should be divided on different principles at the
same time, so that men who are opposed on one relation find themselves
cooperating in another. Moreover, if we could get the right basis for func-
tional government in each case there is in every function something that
appeals intimately to those peculiarly interested in it, and thereby calls out
their public spirit and intelligence to better effect than the mixed and
confused appeal of ordinary State politics.’ By representing and fostering
cross-cutting international allegiances, this functionally-based league would
diffuse visceral nationalistic loyalties and passions, reducing patriotism to
just one among many healthier sources of communal identification.47 And
since Hobhouse appears to have despaired less that such a league was
forthcoming, his theory of international politics remained more consis-
tently upbeat than Hobson’s. That is, it didn’t fluctuate as dramatically
between vituperation about financial conspiracies and hope.

Ritchie’s theory of international politics is less transparent than either
Hobson’s or Hobhouse’s. He shared their internationalist enthusiasms as
well as their faith that reason would eventually institutionalise global
co-operation in some sort of democratic federation.48 But the kind of
democratic federation that Ritchie seems to have had in mind was limited
to western powers fully possessed of their imperial dependencies. In short,
Ritchie’s pacific federation was essentially a federation of liberal empires,
making his version of new liberal internationalism effectively a disguised
new liberal imperialism that Samuel surely would have found sufficiently
congenial.49

I V . I M P E R I A L I S M A N D R E A C T I O N

Hobson was, of course, preoccupied with imperialism, but one of the main
reasons for this is often missed. Chapter 1, Part II of Imperialism, ‘The
Scientific Defence of Imperialism’, provides these undervalued reasons.
There, Hobson warns against the ease with which we ‘glide from natural
history to ethics’ finding in ‘utility a moral sanction for the race struggle’.
For Hobson, imperialism ‘is nothing but this natural history doctrine
regarded from the standpoint of one’s own nation’.50 It simply revived
the animalistic struggle for existence characterising early history. It reversed
the ‘ascendancy of reason over brute impulse’, reintroducing ‘military’
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ethics in place of ‘industrial’ ethics.51 In other words, imperialism effec-
tively constituted the re-emergence of natural selection over rational selec-
tion, thus undoing and reversing social evolutionary progress. Imperialism
reinstates ‘sectionalism into international society’, as Long nicely puts it,
reinfecting emerging global autonomy with heteronomy and contingency.
Sectionalism is untamed nationalistic passions and global unreason.52

Hobhouse was not as fixated as Hobson on the phenomenon of imperial-
ism. Nevertheless, he followed Hobson in condemning imperialism as
incompatible with national well-being. Though like Hobson he readily
conceded that imperialism benefited investors and special interests that
manipulated government and popular opinion to promote it, he insisted
that imperialism was overall a misadventure of considerable economic dis-
utility.53 And it was also counterproductive because it corrupted domestic
democratic institutions and values. Imperialism reacted on domestic politics
negatively producing overheated patriotism, which, in turn, invariably com-
promised the ‘liberties of the ruling people themselves’.54 Whereas the
central principle of liberalism is ‘self-government’, the central principle of
imperialism ‘is the subordination of self-government to Empire’. The former
‘stands for autonomy and the other for ascendancy and between these two
ideas there can be no reconciliation, for they represent the most fundamental
cleavage of political opinion’.55 Imperialism, then, inflamed militarism
which ‘eats into free institutions’ enchaining the imperial conqueror to his
conquest as Spencer understood all to well. Following Spencer, Hobhouse
condemned imperialism for inverting social evolutionary progress by turn-
ing ‘industrial’ societies back into ‘militant’ societies. Imperialism rebarbar-
ised liberalism: ‘The Assyrian conqueror, Mr. Spencer remarks, who is
depicted in the bas-reliefs leading his captive by a cord, is bound with that
cord himself.’56 Hobhouse’s anti-imperialism, then, surely owed much to
Spencer as well as Hobson. As with Hobson and Spencer, imperialism was
reactionary and irrational. By undermining democracy at home as well as
promoting military competition abroad, it turned social evolution back-
wards, reversing the displacement of natural by rational selection.

Ritchie, however, denied that imperialism constituted such a normative
reversal. For him, imperialism was not necessarily backward-looking but
instead, when properly managed, actually epitomised rational selection. It
therefore contained considerable utilitarian promise, which Hobson was
unable to see, in part, according to Ritchie, because his vision was clouded
by his anti-Semitic venom.57 By contrast to Hobson and Hobhouse, then,
Ritchie viewed imperialism more favourably. Imperialism was often justi-
fied depending upon the circumstances. Hobson was simply wrong in
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thinking that imperialism necessarily exploited native populations. On the
contrary, British imperialism, correctly administered, could better protect
indigenous populations from predatory foreign capitalists than if these
capitalists are allowed to run amok unrestrained. Hence, Ritchie supported
the South African War.58 Criticising Hobson specifically, he insisted that
the ‘British Colonial Government . . . is the best government of the kind the
world has yet seen, allowing the greatest scope for democratic developments
and experiments among the white population, irrespective of creed or race,
and yet securing more protection for uncivilized or half-civilized natives
than could be found if the white colonists were left entirely uncontrolled’.59

And contrary to what Ritchie took to be Hobson’s standard of judging
imperialism, we should judge it, not according to the motives of its agents,
but according to its consequences. We should judge it according to ‘English
principles of justice and English utilitarianism’.60

Hobson took Ritchie to task, in turn, not simply for thinking that
British imperialism was uniquely progressive but also for his timid inter-
nationalism, which Hobson deemed backwardly un-Kantian. Contrary
to what he took to be Ritchie’s view, Hobson held that the federation of
federations, which he welcomed and anticipated, would not compromise
national liberty but enhance it:

A nation no more loses its freedom and liberty by entering into organic relations
with other nations than the individual does by entering into organic relations with
his fellow-citizens. We understand that a properly established state in a civilized
community is engaged in enlarging the liberty of its members, and what is true of
the individual is equally true for nations . . . By giving up the right of individual
war, by abandoning the right to fight duels or to murder a person who offends
him in a society, a citizen does not lose his freedom in any true sense. We recognize
that the true liberty of the individual gains precisely by the establishment of this
just social order in the state, and so it is in the establishment of an international
state . . . The antagonism between nations will disappear just so far as we establish
this new relation, and for its establishment one thing is necessary. The apparent
oppositions of interest between nations, I repeat, are not oppositions between the
interests of the people conceived as a whole; they are oppositions of class interests
within the nation.61

National freedom is enlarged by fairer international politics no less than
individual freedom is enlarged by fairer national politics. Just as greater equal
opportunities within each nation allow its citizens to thrive, so greater equal
opportunities between nations allow nations themselves to flourish. Just as
‘sectional’, class interests undermine equal opportunities and, thus, the
flourishing and autonomy of individual citizens, they also undermine inter-
national fairness and, hence, the flourishing and autonomy of individual
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states. And keeping in mind that new liberals, following Kant and Green,
viewed individual autonomy as a higher kind of individual freedom, we see
why Hobson deemed national autonomy qua national flourishing grounded
in international fairness a higher kind of national freedom too.

V . U T I L I T A R I A N P R A C T I C A L R E A S O N I N G A N D N E W

L I B E R A L I N T E R N A T I O N A L I S M

Hobson, Hobhouse and Ritchie were utilitarians, albeit unconventional
utilitarians in comparison with Bentham and even Mill. Of the three,
Hobson was the least unconventional and, unsurprisingly, he never hesi-
tated in proclaiming his utilitarian credentials. For instance, in The Social
Problem, published the same year as Imperialism (1902), he declared unre-
servedly that he was a ‘new’ utilitarian. Whereas ‘old’ utilitarianism was
simplistically individualistic, hedonistic and quantitative, ‘new’ utilitarian-
ism was socialistic and psychologically subtler. For ‘new’ utilitarians,
happiness included, in addition to pleasure and the satisfaction of cruder
desires, ‘higher human goods’ such as knowledge, freedom, and physical
and mental health.62 ‘New’ utilitarianism, that is, substitutes a more
nuanced standard of welfare for older utilitarianism’s conceptually impov-
erished ‘monetary standard of wealth’. Utilitarians should borrow from
Ruskin, making the ‘multiplication of human life at its highest standard’
their maximising goal.63 In short, they must make ‘organic welfare’ or
‘social utility’ their ultimate criterion of right.

Hobhouse and Ritchie were much less conventional utilitarians though, as
we saw earlier, Ritchie explicitly identified himself as a utilitarian. Indeed,
they were arguably not utilitarians at all but rather very different kinds of
consequentialists. Briefly, for Hobhouse, actions were morally right if they
promoted the ‘development of personality’, or self-realisation, ‘in each mem-
ber of the community’ including, presumably, the community of human-
kind.64 And insofar as happiness was integral, or internal, to self-realising
personality, promoting the latter entailed promoting the former simultan-
eously. Hence, maximising happiness maximised self-realisation because
happiness constituted self-realisation in part. Either goal could substitute
just as well for the other for both personal and practical, policy-making
purposes. However, for Ritchie, happiness was not internal to self-realisation
as one of its components as it was for Hobhouse. For Ritchie, instead,
happiness was merely a by-product or contingent, external symptom of self-
realisation, making him less of a genuine utilitarian consequentialist than
either Hobhouse or Hobson. Happiness conveniently marked the existence of
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self-realisation, though it was not part of it. Thus, maximising happiness
tended to maximise self-realisation too, allowing utilitarianism to stand in as
a reliable substitute strategy for the underlying, perfectionist consequential-
ism Ritchie was truly committed to. In short, Ritchie was even less conven-
tionally utilitarian than Hobhouse, though he never stopped insisting that he
was an authentic utilitarian.65

The new liberalism, then, was fundamentally a new form of utilitarian-
ism that regarded social evolution as gradually realising utilitarian practical
reasoning not just nationally but internationally as well. For new liberals,
the instrumental reasons for sanctifying national rights were similar to the
reasons for sanctifying individual rights. For them, moderated nationalism
was just as promising an indirect, global utilitarian strategy as moderated
liberalism was a promising indirect, national utilitarian strategy. There was
just as much good reason, consequentially speaking, to take nationality
seriously as there was to take individuality seriously. But neither should be
taken so seriously that they trumped considerations of long-term, collective
well-being. Hence, according to Hobson, while ‘insane’ imperialism vio-
lated national rights and thus indirectly violated the ‘principle of social
utility expanded to its widest range, so as to be synonymous with ‘‘the good
of humanity’’’ making it unjustified, ‘sane’ imperialism ‘devoted to the
protection, education, and self-development of a ‘‘lower-race’’’ was entirely
laudable.66 ‘Sane’ imperialism took as its ‘supreme standard of moral
appeal, some conception of the welfare of humanity regarded as an organic
unity’.67 Since, as we have seen, Ritchie says much the same thing, Hobson
and Ritchie seem to have exaggerated their differences about the prospects
of reforming imperialism.

The problem with traditional imperialism for Hobson and Hobhouse,
though less so for Ritchie, was its irrational insanity or its inability to see
that the principle of national self-determination was the most promising,
cosmopolitan utilitarian strategy.68 Imperialism was fundamentally
immoral because it was so thoroughly inconsistent with utilitarian practical
reasoning. It re-infected humanity with new strains of heteronomy, mis-
calculation and irrational will, thus sacrificing global well-being to selfish
national interests.69 It undermined internationalism and reversed the
advance of rational selection by contravening ‘utilitarian ethics which insist
that morality, the performance of human obligations, is the best policy,
that policy which in the long run will yield the fullest satisfaction to social
beings’.70 Little wonder, then, that Hobson should close his chapter,
‘Imperialism and the Lower Races’ in Imperialism by so pointedly invoking
John Stuart Mill.71
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V I . C O N C L U S I O N

The new liberalism was unquestionably consequentialist even if it wasn’t
plainly a form of utilitarian consequentialism. Because new liberals were
consequentialists, their respective versions of liberal internationalism were
essentially consequentialist too, making them consequentialist cosmopol-
itans. Trying to understand, for instance, Hobson’s Imperialism separately
from his consequentialist practical reasoning would be like trying to
decipher Peter Singer’s recent One World (2002) without taking account
of his uncompromising utilitarianism.72

One possible objection to my argument is that the new liberals were not
so much cosmopolitans as they were internationalists. For instance,
Boucher states that Hobhouse was not a cosmopolitan but an internation-
alist insofar as he never eschewed nationalism entirely.73 Long similarly
contends that Hobson was not a true cosmopolitan.74 Casper Sylvest,
meanwhile, has cautioned me against confusing internationalism and
cosmopolitanism, arguing that whereas on balance internationalists priori-
tise national rights over human rights, cosmopolitans prioritise human
rights over national rights. Accordingly, internationalists view nations as
normatively fundamental whereas cosmopolitans make individuals nor-
matively basic. The former is literally inter-nationalism while the latter is
cosmopolitan individualism. Likewise Duncan Bell suggests that another
way of conceiving the division between the two is that internationalists
typically grant nationality considerable ‘independent’ value in contrast to
cosmopolitans who, when they defend the nation, resort to ‘instrumental’
justifications and admit ‘no intrinsic value in large-scale partial attach-
ments, including the nation’. Internationalists thus regard the nation as an
essential component or facilitator of individual development, whereas
cosmopolitans regard it as much less crucial.75 New liberals, clearly, had
their feet in the doors of both conceptual paradigms, making them neither
purely internationalists nor cosmopolitans. But they were more cosmopol-
itan than internationalist since, at the end of the day, they championed
individual self-realisation as an ultimate good. International justice was
fundamentally cosmopolitan justice for them. In any case, cosmopolitan-
ism and internationalism were not mutually exclusive even for Kant. Like
new liberals, Kant held that national sovereignty and pacific federation
were compatible and that both were justified to the extent that they
effectively protected individual rights and autonomy.

New liberals owed Kant other potent philosophical debts in addition.
They were much influenced by Kant’s conception of freedom as
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autonomy, which powerfully informed his conception of international
government as I have intimated at several junctures. For Hobson, and
Hobhouse, though less so for Ritchie, promoting global welfare was simul-
taneously a matter of promoting global peace as global self-determination.
Individual autonomy as the triumph of reason over contingency and
desire was, especially for Hobson, paradigmatic of global harmony. Just
as individual autonomy entails taming individuals’ passions and desires, so
global autonomy entails a world federation finally mastering competing
national self-interests and their respective nationalistic fevers. Hobson’s
pacific federation of federations was Kantian autonomy writ large.76 Neo-
Kantianism as much as Millian utilitarianism, then, inscribed new liberal
international politics.

In closing, I would certainly not want to assert simplistically that under-
standing Hobson, Hobhouse or Ritchie’s theories of international politics
requires interpreting them primarily through the lens of their underlying
moral theories. I would never wish to claim that we can come to terms with
their views about imperialism, foreign policy and international order
exclusively, or even largely, via their respective accounts of practical rea-
soning. But I do wish to insist that too little account has been taken of their
consequentialism, with all its neo-Kantian accessories, in discussing these
views. Properly interpreting a particular political theory or set of related
political theories requires more than placing them in their historical and
political contexts, as arduous and as crucially important as such context-
ualising reconstructions are. Theories like utilitarianism certainly ‘acquired
their prominence partly because they gave a coherent form and foundation
to attitudes and beliefs already widely, if unselfconsciously, entertained’.77

But, we must also read political theories against the backdrop of the deeper
moral theories in which they are embedded, particularly when their authors
have gone to such great lengths to develop and defend these underlying
moral theories. Political theory and moral philosophy typically come
fastened together. We should guard against trying to make sense of either
divorced from, and therefore at the expense of, the other.
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