
4 Journal of Liberal History 114 Spring 2022

The Liberal Party and the American Civil WarThe Liberal Party and the American Civil War

Bennet Burley (later known 
as Burleigh, the famous Daily 
Telegraph war correspond-

ent) was 20 years old in the summer of 
1860, when Britain was mesmerised 
by newspaper reports of the extraor-
dinary achievements of Giuseppe 
Garibaldi and his volunteers. For Brit-
ish liberals, radicals and former Char-
tists, the liberation of Sicily from the 
Bourbon king’s oppressive regime and 
the Red Shirts’ subsequent march on 
Naples were more than a revolution 
– it was an allegory of the triumph of 
liberty over despotism, and of demo-
cratic values over aristocratic oppres-
sion.1 The enthusiasm was such that a 
British Legion was rapidly raised, and 
soon about 800 volunteers embarked 
for Italy, where they took part in 
the last stages of the campaign that 
resulted in that country’s unification. 
Bennet Burley was one of them. As 
Elena Bacchin has written, the Brit-
ish Legion in which he served ‘[was] 
the result of a kind of nationalism 
that went beyond national bounda-
ries, involving other countries as well 
as transnational centres that favoured 
the circulation, exchange, rearticu-
lation of ideas, values, and narra-
tive practices … involving aspects of 
democratization’.2 

Somehow motivated by such vision, 
in 1861 Burley decided to become 
involved in yet another war fought 
around a people’s aspiration to control 
their own destiny: he became an o.cer 
in the army of the Confederate States 
of America. The Confederates were 
fighting for independence and – as 
Tim Larsen notes in his article – there 
were some in Britain who saw Je/er-
son Davis as a Garibaldi figure. Indeed, 
Burley could be seen as a foot soldier in 

Spanish Americans against Madrid in 
the 1810s, the Greeks against the Otto-
mans in the 1820s, the Hungarians 
against both Austrians and Russians 
in 1848–9, and the Italians against the 
Austrians in 1859. 

In each of these cases, British liberal 
instincts had happily converged with 
the Realpolitik of the Foreign O.ce. 
In 1861, however, the two were in ten-
sion: for the British Empire, the only 
superpower of the time, had global 
interests which might be better served 
by an Anglophile Confederacy and a 
divided North America, than by the 
Anglophobe and increasingly power-
ful USA. What tipped the balance in 
favour of Lincoln was that the seces-
sionists stood out not only for inde-
pendence, but also for the freedom to 
preserve their ‘peculiar institution’ 
– slavery – which was repellent to 
most Britons. This created a dilemma: 
should ‘the claims of a nation’ be pri-
oritised over ‘the claims of humanity’? 
And was British public opinion ready 
for the implications of compound-
ing the human degradation associated 
with slavery, with the institutional-
ised prejudice of racial segregation? 
As Alastair Reid shows in his article, 
advocates of women’s emancipation 
were quick to draw the logical and 
political consequences that such a situ-
ation would have for their cause, which 
concerned a half of humankind dis-
criminated against on the basis of bio-
logical and cultural prejudice. Others 
did so too, such as the workers’ groups 
that responded to what Shannon West-
wood describes as John Bright’s ‘voice 
of reason’ – a voice, it must be said, also 
articulating his passionate endorse-
ment of democracy, to which he was 
‘allied … in language and blood.’5 

the line of liberalism which was cham-
pioned by his fellow Scot W. S. Lind-
say, studied by Graham Lippiatt in his 
article. Nevertheless, Burley’s espousal 
of the rebel cause is surprising, because, 
as a former Red Shirt, he should have 
known that his Italian chief and great 
hero, Garibaldi, was from the start a 
strong supporter of Abraham Lincoln 
and the Federal Government.3 From 
the surviving evidence, including the 
correspondence that his father, R. Bur-
ley of Govan, exchanged with John 
Bright, it is not clear why precisely 
Bennet decided to risk his own life and 
liberty under ‘The Bonnie Blue Flag’ 
– whether it was out of principle or 
the spirit of adventure which he was to 
display during the rest of his long life 
and career. In hindsight – indeed, from 
as early as 1863 – a growing number 
of Britons, and most Liberals, agreed 
that, as Tony Little writes in his arti-
cle, Gladstone had committed a major 
error of judgement in his appraisal of 
the legitimacy of the South. However, 
the fact remains that the Confeder-
ate States were fighting with brav-
ery and determination, and, both at 
the time and since, many agreed with 
Gladstone when he said that Je/erson 
Davis had made ‘a nation’ (indeed there 
is a substantial modern literature that 
explores this very concept in its vari-
ous applications).4 

Of course, London had its own 
experience with repressing or trying 
to repress independence movements, 
including those of the American colo-
nists in 1775–83, the United Irishmen 
in 1798, and the Indian rebels in 1857–
8. Yet, British public opinion had often 
sided with rebels against other alleg-
edly more oppressive empires. Thus, 
they had supported the revolts of the 
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As Timothy Larsen writes, J. S. Mill 
believed that ‘by destroying … the 
prestige of the great democratic repub-
lic would give to all the privileged 
classes of Europe a false confidence.’6 
He ‘was convinced that if the North 
failed in its struggle then the cause 
of democracy throughout the world 
would be set back’7 – a view which 
most modern historians endorse. Lin-
coln’s victory was part of the long-
term, global reversing of the defeat of 
democracy in 1849, while liberal gov-
ernment – which had long been a Brit-
ish and North American experiment 
– became the new standard of political 
legitimacy. 

However, especially before 1863, 
as Graham Lippiatt shows, the moral 
and political challenge which the con-
flict raised was further complicated 
by three questions which were lost in 
translation, so to speak. One was free 
trade, which for Britain was a great 
moral, as well as commercial, cause, 
but one which the Union opposed on 
pragmatic grounds and the Confed-
eracy supported out of necessity. The 
second was Je/erson Davis’ mantra 
about the ‘right of the people to alter 
or abolish governments whenever 
they become destructive of the ends 
for which they were established’:8 con-
veniently, the Confederate president 
neglected to specify that by ‘the peo-
ple’ he meant only white Southern-
ers, and their boasted right included 
their claim to own Afro-American 
men and women as chattel slaves. The 
third was Acton’s concern for minor-
ity rights – again taken out of con-
text. Gladstone fell victim of his own 
attempt to unpack the complexity of 
these issues while balancing his own 
(anti-slavery) views with his duty to 

endorse (cabinet) policy, even when the 
latter edged for the Confederate side. 
Yet, when he said that ‘if the heart of 
… [a] country is set upon separation … 
then it is almost impossible’ to repress it 
militarily,9 he was anticipating his own 
(and the Liberal Party’s) view on Ire-
land, and, generations later, on the rest 
of the Empire.

That beacon of liberalism in the 
darkest hour of fascism, Benedetto 
Croce, insisted that all historians must 
be ‘liberal’, in the sense of examin-
ing contrasting views in the process 
of making up their mind. That is the 
approach taken by the Journal in this 
issue, which includes dissenting voices. 
Focusing on the primacy of material 
interests, Duncan Campbell presents 
an interpretation of British responses 
to America and the American conflict 
which readers will find contrasts sig-
nificantly with the interpretation pre-
sented by Timothy Larsen, Alastair 
Reid and Shannon Westwood (and, 
indeed, by the present author in a pre-
vious publication).10 In particular, 
his conclusion that British political 
thought was not influenced by Ameri-
can ideas di/ers to that of most scholars 
working in the field, and contradicts 
more traditional views of the influ-
ences on those Victorian campaign-
ers for democracy in this country, 
their adversaries who denounced the 
alleged, ongoing ‘Americanisation’ of 
British politics in the 1860s, or indeed 
the millions of British emigrants to the 
USA, including former Chartists, for 
whom America was the land of demo-
cratic hope and glory.11

The US Civil War was impor-
tant for British liberals because it pre-
sented them with a series of critical 
choices between alternative priorities 

and principles. Far from being mar-
ginal and obscured by other causes, 
it became obsessive and long-lasting, 
it influenced the response to the Irish 
demand for home rule from 1886 and 
was incorporated in the ideology of 
Anglo-Saxonism and ‘Greater Brit-
ain’ – first popularised by Sir Charles 
Dilke in 1868.12 While Dilke’s friend 
and great admirer of the US, Joseph 
Chamberlain, followed John Bright in 
opposing home rule in the same spirit, 
he claimed, in which Lincoln had 
opposed secession,13 for most British 
Liberals the memory of the American 
Civil War was more complex. It high-
lighted the fundamental incompatibil-
ity between democracy (although this 
was a vague concept at the time) and 
discrimination, and the latter’s insidi-
ous and pervasive nature. It forced 
them to embark on a gradual revision 
of established attitudes and policies, 
and eventually brought about a recast-
ing of the debate on liberty around the 
issue of human dignity. 

This special issue of the Journal 
performs an important service to the 
scholarly community in reopening the 
question of the relationship between 
the US Civil War and the debate on 
liberal democracy in Britain, a subject 
which demands a fresh and systematic 
reappraisal. My sincere thanks to my 
co-editor, Graham Lippiatt, for help-
ing to put together this issue; I hope 
readers enjoy it. 

Eugenio Biagini is Professor of Modern and 
Contemporary History at Cambridge and a 
fellow of Sidney Sussex College. He is the 
general editor of the Bloomsbury Cultural 
History of Democracy (6 volumes, 2021).
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