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HE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN liberalism
T and empire over timeis avexed and

complex one —one that has provoked
intense debates about how the relationship
should be understood. Liberals can be pulled
in opposite directions. Their belief in uni-
versal values of freedom and justice canlead
to asensethatthesevaluescanbe exported
globally —if necessary, through empire. Atthe
same time liberalism’s commitment to peace
and non-aggression often made Liberals crit-
icsand opponents of imperial expansion.

The study of the interaction between Lib-
eral politics and empire has certainly not been
without heated debate. Aslongago asthe
1950s, the work of Ronald Robinson and John
Gallagher challenged the prevalentidea that
the ‘freetrade’ policy of nineteenth-century
Liberals was essentially pacificand anti-im-
perial. Intheir 1953 article ‘The Imperialism of
Free Trade’, they argued that the expansion
of global trade led first to informal control of
new territories and, otherwise, where thiswas
not possible, to formal annexation. Thus, they
argued, free trade drove extension of empire.
Thisled to counterarguments highlighting the
opposition of free trade’s nineteenth century
champions, such as Cobden and Bright, to
imperial expansion.*

Morerecently Uday Singh Mehta’s Liber-
alism and Empire (1999) challenged the myth
thatliberalism necessarily was anti-imperial
in nature and practice. In a postcolonial cri-
tique of Eurocentrism, Mehta examined the
work of key liberal thinkers onIndia, espe-
cially acrossthe eighteenth to twentieth cen-
turies.? Mehta reassessed the thought of John
Stuart Mill, with reference to hislifelong posi-
tion as colonialadministrator at the East India

The British Empire in 1920. (Adapted from
‘The British Empire’, Asprey’s Atlas of the
World (Asprey and Co., Ltd., 1920). Map
courtesy FCIT; https://etc.usf.edu/maps/
pages/5400/5488/5488.htm.)
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Company (1823-1858) at a time when Britain
tightened her grip over India. Mill’s disdain
forIndian culture and belief that Britain’s role
wastoinculcate Indian people with European
valueswas contrasted with less triumphalist
view of that earlier renegade liberal, Edmund
Burke.3

Mehta’sarguments have proved contro-
versial, possibly because they appeared to
portray Mill —-who retains an enduring sta-
tusasarole-model for many modern liber-
als—inanegativelight. Several historians
haveinsisted that Liberalism and Empire was
rather ahistorical, lacking in nuance and fail-
ingtorecognise the evolution of liberalism or
the ambivalent views of eighteenth-century
proto-liberalslike Smith, Bentham or Kant
towardsimperial conquestand domination.4
Ithasled to Mill’sideas about empire being
examined anew, given the attention he paid
toavariety of imperial contexts (India, Ire-
land, Jamaica, and settler coloniesincluding
those in Australiaand New Zealand) and ‘the
internal tensionsin Mill’s theoretical project’
whereby the endorsement of racial supremacy
inherentwithin hisliberalimperialism coex-
isted with his defence of individual rightsin
domestic Britain.>

Duncan Bell has analysed these tensions
against the backdrop of British visions of
world order and how these impacted relations
with British colonies (Dominions, India and
Crown colonies) and the USA —and how those
then shaped political models for empire.®
Anotherline of studiesfocuses on Liberal/
Radical critics of empire, who contested impe-
rialism or, more often, fought for fairer rep-
resentation within the British empire (for
example, thejointadvocacy of Irish homerule
and Indian autonomy), sometimes by activat-
ing contacts outside of the British empire.”

These are mainly academic controversies,
but, inrecent decades, empireanditslega-
cieshaveincreasingly become part of polit-
ical debate. Given theimportance of empire
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andimperial questions during the great era of
British Liberalism in the nineteenth century,
itisunsurprising that contemporary ques-
tions of Britain’simperial legacy will involve
debate about thereputation of prominent Lib-

The relationship between liberalism and empire over
time is a vexed and complex one - one that has provoked
intense debates about how the relationship should be

understood.

erals. We have seen thismostrecently in pub-
lic discussion about the connections of Liberal
Prime Minister William Gladstone to slavery
and the Gladstone family’sapology for this.®
Perhapsless well knownisthat Cecil Rhodes,
whosereputation has come under scrutiny
through the Rhodes Must Fall campaign in
Britain,® was, perhaps surprisingly, a donor to
both the Liberal Party and the Irish Parliamen-
tary Party —arising from his support for colo-
nial self-government within the empire.*°

Since 2015, and perhaps more than ever
following Brexit and Black Lives Matter in
2020, the British empire hasbeen at the cen-
tre of an unprecedented culture war in Brit-
ain. Thisdoes often descend into a binary
‘good thing versus bad thing’, with, onthe one
hand, works exposing the continuing effect
of imperial violence on today’s Britain and
theresurgence of neoliberal imperialism,*
and, atthe opposite end, othersdownplay-
ing or even denying the violence and racism
inherentin theimperial/colonial enterprisein
order to upholdits civilisational value, or jus-
tify some form of ‘Empire-lite’ military inter-
ventionin the context of failed/failing states
(suchaslIraqin2003).*?These, inturn, haveled
to further works specifically addressing these
arguments’.*?

We have attempted to avoid making this
specialissue another skirmish in theimpe-
rial history wars, although itistouched on
through the discussion of Sir John Seeley and

through William Wallace’sreview of Cather-
ineElkins’s Legacy of Violence: A History of
the British Empire (2022). Butitsraison d’étre
iselsewhere. Drawing on the words of British
public historian and writer David Olusoga in
‘The Cotton Capital Proj-
ect’—aresearch proj-
ectexamining both The
Guardian’soriginsasa
radical paper born out
of Peterloo (1819) and
itslink to slavery —that
‘two things can betrue atthe sametime’, the
editors of this specialissue call for a vigilant
approach history so asto help usunderstand
Liberal attitudes to empire and confront their
contradictions—not explain them away or
gloss over them.*¢ This critical reading forms
thebasis of the articles and reviewsin this
specialissue.

The connection between Liberal politics
and empireisavast subject, with even the
various themes and works mentioned above
barely scratching the surface. So, we cannot
hopeinasingleissue of thisjournal to cover all
aspects of thistheme. However, the contribu-
tionsdo each address an aspect of the Liberal
Party’sengagement with empire that we hope
will be of interest to readers and leave them
wanting to find out more.

Jonathan Parry tackles the political
thought of the historian Sir John Seeley,
author of The Expansion of England (1883),
which popularised aliberal vision of empire
and was famously aninfluence on the Liberal
imperialistideas of future prime minister Lord
Rosebery. While Seeley has become embroiled
inmodern culture wars, including a campaign
torename Cambridge University’s history
library which bears his name, Professor Parry
placeshisthinkinginits nineteenth century
context.

Using quantitative history and the digi-
tal history text mining tool across a mass cor-
pus of Liberal Party speeches printedin the
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localand national newspapers between 1880
and 1914, Luke Blaxill considers the impact

of empire on Liberal electoral fortunes. He
devotes particular attention to therecurring
idea of ‘saneimperialism’in that corpusand
showsthatitwas most clearly brandished in
the Liberals’response to Joseph Chamberlain’s
tariff reform campaign (1906 general elec-
tion), which was portrayed as destabilising
and dangerous. The Liberals thereby turned
the table on the Unionists who, six years ear-
lier, had inflicted on them a catastrophic elec-
toral defeatin the 1900 general election, which
took place against the background of the sec-
ond imperial war in South Africa against the
Dutch Boers.

Martin Pugh surveys the evolving atti-
tudes of Liberals towards India from the early
nineteenth century through to independence
in1947. This stretches from the patronising
attitudes of Millsand Macaulay who assumed
that Britain’srole was to train the Indian pop-
ulation in Europeanvalues, then theloss of
confidencein thisreform process after the
uprising of 1857, and finally the subsequent
roles of such diverse Liberal figures as Edwin
Montagu, Sir John Simon and Lord Readingin
theroadtoIndianindependence.

Stéphanie Prévost describes the interac-
tion between liberalism, humanitarianism
and imperialism by the post-Gladstonian era
‘ethical Liberals’, looking in particular at the
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reactionsto the Armenian massacres of the
1890s and the South African war of 1899—
1902, and the tensionsin both cases between
the belief in non-intervention and the desire
toplay a constructiverole inresolving these
crises.

Richard Toye considers the history of Lib-
eral attitudes towards empire and common-
wealth through the prism of general election
manifestosfrom 1900 to 1979. He argues that
while Liberals were not indifferent to imperial
and commonwealth affairs, such things were
lessimportant to them than they were to the
Conservatives, perhaps explaining why the
party was able to adapt to the end of empire
and support greater European integration
after the Second World War.*

These articles are supplemented by
reviews of recent works on the interaction
between Liberal politics and empire. William
Wallace considers Caroline Elkins’ important
new history of the British empire, Legacy of
Violence (2022), which exposes the contradic-
tions between theliberal rhetoric about Eng-
land’s ‘civilising mission’ and the systemic
violence that established and maintained
imperial rule. Andy Cabot reviews Michael
Taylor’s The Interest: How the British Establish-
ment Resisted the Abolition of Slavery (2021), a
work onresistance to the abolition of slavery
fromthe 1823 Demerararebellion to the pass-
ing of the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act, which
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emphasises the ambivalent motives behind
the abolition movementin that decade. Iain
Sharpe critiques Christopher Taylor’s Empire
of Neglect: The WestIndies in the wake of Brit-
ishLiberalism (2018), which discusses aless-
er-known aspect of empire, therelative lack of
interest held by British society and politicians
inits Caribbean colonies during much of the
nineteenth century.

We hope not only thatreaders will enjoy
the articlesandreviews in this special issue of
the Journal of Liberal History, but that it may
lead to future contributions on this vastand
fascinating subject. Il
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