Critics of Empire

WasJ. R. Seeley inreality the apologist for imperialism he is often regarded as? Jon
Parry examines Seeley’s best-selling The Expansion of England.

John Robert Seeley,
Liberalism and empire

empire became a publishing hit: 80,000
copieswere sold in two years. The book
was The Expansion of England by John Robert

Seeley, an academic historian who had been
Regius Professor of History at the University of
Cambridge since 1869. The timing was excel-
lent. Its publication coincided with newspaper
excitement about the European competi-
tion for territory in Africa —the ‘Scramble for
Africa’. Thebook played animportantrolein
explaining the empire to the British publicin
attractive terms, and therefore popularising
theimperialideainthelate nineteenth cen-
tury. Ithad a majorimpact on the thought of
Lord Rosebery, who arranged for Seeley to be
awarded the KCMG while he was Liberal prime
ministerin1894. After Seeley’s early death
in 1895, there was a campaign to commemo-
rate hislegacy as a publicintellectual. In Cam-
bridge, afund was established in hisname,
which was attached to thelibrary of the Cam-
bridge History Faculty. Until 2008, hisimprint
wasvisiblein the study of historyin Cam-
bridge in another way too: the main under-
graduate course on territories outside Europe
and the United Stateswas called ‘The Expan-
sion of Europe’.

Inrecentyears, there hasbeenalot of his-
toricalinterestin nineteenth-centuryideas of
empire, and specifically in writers, like Seeley,

I N 1883, A historical survey of the British

who presented aliberal vision of it. These lib-
eralimperialists have comein for heavy crit-
icism for the selective zeal with which they
advocated the imperial project. They pre-
sented itasabeneficial process that could
spread civilisation, while giving very little
thought to the native populations of the con-
quered lands. Seeley, for example, celebrated
the determination with which British emi-
grants had settled on ‘comparatively empty’
landsin North America and Australasiaand
turned them into thriving and productive
farming communities. He assumed that the
nativeracestherelacked theresources to com-
pete economically or technologically, so he
had no moral qualms about their surrender to
European dominance.* Asaresult, he hasbeen
sweptup intherecent culture warsabout the
benefits and failings of empire. In2021, Cam-
bridge students began a campaign to remove
hisname from the historylibrary, citing him
asanapologist for colonialism and British
imperial conquest.

Itisworth exploring in more detail what
motivated Seeley to write about empire, not
in order to justify any of his views but so as
tounderstand his preoccupationsand those
of otherliberalintellectuals who thought like
him. The Expansion of England is best seen
asaproduct of hisbroader anxieties about
Britain’s prospectsasa politicaland moral
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THE EXPANSION
OF ENGLAND

John Robert Secley

Two Courses of Lectures

community. Itwasaccidental thathe became
bestknown asanimperialist; he never vis-
ited the empire and seems to have given very
little thought to it until the late 1870s. Even
after that, he wasnotamongthose who advo-
cated anew empirein Africa.? He was also
more pessimistic about the prospects of his
liberal vision of empire than is often assumed.
Hisbook came out of alecture course which
he devised asapedagogical tool to explain to
his students what was unsatisfactory about
contemporary party politicsand contempo-
rary ways of writing history. He aimed to show
them that both parties, Liberal and Conserv-
ative, had perverted history in order to fit the
needs of modern political sloganeering, and
that students had a duty, when they grew up,
tolead amorerigorous public debate about
Britain’s duties and requirements as a world
power.

John Robert Seeley, Liberalism and empire

Sir John Robert Seeley (1834-95) (Photo by W.
& D. Downey, 1870s; © National Portrait Gallery,
London)

Thebattle of valuesin Britain
Seeley’s main aim was for his students to
gain a proper historical perspective onthe
world around them. He wanted to persuade
them that British expansion across the North
American continent, and the harnessing of
itsenormous natural resources, was the most
important story in modern British history. He
insisted that the developmentsin domestic
policy since 1688, on which too many of them
focused, were trivial in comparison.2 That was
why he criticised Cambridge’s emphasis on
narrowly British rather than extra-European
history.

He wanted students to see the colo-
niesasa set of communities of Britons who
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had settled inunderdeveloped parts of the
world and had cultivated them with their skill
and capital. Hislectures focused on Britain’s
expansioninto North America and Austral-
asia because he saw the settlements formed
there as extensions of its domesticregime,
which would benefit from the sameliberal
valuesthat should be applied athome. The
underlying theme of his public writing dur-
ing these decadeswasthat public men in Brit-
ain should cherishits free institutions, and
work towards national social progress based
on classharmony and shared moral val-

ues. Therefore, he wanted the same process
to apply to British settlements abroad. They
should not be viewed as mere historical acqui-
sitions, which could easily be abandoned;
they were anintegral part of thenation, and a
national responsibility.

Together with mostliberal intellectuals of
his generation (he wasbornin 1834), Seeley’s
main concern was how to preserve Britain’s
public values at a time of rapid urbanisation,
industrialisation, and political change, espe-
cially once mosturban workingmen were
giventhe voteinthe 1867 Reform Act. Teach-
ing theurban democracy the need to cohere
asanational community became one of his
major preoccupations. His evangelical back-
ground left him with the assumption that the
Protestantreligion was an essential compo-
nent of Britishness, but, together with most
liberals of his generation, he turned against
the dogmatism and divisive Calvinism of tra-
ditional evangelicals. Instead, he followed
F. D. Maurice and other broad churchmenin
hopingthat the nation could rally around a
Christian morality broadly based on human-
ity, family love, and service. (An earlier book
of his, Ecce Homo, had stressed the centrality
of humanitarian social teaching to Christi-
anity.) Seeley, along with most broad church-
men, rejected the Protestant Nonconformist
view that voluntary effort alone would ensure
social harmony and progress. Instead, he

insisted that the state mustitself embody and
promote high moralideals, consensually. So,
there should be an established state Church,
and compulsory teaching of an undogmatic
religionin schools. Similarly, he maintained
that the emigration of British subjects would
notautomatically lead to happy colonies. The
British state needed to oversee their affairs
and to cultivate their loyalty to the Crown,
even while settlers developed self-governing
expertiselocally.4

When Seeley returned to Cambridge as
Regius Professorin 1869, after a period teach-
ing Classicsin London, he was already known
asanadvocate of alogical approach to under-
standing the past, and as a critic of romantic
and moralistic styles of history. He saw the
roleasachanceto give studentsa morerig-
orous and socially useful historical training.
Inhisinaugurallecture, in 1870, he urged
much more focus onrecentand contempo-
rary history —atthe expense of classicaland
renaissance studies—because it had mostto
teach the students of the day. Cambridge, he
thought, had a general mission of political
education, and a more specific one to train
up future politicians and civil servants. The
Cambridge history degree course was set up
in 1873, inresponse to the government’s deci-
sionin 1870 to make entry to the home civil
service depend on competitive exams, includ-
ingonein history. Similar exams were already
used for the Indian civil service, established in
1853. So, several lecture courses were puton
mainly as preparation for these examinations,
including Seeley’slectures that became The
Expansion of England. These were two sets
of eightlectures, onein Michaelmas 1881 on
Britainin the Americas, and onein Lent 1882
onBritaininIndia. They embodied Seeley’s
principle that history should involve ‘large
considerations’ students should be intro-
duced to big subjects and taught to draw use-
fullessons.5s He wanted them particularly to
think about the duties of the state: itwas ‘the
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noblest object of human contemplation, the
most vital subject for human enquiry’.6
Britain’s expansion overseas was a timely
subject because domestic politicshad become
very partisanin the 1870s. Massnational par-
tieswere developingin order to organise the
expanded electorate, and the Liberal and Con-
servative partyleaders, Gladstone and Dis-
raeli, were becoming semi-presidential figures
inthe popularimagina-
tion. Foreign and impe-
rialissueswere atthe
heart of this party contro-
versy. Should Britain fight
Russiainawar over the
Ottoman empire, or the
Afghan War to defend India? What should it do
about therise of Germany, unitedin 1871, and
the United States, reunited after the Civil War
in18657? Could it afford to remain uninvolved
inall these global tensionsand justto focus
on humanitarianism and on trade? In 1878,
Gladstone wrote an article called ‘England’s
mission’, for the Nineteenth Century. Politi-
ciansonall sides pontificated about what this
mission should involve — but had very differ-
entanswers. Many Liberals upheld thelegacy
of Richard Cobden, the ‘Manchester school’
and the peace movement —that Britain should
keep out of wars, should not spend vast sums
onshipsand soldiers, and should just aspire
to trade with the whole world, benefiting itself
and others. The non-interventionist foreign
policy of Gladstone’s first government (1868-
1874) encouraged the impression that these
Cobdenite principles were taking over the
Liberal Party, and that the Liberalsno longer
wished to spend any money on the defence of
British colonies. Meanwhile the Liberal press
started to make an alternative claim: that the
Conservative leader Disraeli was beguiling the
expanded electorate into an aggressive policy,
of ‘imperialism’, or ‘jingoism’, based on blind
celebration of English greatness and English
national destiny. In the late 1870s, therefore, a
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culture war developed about Britain’s placein
theworld.

Seeley hated the crude divisiveness of
partisan politics, so damaging to national har-
mony, and hated this culture war in particu-
lar. Hewason holiday in 1879 when he had the
idea foracourse of lectures to correct these
misunderstandings, telling Oscar Browning
that he felta heavy responsibility to work out

His lectures clearly identified ‘the two schools of opinion
among us with respect to our Empire”: the ‘bombastic’ and
the ‘pessimistic’. Disraeli and the Tories were bombastic

romantics...

and explaintherightidea of Britain’s develop-
ment.” Hislectures clearly identified ‘the two
schools of opinionamonguswith respectto
our Empire” the ‘bombastic’and the ‘pessi-
mistic’. Disraeliand the Tories were bombas-
ticromantics, talking the language of heroism
and honour, and ‘lostin wonder and ecstasy
atthe empire’simmense dimensions’. The
Cobdenite view was similarly extreme in the
other direction, seeing the empire as a useless
burden and immoral excrescence, ‘founded
inaggression and rapacity’.® The popular
moralistic historians of the day, such asT. B.
Macaulay and CharlesKingsley, had helped
politicians to slip into these misconceptions
of Britain’s position in the world, through
theiremphasis onracialism. They had lauded
the ‘genius of the Anglo-Saxonrace’, culti-
vating theideathat the English had aunique
talent for government, a unique understand-
ing of liberty, and a unique mission to spread
civilisation.? They had spread the comfort-
ingmyth that the world was naturally devel-
oping the way the English wanted — through
trade, and through admiration for the English
constitution.

Seeley’slectures critiqued all theserace-
basedrhetorical boastsabout England’s
mission. Hisrejection of racialist lines of
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argumentisironic, given that his critics today
now accuse him of racialismin another sense
—hisinadequate attention to the existence of
indigenous people. The second set of lectures,
onlIndia, mainly attacked the view that Brit-
ainhad arighttorule India because of British
racial superiority to the Indians. The first set
asked how far this comforting myth of British
racial superiority explained anything about
British expansioninto the American conti-
nent, which had ended with British domi-
nance of Atlantic trade, and the emergence of
anew Anglo-Saxon power, the United States.

The Americas

Seeley insisted that it was unscientific to
explain this ‘Anglo-Saxon’dominancein
terms of racial factors. Such generalisations
derived from the error of studying ‘history
onlyinsingle states’.** Comparative history
—the simultaneous study of the European
empires on the American continent-punc-
turedlazy claims of English racial superior-
ity. England had become the world’s greatest
economic power, but not because English-
men had ‘the blood of the Vikings ... nor the
industrial genius of the Anglo-Saxon’, as
Macaulay, Kingsley or E. A. Freeman might
say. I[twas because of economics and geo-
politics. England came to dominate Atlantic
trade, and imported and exported essential
factory materials, while France and Spain
were bogged down in wars for supremacy on
the European continent. England dominated
the trade of the New World not because she
‘surpassed the othersin daring or invention
orenergy’, butbecause she wasthe country
‘leasthampered by the Old World’.**

Seeley also showed how all the European
empires had made bad mistakesin the Amer-
icas, with theresult that they had lost most of
their territory. Spain, Portugal, France, and
Holland had been driven out of the continen-
tallandmass almost completely, while Britain

justretained Canada and a few Central Amer-
ican footholds. Through greed, the Europe-
ans had misjudged how empires work. The
fundamental mistake was Spain’s original
vision of the New World as an opportunity
to be exploited: ‘an estate which was to be
worked for the benefit of the mother-coun-
try’.*2The Spanishin South America assumed
they could subordinate local peoples by
force, and did not need to develop a genuine
community of interest — but this strategy did
not succeed, because they were massively
outnumbered by locals. Eighteenth-century
Britons behaved equally badly: theyled ‘the
monstrous and enormous atrocities of the
slave-trade’.*? Britain exploited its American
subjectsthrough a protectionist colonial sys-
tem designed to extract their resources and
tax them heavily. Like Spain, Britain treated
the colonists as ‘possessions’, not as ‘exten-
sions of us’. We ‘fine[d] the colonists for the
benefit of the home traders’.*4If imperialism
is defined as a system of exploitation, Seeley
was one of its greatest critics.

To Seeley, therefore, the rebellion of
the thirteen American colonies was justi-
fied. Their free institutions, and a common
religious mindset founded on their church
communities, had helped them to create a
successfuland dynamic polity.*s The United
Statesnow challenged British power. The
advent of steam and electricity also changed
geopolitical calculations, allowing more dis-
tant places to be brought under one govern-
ment. British world power was based onits
navy, but now it was possible to envisage both
the United States and Russia becoming vast
land powers.*®

Thiswas the basis of Seeley’s disagree-
ment with Cobdenite Liberals, and Gladstone.
He thought that they took a complacent view
of therise of the United States, because they
regarded Americansas ‘kinbeyond sea’, as
Gladstone called them in another of his 1878
articles, this time for the North American
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Review. Seeleyrejected thisromantic racial-
istargument aboutinnate British affinity
with the United States. In hard-headed power
terms, he argued, the United States were a
threat to Britain, because they possessed the
ingredients of superpowerdom —they started
with deep-rootedreligious belief, developed
distinct economic strengths, and expanded
into new land. Migrants from other coun-
tries settled in the United Statesand became
Americans. Even Canadians modified their
behaviour from when they were in England,
and started to think like Americans, because
of commonalities of land settlement, climate,
trade, and culture.?”

Seeley could easily imagine Canada leav-
ing the British connection and joining the
United States, especially now that American
unity had beenre-established at the end of
the Civil War. Canada had been enlarged into
atranscontinental country between 1867
and 1871, butmany British people, following
Cobden, thought thatits separate existence
wasunsustainable, and its defence (against
the United States) unnecessarily expensive
for British taxpayers. Theradical politician
Charles Dilke became a leading proponent of
thisview. In1868, he published a book called
Greater Britain, which discussed the same
phenomenon as Seeley, the spread of Brit-
ish politicaland moral values through over-
seassettlement. Dilke, however, defined this
Greater Britainin cultural and racial terms,
interms of English-speakingidentity, rather
thaninterms of political structures. For him,
a strong United States was an essential player
inafutureliberalworld, soitsabsorption of
Canadawould be beneficial. Seeley’s broad
church statist philosophy led him to take issue
with Dilke.*® For Seeley, ‘Greater Britain’ had
tomean the extension of the English state and
government, notjustthe voluntary expan-
sion of the English race.* North America was
a British problem, not an opportunity. Britain
had to create a genuine community of interest
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Seeley, portrait by Clara Ewald (1859-1948)

with the Canadians, in order to weaken a
future United States challenge to British global
power. Seeley’s point wasthat, onthe Amer-
ican continent, Britain must think about
power, notrace.

Seeley’sfirst set of eightlectures therefore
concluded that the British had misgoverned
their American territoriesin the past, by pur-
suing exploitation rather than community
solidarity, and were in danger of mishandling
whatremained of them now, through compla-
cency aboutanaturalliberal affinity with the
United States.

India

When the studentsreassembled after Christ-
mas, Seeley turned his fire on all those who
used ‘Oriental bombast’ to claim that Brit-

ain had anatural destiny torun anIndian
empire.?° Thiswas clearly an attack on Disrae-
li’s Tories, butalso on the smugness of Whig
historianslike Macaulay, once an admin-
istratorinIndia, who had assumed that
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Images of Empire:

Left: 'The Rhodes Colossus’ — cartoon by Edward Linley Sambourne, published in Punch after Cecil
Rhodes announced plans for a railway connection and telegraph line from Cape Town to Cairo in 1892
Right: ‘Justice’ - the British suppression of the Indian rebellion; a print by Sir John Tenniel in a Sep-

tember 1857 issue of Punch

English values would naturally win out there.
Macaulay and other triumphalists implied
thatIndia had been conquered through Eng-
lish superiority, the ‘heroic qualities’ of the
Englishrace, and their ‘natural genius for gov-
ernment’. Macaulay’s essay on Robert Clive
had attributed Clive’s victories to the abilities
of ‘the mighty children of the sea’, whereas
Seeley stressed the contribution of the Indian
troops, the sepoys.#

Seeley showed that ‘whatis called the
conquest of India by the English’can be
explained ‘without supposing the natives of
India to be below otherraces, justasitdoes
notforce ustoregard the English as supe-
rior to otherraces’.? Actually Britain had
never conquered India, becauseitfaced the

same problemsinIndia as the Spanish had
in South America. British Indiawas an ‘arti-
ficial’ empire because thelocals massively
outnumbered the British, and there wasno
way they could be permanently assimilated.
The climate made large-scale British settle-
mentimpossible.? Britain had subordinated
India by exploiting divisionsamongIndians
and arming some against others. The same
tactic explained the defeat of the 1857 upris-
ingagainst British rule. This was notdifficult,
because there were so many different loyalties
andreligions. If a nationalism could emerge in
Indiawith the same forceasinItaly, ‘the Eng-
lish Power ... must succumb at once’

Seeley showed that the British had mis-
governed India, justasthey had misgoverned
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America. Inthe process, however, they had
destroyed the authority and capacity of the
oldruling classes and had undermined the
hold of the nativereligions. In other words,
they had removed any basis for a successful
indigenous political community. This allowed
him to argue that ‘to withdraw our Govern-
mentfromacountry whichisdependent
onitand which we have madeincapable of
dependingupon anythingelse, would be the
mostinexcusable of all conceivable crimes’.
‘There are some deeds which, though they had
been better notdone, cannotbe undone.”?> On
the bright side, perhaps Britain had a provi-
dential task to build something better from
these mistakes.

Thereisnoreasonto doubt his genuine
embarrassment and regret at the destructive
impact of British powerinIndia. He had no
detailed prescriptions for how modern Brit-
ons might tackle the challenge which they
had inherited: India was hardly a special-
ism of his, and his concern was to cultivate a
sense of responsibility in his students, who
might become future Indian civil servants.
Hislecturesrepeatedly warned them against
complacency in the task. We should avoid
the ‘optimistic commonplaces of the news-
paper’. Our Western civilisation ‘is perhaps
notabsolutely the glorious thing we like to
imagineit’. The British were destroying bad
things and good things together; sometimes
itwasnot clear what good things they were
creating.2¢

The saving grace was that Britain had
time to develop beneficial policies, because
there was currently no Indian nationalist
movement, so theimmediate and urgent
gquestion was whether it could be defended
from Russia. Britain could probably cope
with a Russian invasion or with an internal
mutiny, butnotwith both atthe same time.?
Here again Seeley revealed himself tobe a
liberal. He insisted that Russia wasless of a
threatthan the dynamicand coherent United
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States, and less than militarist Tories pre-
tended with their war talk, because it was
achaos of warring entities; it wasless of a
national unity than it pretended. ‘If [Greater
Britain] will not be stronger than the United
States, we may say with confidence that it will
befar stronger than the great conglomeration
of Slavs, Germans, Turcomans and Armeni-
ans, of Greek Christians, Catholics, Protes-
tants, Mussulmans and Buddhists, which we
call Russia.’?®

Conclusion

The publication of The Expansion of England
made Seeley a public figure. As one contem-
porary wrote, it also ‘brought the weight of
Liberal authority’ to the defence of empire. His
high-minded vision of empire as an extension
of the domestic family, and domestic respon-
sibilities, made it easier for liberal-minded
people to identify publicly with the cause—as
did endorsements fromrising stars such as
Rosebery.??In1884-85, many Liberal Party
supporters were keen to find a way of mak-
ing a greater commitment to empire, atatime
when Gladstone’s government was enduring
intense criticism from the pro-empire press
forwhat seemed to be half-hearted policies

in Sudan and southern Africa. Asaresult, the
first of anumber of cross-party campaigns
for some form of imperial consolidation was
launched. AnImperial Federation League was
founded, and Seeley agreed to be chair of the
Cambridge branch. No doubt he hoped that
such amovement would educate public opin-
ionto take theright view of empire. But his
commitmentto the movementremained at
anabstractlevel: hedid not getinvolved in
detailed discussions about inter-colonial con-
stitutional schemes or tariff policies. They
cametonothing, inany case. Then the severe
splitin the Liberal Party in 1886 over Irish
homerule triggered the defection of most of
those keenest on empire, including Seeley. He
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remained a Liberal Unionist for the rest of his

life. Of those who stayed in the Liberal Party, a

minority took up the banner of ‘Liberal Impe-

Studying Seeley reminds us that idealisticliberal visions
of empire have very often criticised its illiberal realities
nearly as strongly as anti-imperialists have done.

rialism’in the 1890s, led by Rosebery and
Edward Grey.3°

Seeley was a utopian visionaryin some
ways, butabout politicsin general more than
about empire. His core vision was of an active
state cultivating a national humanitarian
community spirit, in pursuit of the general
good. Though he acknowledged that this
was anideal, he felt that there were enough
examples in British history of beneficial char-
acter-driven enterprise to make it plausible.
The same values could in principle sustainan
‘expansion of England’ which would leave the
temperate regions of the world better gov-
erned than they had been. Butthiswas not
the same as sayingthat the British empire
had been, orwas, anadmirableregime. See-
ley’smessage was not that the empire wasa
great family; itwas that it would survive only
ifitbecame one. It would fall unless British
administrators worked out how to create gen-
uine communities of imperial sentimentin
Canada and India alike.

Seeley was, therefore, a great critic of the
mistakes made by pastimperialists. He con-
demned the exploitation of local peoples,
and thelack of concern with community or
humanity, which had marked British policy
in AmericaandinIndiainthe eighteenth cen-
tury. He wasalso a great critic of the racialist
language of politicians and historians, which
he blamed for the two main errors in mod-
ernimperial policy. The fallacy of ‘sheer nat-
ural superiority3*explained the unjustified
arrogance with which many, especially on
theright, regarded Britain’s positioninIndia,

butitalsounderpinned the complacency with
which many others, especially on theleft,
approached the question of abandoning Can-
ada and other strategic
colonies.
Seeley’svisionwas
itself a piece of history —it
wasarelic of theideal-
ism of his generation of
young liberal intellectuals of the 1850s. Dis-
ciplesof Thomas Arnold and F. D. Maurice,
they tasked themselves with trying to find a
new basis for national unity inresponse to
the waning of landed power and the declining
potency of evangelicalism. They hoped that
freetrade, advancesin knowledge, religious
pluralism, and family ideals might provide
the building-blocks for greater class harmony
and national economic and moral progress.
By thelate 1870s, however, therenolonger
seemed much hope of national unity; by the
mid-1880s, division loomed everywhere.
Like mostliberal intellectuals, Seeley was by
now very pessimistic about Britain’s political
future. He blamed the manufactured divisions
and misleading language of the democratic
party system —the ‘interminable scurrilous
brawl’ of parties, weavinga ‘web of falsehood
and fallacy’.??In particular, he blamed Glad-
stone’s Liberal Party which, by adopting Irish
homerule and seeming indifferent to Church
establishments, had positioned itself ‘in
opposition to all the fundamental principles
upon which not only the State, but morality
andreligionrest’.23 Politicians were also fail-
ingtorespond to the global challenges to Brit-
ishnational power represented by the United
States, Germany, and Russia, and by changes
incommerce and technology.2* It must be the
task of the next generation of civil servants
and politicians —hislecture audience —to work
outhow a sea power like Britain could tackle
these challenges onthe one hand, and the
unfortunatelegacy of a misgoverned India on
the other.
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For Seeley, the history lecturer wasa
preacher, charged with guiding the young
how to approach their duties.3> The teaching
of history involved a political lesson, but also
amethodological one. Historians themselves
needed to abandon complacent arrogance
about the British national story, and instead
to study comparative history hard-headedly.
Ashisstudent]. R. Tanner remarked, Seeley
insisted that his classes mustreject sloppy
thinking, and avoid ‘fallacies in fine phras-
es’.3¢ They should study power, economics,
and geography with a clear head, and take
theselessonsinto publiclife. Seeley wanted
to professionalise the study of history. In
fact, he only took professionalisation so far:
hehad notbeen trained as a historian himself
and did not base his conclusions on detailed
archival study. Asaresult, hislegacy within
the historical profession, and in Cambridge,
wasless, inthelongrun, than that of younger
and more scholarly colleagues such asF. W.
Maitland.

Seeley would not have wanted to be seen
asadiehard defender of the empire asitactu-
ally was. Itis best to view him as a moralistic
visionary aboutwhatitneededtobe, and as
anacademic critic of dominant, partisanand
racially motivated interpretations of England’s
mission. Studying himreminds usthatideal-
isticliberal visions of empire have very often
criticised itsilliberal realities nearly as strongly
asanti-imperialists have done.

Jonathan Parry is the author of five books on nine-
teenth-century British history. He has just retired from
teaching at the University of Cambridge.
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