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My dissertation brings a new approach to studies of liberalism and empire by examining
their treatment in a publication with a crucial yet overlooked stake in both, the
Economist. Founded in London in 1843, its mission statement was tailored to the needs of
the Anti-Corn Law League, then seeking to convert the City of London to Free Trade. Its
own fortunes have been tied to this center of the British and world economies ever since.
As such the Economist was soon required reading not only for bankers and merchants but
also ministers and diplomats — with markets trying to price political sentiment, and
everyone eager to understand market sentiment, especially in evaluating those parts of
empire where the possible profits seemed great but reliable information was scarce. For

this reason it provides unique and compelling answers to a set of questions about

ii



liberalism at home and abroad. What, I ask, are the continuities and tensions between the
liberal policies the Economist has advocated in Britain and its meticulous reports on the

risks and returns of investing in and managing Britain’s formal and informal empires?

That question has structured my research project in two ways. On the one hand it has
meant tracking down the major thinkers who have guided the Economist. Most of its
leading journalists have toiled in obscurity, without bylines; others are among the best
known liberal writers, statesmen and economists, such as Walter Bagehot, Herbert
Spencer, H. H. Asquith, John Maynard Keynes, and so on. It has, on the other hand,
entailed situating them and the paper within the main intellectual controversies in the
history of liberalism, always keeping in view the imperial dimension foregrounded by the
Economist itself: inter alia the disjunction at mid-century between the ideal of free trade,
peace and goodwill preached by the Anti-Corn Law League and the reality of wars in
Crimea, China and elsewhere, New Liberalism and the critique of financial imperialism
up to 1914, and the Great Depression, the gold standard and the search for collective

security in the interwar years.
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The Economist and the Making of Modern Liberalism

As newsstand sales, subscription rates and advertisement revenues decline in unison, print
Jjournalism has entered a period of crisis that the move online, and its promised profits, has yet to
alleviate. And then there is the Economist. While it too has suffered recent newsstand setbacks,
its long-term success, particularly in the US, where the majority of its readers now reside, has
become a perennial media story in itself. In 2006 when former editor Bill Emmott stepped down
NPR asked bemusedly how “a magazine with a sleep-inducing title,” and “sometimes esoteric
content,” could have posted a rise in readership of 13 percent in 2005 — comparable only to
tabloids such as US Weekly and Star.' The release of its circulation figures for 2010 — 1.42
million globally, of which the 820,000 or so regular readers in the US represent a tenfold
increase since 1982 — occasioned a new round of admiring treatments.” So too did the Economist
Group’s ledger books which registered a three percent increase in operating profit to £58 million
despite a sharp drop in ad revenue at its flagship publication. Further falls in print earnings were
partly made up by digital gains in 2012, with profits at £67 million and circulation rising about 9

per cent to 1.55 million.’

These results should be compared to the industry at large, where the effects of the economic
crisis since 2008 have accelerated long-term declines, especially in the US. Newspaper revenues

there fell 14.6 percent in 2008 and 18 percent in 2009. Advertising sales slid another 23 percent

" Frank Langfitt, “Economist’ Magazine Wins American Readers,” National Public Radio, March 8, 2006,
http://www npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyld=5250996.

2 “The Economist Group Media Information,” accessed October 21, 2013,
http://www economistcirculation.com/abc_cert/NA%?20JJ10.pdf

3 The Economist Group, 2013 Annual Report, June 24, 2013; Audit Bureau of Circulations, June 2012 Consolidated
Media Report, accessed August 5, 2013, http://www .auditedmedia.com/media/14162/economistglobal0612.pdf.



over the same period, while circulation continued its two-decade long descent, falling 15 percent
in the US and 25 percent in Western Europe from 2008 to 2012 — numbers only partly offset by a
10 percent rise in Asia.* Newsstand sales for magazines, meanwhile, fell 12.36 percent in the
first half of 2009, 9.1 percent in the second, with steady if less steep drops reported between
2010 and 2013. Editors and publishers at venerable but flagging weeklies such as Time,
Atlantic, US News or the recently revamped Newsweek or Business Week have all publicly
agreed on the need to emulate the Economist. In Europe a similar refrain echoes at Der Spiegel,
L’Express, Panorama. Yet their British-based rival’s winning blend of breezy, philistine covers,

smug précis of world events, and expensive ad pages, has proven difficult to reproduce.

Among sometimes-envious journalists debate simmers over what in fact has made the Economist
so exceptional. The New York Times attributed its success, given its high price relative to other
news titles, to clever marketing. Its trademark red on white banners tug at the insecurities of
striving readers, making the Economist a status symbol for the would-be well heeled. “I never
read The Economist, Management Trainee. Age 42,” runs one ad from 1988. Another, from
2007, quips, “It’s lonely at the top; but at least there’s something to read.”® This appraisal owes
something to journalist James Fallows, whose 1991 article on the newspaper remains a rare
example of bad press. The Economist, Fallows argued, peddled conventional wisdom to

American professionals too besotted by its British accent and “Oxbridge style swagger” to know

4 Sacha Wunsch-Vincent and Graham Vickery, “The Evolution of News and the Internet,” OECD, December 2009,
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/30/24/45559596.pdf; “Fold the front page,” Daily Chart (blog), The Economist, June
4,2013, http://www .economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2013/06/daily-chart-1.

5 Stephanie Clifford. “Newsstand sales and circulation fall for magazines,” New York Times, February 8, 2010;
Christine Haughney, “Magazine Newsstand sales plummet, but digital editions thrive,” New York Times, August 6,
2013.

6 Jeremy W. Peters, “The Economist Tends its Sophisticated Garden,” New York Times, August 8,2010.



the difference.” A former Newsweek editor, Jon Meacham, accused it of privileging analysis over
reporting. While at the New York Observer a laconic reporter struggled simply to open the copy

he had bought. He wondered if others who claimed to read it might be pretending.®

The notion that social class has something to with its success is not totally wide of the mark.
According to its own figures Economist readers are already among the world’s most secure: they
are not only the richest consumers of the periodical press in the US (median household income of
$166,626 compared to just $156,162 for the Wall Street Journal) and around the world (“where
every third reader is a millionaire”) but are prodigious consumers generally (4.7 percent were
happy to spend more than $3,000 on a watch in 2007, while more than 20 percent confessed to
owning “a cellar of vintage wines”).” At $127 annual print subscriptions are a luxury. The
Economist is a status symbol with mass appeal; read by leaders of the free world, business

magnates, college freshmen and, apparently, Sarah Palin.

None of these critics are entirely fair to Economist readers or writers, however, and none has
gone far in explaining either its appeal or longevity. The Economist is, in fact, the oldest
publication of its kind in the world, and its draw is much the same as when it started. Clear and
accurate facts and figures, along with global news — at first from travelling merchants — have
furnished businessmen and politicians with valuable intelligence since 1843. Its list of wholesale
prices were the first ever to be published, and it continues to devote several pages to leading

financial indicators, as well as some data sets that change: greenhouse gas emissions, GDP

7 James Fallows, “The Economics of the Colonial Cringe,” Washington Post, Oct 6, 1991.
8 Tom Scocca, “Everyone copies it, but does anyone translate it?,” New York Observer, March 19, 2007.

? “Audience Advertising Categories,” accessed April 2, 2009, http://ads.economist.com/the-economist/our-
audience/advertising-categories/luxury-goods/



growth forecasts, global remittance flows, Big Mac prices. It rarely does investigative
journalism; its strength has always been in delivering sharply didactic summaries and hard-to-
find numbers. At the same time, its coverage is uniquely wide ranging, especially noteworthy

today, as international coverage is downsized along with foreign bureaus and their reporters.

In what other weekly can one flip through a single issue to encounter articles on e-commerce in
China, financial fallout in Las Vegas, peace negotiations in the Middle East, the search for life
on Mars, an art museum in Qatar, and the obituary of an obscure South African explorer eaten by
a crocodile? The Economist’s ambitions have always been encyclopedic, as the full name it
assumed briefly in 1845, to profit from the railroad boom in England, attests: “The Economist,
Weekly Commercial Times, Bankers’ Gazette, & Railway Monitor. A Political, Literary, and
General Newspaper.” For much of its history this heading was almost as long as the newspaper
itself — reaching fifty pages only by the 1920s, paper shortages reduced it to a dozen in the
1940s. Today a regular issue has grown to more than a hundred. If its scope is indeed
encyclopedic its ability to treat any particular issue in depth is abbreviated: with the partial
exception of special surveys, articles are short. And its range is belied by relentlessness: sucked
under the foaming waves by a crocodile, the unfortunate explorer’s obituary ends with an

encomium to risk.'

This strong institutional character, which sees even death as an example of creative destruction,
is preserved in part by a divided ownership structure. Pearson, the parent company of the

Financial Times, controls no more than half of all shares, while the director is ultimately

10 “Hendrik Coetzee,” The Economist, December 29, 2010.



responsible to trustees without a financial stake in the company. In 170 years just 16 men have
filled the position of editor-in-chief. Almost all under 40 they have, since the 1900s, generally
threaded through Oxford or Cambridge. Another reason for its cohesion will be obvious to any
reader: its articles are unsigned. With the exception of guest pieces and a departing writer’s last
article, the eighty or so journalists (about fifty based in its London offices) toil anonymously.
Blogs have modified, without completely undoing, this journalistic cloak of invisibility. The
editing process is unusually democratic and cooperative as a result, engaging the entire staff in
its positions, says editor John Micklethwait. For ambitious journalists gaining entry to this
English common room is a prize: collegial, well paid and, rarer still, with relative job security,

the only thing missing is a byline.

Both criticisms leveled at the Economist and the praise of those seeking to join or imitate it have
mainly focused on its distinct house style to explain its invasion of US shores. What this
obscures is that its vaunted ability to grow even in difficult times is more than a matter of
journalistic pride: for a newspaper that shuns state meddling in favor of market nostrums, it
amounts to an endorsement of editorial policy. Thus the press has generally confirmed its self-
presentation as a commonsensical advocate of the “extreme center.” “The Economist,” as a
recent editorial endorsing the British Conservative Party put it, “has no ancestral fealty to any
party, but an enduring prejudice in favor of liberalism.” If one constant exists it is indeed this
defense of liberalism, to which every editor has dutifully given his own gloss. These days they
must add a proviso for their US audiences, of course, for whom liberal suggests something very

different from the “classical liberal” the Economist has in mind. “I often feel very annoyed and



frustrated by the use of the word liberal,” Micklethwait has said. “It’s gotten completely,

hopelessly messed up in America.”"'

The version of liberalism espoused by the Economist over the last three decades — the period in
which globalization took off and financial markets were deregulated — has hardly altered since
the financial crisis that began in 2008. If anything editors seem brasher. “Capitalism is the best
economic system man has invented yet,” blared a leader in October of that year. “But in the
longer term a lot depends on how blame for this catastrophe is allocated. This is where an
important intellectual battle could and should be won.” Lower taxes and trade tariffs, more
privatization, further public sector downsizing — these ideas needed advocates, now more than
ever. By 2012 even financial deregulation was back on the agenda, the front cover evoking the
London Blitz under the banner, “Save the City.” '> These policies are part of its essential liberal
worldview, it explained again, with humor, in 2013. “Liberalism’s Comeback,” featuring a rock
band with William Gladstone on vocals, John Stuart Mill on bass, Adam Smith on guitar and
Nick Clegg on drums, argued that the youth of today represent a generation of classical liberals,

“prizing social freedom, low taxes, limited welfare and personal responsibility.”"

The onset of the crisis has certainly bolstered claims made by the current editor to relevance in
an interconnected world. What remains to be measured is the extent to which the Economist’s
identification with a dispassionate and independent brand of liberalism is historically born out.

The story is richer and more complex than its own editors realize. Phenomenal growth during the

"' Harry Kreisler, “Globalization and the Conservative Movement in the United States: Conversation with John
Micklethwait,” February 6, 2007, http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/people7/Micklethwait/micklethwait-con2.html.

12 “Capitalism at Bay,” The Economist, October 16, 2008; “Save the City,” The Economist, January 7, 2012.
13 “The strange rebirth of liberal England,” The Economist, June 1,2013.



boom years of globalization has far deeper roots than clever style or publicity. As the press organ

of the City of London its history is also that of the rise and spread of modern liberalism.

From Lombard Street to Wall Street

The Economist’s “enduring prejudice” in favor of liberalism is a mark of rare constancy in a
newspaper created when Britain was still the world’s sole industrial power in 1843. Founded by
hat manufacturer James Wilson to oppose the Corn Laws, its commitment to free trade has
always bordered on breathless. Manchester business interests, especially mill owners, considered
the laws, tariffs on imported grain imposed after the slump in prices in 1815, doubly harmful by
the 1830s. Not only were food prices kept artificially high, thus raising the cost to them in wages,
they said, but exports were hindered, since the only way for the rest of the world to buy British
textiles and other goods was for it to sell Britain farm products. Wilson was part of this class, his
wealth derived from industry, not land rents, whose political power was on the rise in the wake
of the 1832 Reform Act. One sign of its growing class cohesion was the Anti-Corn Law League,
formed in 1839 by industrialists cum radical publicists such as Richard Cobden and John Bright,

which agreed to back Wilson in launching the Economist four years later.

The first issue gives a fair sense of what these men put foremost in their conception of politics
and economics. The Economist would publish, “original leading articles in which free-trade
principles will be most rigidly applied to all the important questions of the day.”'* In its first two

years it was true to its word, examining the deleterious effects of foreign duties on the supply,

' “Preliminary Number and Prospectus,” The Economist, August 1, 1843.



quality and cost of sugar, wool, wheat, wine, iron, corn, cochineal, silk, fish, lace, coal, coffee,
wages, currency, tailors, slaves and French linen. Its vision was by no means so banal, however:
it encompassed the whole earth, promising, with millenarian intensity, civilization to the
uncivilized as well as the merely uncivil. Abroad the prospectus saw “within the range of our
commercial intercourse whole continents and islands, on which the light of civilization has
scarce yet dawned;” at home, “ignorance, depravity, immorality and irreligion, abounding to an

extent disgraceful to a civilized country.”"

The civilizing medium was to be free exchange, free intercourse, free trade, which “we seriously
believe will do more than any other visible agent to extend civilization and morality — yes, to
extinguish slavery itself.” This was nothing short of a mission, as the soaring language suggests.
Its aims were universal. And it transcended the interests of those British businessmen, like
Wilson, who advocated it: “we have no party or class interests or motives: we are of no class, or
rather of every class: we are of the landowning class: we are of the commercial class interested
in our colonies, foreign trade, and manufactures.” One day it would be as difficult to imagine
protectionism, it predicted, “as it is now to conceive how the mild, inoffensive spirit of
Christianity could ever have been converted into the plea of persecution and martyrdom, or how
poor old wrinkled women, with a little eccentricity, were burned by our forefathers for

witchcraft.”!

Over the course of the nineteenth century free trade came to form the bedrock of liberalism in

Britain. The Economist allows us to better understand this process at home and abroad, where it

" Tbid.
% Tbid.



made a compelling case for what a pair of historians has called the imperialism of free trade."”
The Economist is illuminating in this respect because its own fortunes have been closely tied first
to the City of London and then to Wall Street, the two financial centers of the two most powerful
liberal democratic states of the last two centuries. For Wilson this anchorage was crucial. His
own capital may have come from northern industry: he and it soon went south to earn interest,
first in betting on the price of colonial commodities such as indigo, then to banking in the
growing empire in East Asia. Few contemporaries — whether in search of power and money or
simply trying to understand them —have doubted the importance of his newspaper as an

ideological guide to the times.

Karl Marx, that eternal bogeyman of the Economist, read it with greater care than any of its staff
seems to have his own writings. After the liberal revolutions of 1848 were defeated, Marx
labored over back issues in the British Museum, trying to understand the reasons. Behind the
paper and its helpful facts about the economic climate he saw an entire class, “the financial
aristocracy,” and a political point of view, focused above all on order and stability. Hardly
surprising, he smiled, “when every deluge threatens to sweep away the old states, and the old
state debts with them.”'® Marx had a point. The social milieu of the most influential readers, and

their political priorities, seem little altered since he made his observations in 1851.

The Economist was soon required reading not only for bankers and merchants but also ministers

and diplomats — with markets trying to price political sentiment, and everyone eager to

17 John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson, “The Imperialism of Free Trade,” The Economic History Review 6, no. 1
(1953): 1,doi:10.2307/2591017.

'® Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (New York: International Publishers, 1963), 103.



understand market sentiment. With the march of time its status as a mirror of cosmopolitan
capital only grew; even in the first half of the twentieth century when the liberalism it advocated
seemed at a low ebb. In 1932 and 1933 Mussolini and Hitler, both keen to make good
impressions on Italy and Germany’s nervous creditors, invited editor Walter Layton for private
téte-a-té€tes in Rome and Berlin. Ten years on, his successor as editor, Geoffrey Crothers, toasted
100 years of the Economist at a wartime banquet packed with politicians, central bankers,
economists, foreign dignitaries, smoked salmon and cigars. “Never has so much been read for so
long by so few,” Crowther quipped, riffing on Churchill." Yes, but the few that counted, he

might have added, of its then 8,000 or so circulation.

Today the Economist is read by well over one and half million people each week. The new few
do not seem bothered by this inflationary trend, however. When a world leader appears on the
scene, especially one whose reputation is unknown to markets, or worse, suspected, a discreet
pilgrimage continues to be made to the head office in Saint James, London. Hugo Chavez paid
homage in 2001 — though editors emerged as unimpressed with his economic and political views
as with his desire to “chat up the receptionists, two young black women, as if they were
Venezuelan voters.”” Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva got a somewhat warmer welcome before his re-

election as president of Brazil in 2006; his rigorous answers on monetary policy, debt repayment,

' Raymond Streat, Lancashire and Whitehall: The Diary of Sir Raymond Streat, ed. Marguerite Dupree, vol. 2, 2
vols. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987), 144.

* Michael Reid, Forgotten Continent: The Battle for Latin America’s Soul (Yale University Press: New Haven,
2007), 159. 12/2/13 8:33 AM
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privatization, pension, labor and tax reforms, and his personal vibe — he was on a diet — found to

be more congenial .*'

Revered by the men who ruled the British Empire — whether for reasons of kith and kin or
dividends — so it is by their American successors. Henry Kissinger appeared in a TV ad. George
H. W. Bush could be seen with a copy folded under his arm. Chuck Hagel, the secretary of
defense, once told a crowd of ardent youngsters visiting the US Senate, which included the
author, curious, civic-minded, eager to get on in the world, that it was the only magazine worth
reading. In this flock were the sort of teenagers who wear suits to class, tiny flags pinned to their
lapels, peppering mock debates, model congresses and miniature united nations with wrecking
amendments, statistics and vocabulary words, like cavil. Not all readers are important, in other

words, but most have designs in that direction.

And even as the world has changed, these aspirants possess certain timeless traits. Anthony
Powell fills out a first sketch of a wheedling country houseguest in his epic novel Dance to the
Music of Time when that character retires early from dinner to scan the Economist. Sunny
Farebrother, stockbroker, entrepreneur, amateur geo-statesmen, has so annoyed his fellow diners,
expiating on everything from “how best to handle the difficulties of French reoccupation of the
Ruhr, especially in relation to the general question of the shortage of pig-iron on the world

market” to “his opinion of professional boxing,” one of them tells him to shut up: “you are

21 “Brazil: Lula’s Leap,” The Economist, March 2, 2006; “Brazil’s Foreign Policy: Lula’s World,” The Economist,
March 2, 2006.
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talking through your hat.” Another tries to dump a chamber pot in his hatbox. Farebrother

naturally goes on to attain high office — this in a book written in the 1950s about the 1920s.”

From its founding the Economist has sought to explain to investors where to place their capital;
and, in reverse, the political conditions by which countries can hope to benefit from such
infusions. Only passing familiarity with current events is required to convey the power this
connection carries — or the weight of a liberalism tailored to its specifications. A certain
confidence in ordering the world, much of which used to be tucked into the folds of the British

Empire, is still evident.

Liberal Confusions

Despite its ideological dominance — so complete one political scientist called its apparent
triumph over communism the end of history in 1992 — liberalism has been curiously little
studied, at least in historical context.”> Two reasons stand out. The first is that liberalism has
mainly received attention from political philosophers and theorists, whose strength is in
conceptualizing ideas rather than historicizing them. Perhaps as a result a philological problem
exists: the terms liberal and liberalism are generally used loosely and anachronistically to refer to
thinkers who did not or could not have considered themselves liberals, or to ideas with only a

tenuous link to what came to be known as liberalism. One way to avoid adding to this confusion

> Anthony Powell, A Dance to the Music of Time: First Movement, vol. 1, 4 vols. (University Of Chicago Press,
1995), 76-77, 83,86 -87, 104

 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (London: Penguin Books, 1992).
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is by giving an etymological definition of liberalism that situates its emergence in time and

space.

In English the word liberal has been current since the fourteenth century — though its meaning
was social and vocational as opposed to political. In Keywords cultural historian Raymond
Williams traces its development in Britain. Liberal at first hewed closely to its Latin root, liber,
as a term to distinguish free men from those of inferior rank. This is the early sense of liberal arts
or liberal sciences, cultivated pursuits for men of independent means, set against the rough
manual labor of the lower classes. At the same time to be liberal was (and is) to be generous, a
meaning that also held a negative charge, as in unrestrained. If, by the fifteenth century, it was
common to associate the word liberty with freedom, it was not until the late eighteenth century,
Williams writes, that liberal was being used to affirm individual freedom.”* Even then, its
meaning was vague. To hold “liberal opinions,” he notes, citing Gibbon, implied open-

mindedness, shading into unorthodoxy.”

Williams’ linguistic detective work overlooks, in one respect, the decisive role non-Englishmen

played in giving liberal its modern political meaning, however. Here the etymology tracks the

*In the fifteenth century, though, liberty was generally a permission or a privilege, a trace of which survives, “in
the conservative phrase liberties of the subject, where liberty has no modern sense but the old sense of certain rights
granted within an unquestionable subjection to a particular sovereignty.” Raymond Williams, Keywords: a
Vocabulary of Culture and Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 179-181.

» Adam Smith invoked liberal in The Wealth of Nations (1776) to describe certain professions, or generous wages;
though he also referred once to a “liberal plan of equality, liberty and justice,” that is, “allowing every man to pursue
his own interest in his own way,” and once also, in a digression on the Corn Laws, to a “liberal system,” by which
he meant “freedom of the corn trade.” Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin Cannan (New York: Bantam
Classic, 2003), 509, 681-2. Jeremy Bentham was still employing liberal in the more traditional sense in the early
nineteenth century, writing of liberal educations, liberal rewards, liberal minds, but not liberal politics or economics.
Jeremy Bentham, The Works of Jeremy Bentham, 11 vols. (Edinburgh: London: W. Taint; Simpkin, Marshall,
1843).
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French Revolution of 1789 and its aftershocks in Europe. As a political noun its first use seems
to date from the Spanish Revolution of 1812, at the Cortes in Cadiz, which met even as French
armies occupied most of Spain. Deputies opposed to both the Napoleonic invaders and the
restoration of the old absolute monarch called themselves Liberales; an amalgam of Jansenist
clergy, untitled nobles, administrators, professors, lawyers and merchants. They drafted a
constitution inspired by France in 1791, which struck at the same feudal privileges and
monopolies, established rights to equality before the law, freedom of the press and property,

indirect elections, a moderated monarchy and national sovereignty.*

A theoretical debate around what it meant to be a liberal, however, awaited passage back across
the Pyrenees. The term liberalism was first used commonly by thinkers of the French Restoration
— Benjamin Constant, Francois Guizot and Pierre Paul Royer-Collard, mentor to Alexis de
Tocqueville, among others. For them it signified a kind of compromise, between the early legal
victories of the revolution and its later popular excesses.”’ The press was their most potent
weapon. Pamphlets like Avis aux libéraux (1818) and Examen du libéralisme par un libéral
(1819) urged gradual reforms within the framework of the constitutional monarchy, rejecting

both hardline ultra-royalists and “Napoléonistes” as dangerous extremists.”® Guizot and Constant,

%6 Charles J Esdaile, Spain in the Liberal Age: From Constitution to Civil War, 1808-1939 (Oxford; Malden, Mass.:
Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 31-34; Richard Herr, “The Constitution of 1812 and the Spanish Road to Parliamentary
Monarchy,” in Revolution and the Meanings of Freedom in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Isser Woloch (Stanford,
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1996), 85-88; Stanley G. Payne, Spain: A Unique History (Madison, Wis:.
University of Wisconsin Press, 2011), 141-145. Freedom of religion was not included by the Spanish deputies.

7 G. de Bertier de Sauvigny, “Liberalism, Nationalism and Socialism: The Birth of Three Words,” The Review of
Politics 32,n0. 2 (April 1, 1970): 147-166, doi:10.2307/1406513. G. de Bertier de Sauvigny observes that in France
and England the Spanish “Liberales” was first used by monarchists to impugn a wide set of radicals before being
proudly adopted by some of the set so designated.

2 Avis aux libéraux, par un libéral (Paris: Impr. de A. Bobée, 1818); Examen du libéralisme. Par un libéral (Paris:
Delaunay, 1819); Alan S. Kahan connects this divided stance to what he calls aristocratic liberalism, exemplified,
according to him, by Mill, Tocqueville and Burckhardt. Even assuming this typology has a historical basis, however,
some of its features were, he concludes, shared by almost all European liberals between 1830-1870. “Liberals define

14



in particular, made skillful use of papers to spread “idées libérales™; the latter, in La Minerve
Frangaise, signing a protest letter listing these as “practical knowledge, the development of

industry, destruction of prejudice...and hastening the constitutional education of France.”*

In each case the adoption of the name by writers and politicians crystalized the ideological
meaning of the ‘ism’. In France, this process was well under way by 1827, when liberal numbers
in parliament soared from 40 to 180. Continental revolutionaries may have enthusiastically cited
Britain; it was slow to catch their meaning. Wilson and his compatriots were still for the most
part using liberal in a very general sense in 1843. Sound policies were always “free and liberal,”
that is, tolerant, enlightened, open-minded. But the word did not yet entail a widely shared
worldview.” The Liberal Party as such only emerged from the Whigs in 1859, the year before
Wilson died. It was his successor and son-in-law, Walter Bagehot — three times a candidate to be
a Liberal MP, his editorial take-over coinciding with the rise of the Liberal Gladstone — who

began to use the terms systematically. In this Bagehot followed John Stuart Mill.”’

themselves in opposition to both the aristocracy and the lower classes.” Alan S. Kahan, Aristocratic Liberalism: The
Social and Political Thought of Jacob Burckhardt, John Stuart Mill, and Alexis de Tocqueville (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1992), 142.

¥ La Minerve frangaise /| par MM. Aignan,... Benjamin Constant, Evariste Dumoulin, Etienne, A. Jay, E. Jouy,...
Lacretelle ainé... Tissot,... (Paris: Bureau de la Minerve frangaise, Février, 1818), 4; Pamela Pilbeam, “The Growth
of Liberalism and the Crisis of the Bourbon Restoration, 1827-1830,” The Historical Journal 25, no. 02 (1982):
351-366, doi:10.1017/S0018246X00011596.; Eric Voegelin, Mary Algozin, and Keith Algozin, “Liberalism and Its
History,” The Review of Politics 36, no. 4 (October 1, 1974): 506-507, doi:10.2307/1406338.; Guido De Ruggiero,
The History of European Liberalism (London: Oxford University Press, 1927), 158-171. For an excellent overview
of recent literature on its distinct characteristics, see Raf Geenens and Helena Rosenblatt, eds, Raf Geenens and
Helena Rosenblatt, eds., French Liberalism from Montesquieu to the Present Day (Cambridge, UK ; New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2012).

*J6rn Leonhard “From European Liberalism to the Language of Liberalisms: The Semantics of Liberalism in
European Comparison,” in Redescriptions. Yearbook of Political Thought and Conceptual History 8, (2004): 17-31.
Leonard notes that “Liberales” was imported into England earlier from Spain, but was at first confined to
descriptions of continental politics. He argues that by 1830 liberal was thoroughly domesticated; if so, its association
with both reformist Whigs and moderate Tories is one indication that its political meaning was still evolving.

' Mill deserves as much credit for elaborating liberalism as a doctrine in politics and economics as for fixing its
modern meaning in English. Indeed, he was more precise in his use of it and related terms than many of his later
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Liberal Scholars and Liberal Scholarship

Given these significant linguistic inflections it is hardly surprising that scholarship on liberalism
is characterized by a certain amount of confusion. The fact that most attempts to define it as a
school of thought have appeared during moments of acute uncertainty as to its future prospects
has not helped matters. The first histories were from Europeans writing in the interwar period —
current or lapsed liberals troubled as they witnessed economic crisis give way to political
reaction on the continent. In almost every case an urgent desire to defend, defeat or refound

liberalism took precedence over its careful historical framing.

In 1924 Guido de Ruggiero composed The History of European Liberalism under the idealist
influence of Giovanni Gentile and Benedetto Croce, and in response to the rise of Italian
Fascism.”” Translated into English in 1927 it is still a standard work. This is partly a testament to

its novelty: the only history, before or since, to connect political, economic and intellectual

interpreters. In a letter from 1831 Mill opposed the “speculative Toryism” of Wordsworth, Southey or Coleridge, “a
reverence for government in the abstract...duly sensible that it is good for man to be ruled; to submit his body and
mind to the guidance of a higher intelligence and virtue,” to liberalism, lower case, “which is for making every man
his own guide and sovereign master, and letting him think for himself and do exactly as he judges best for himself,
giving other men leave to persuade him if they can by evidence, but forbidding him to give way to authority; and
still less allowing them to constrain him more than the existence & tolerable security of every man’s person and
property renders indispensably necessary.” (Mill to John Sterling, October 20, 1831, Collected Works 12:84). It was
not until the late 1850s, however, that it began, in his letters, articles and books, to be used in the upper case to
designate a historical movement of which the “advanced Liberals” in parliament were the vanguard. Mill
retrospectively dated his adherence to liberalism, in his autobiography, from his first trip to France in 1821 when he
was 15. “The chief fruit which I carried away from the society I saw, was a strong and permanent interest in
Continental Liberalism, of which I ever afterwards kept myself au courant...a thing not at all usual in those days with
Englishmen, and which had a very salutary influence on my development, keeping me free from the error always
prevalent in England, and from which even my father with all his superiority to prejudice was not exempt, of
judging universal questions by a merely English standard.” (Autobiography, Collected Works 1:63).

32 Richard Bellamy, “Idealism and Liberalism in an Italian ‘New Liberal Theorist’: Guido de Ruggiero’s History of
European Liberalism,” The Historical Journal 30, no. 1 (March 1, 1987): 191-200, doi:10.2307/2639311.
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developments in England, France, Germany and Italy since the late nineteenth century. It is
today remarkable also for its devout Hegelianism. Ruggiero’s reconstruction had as its explicit
end point and goal a higher unity — the Liberal State — which, he predicted, would soon subsume
the illiberal threats of Fascism on the right and Socialism on the left. This outcome nevertheless
required revitalized Liberal parties, which depended, in turn, on “the cultural task of recalling the
middle classes to a sense of the reflective and critical value of their own activity and a
recognition of the universal character of their historical mission.”* The History of European

Liberalism was sounding an alarm.

As the global depression deepened, liberal regimes in Italy and Germany crumbled. Ruggiero
had been overly sanguine in his predictions. In 1935 and 1936, partly in response, disillusioned
English radicals penned more critical accounts. The Strange Death of Liberal England is also
considered a classic — even if its title has received more attention than its argument. George
Dangerfield had a narrower period and place in mind than Ruggiero. The profound disagreement
between them was, however, over the same crisis in liberalism. Dangerfield attacked the New
Liberalism from which Ruggiero drew inspiration, arguing that it was saved from its
contradictions only by the outbreak of the First World War: a workers rebellion, a militant
suffragette movement, civil war over Ireland — all temporarily dissolved in calls for a war of
national honor. “Liberalism implies rather more than a political creed or economic philosophy,”
he wrote with teasing venom, “it is a profoundly conscience-stricken state of mind...the

expression of everything which is respectable, God-fearing, and frightened. The poor, it says, are

3 Guido De Ruggiero, The History of European Liberalism (London: Oxford University Press, 1927), 440-443.
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always with us, and something must certainly be done for them: not too much of course, that

would never do; but something.”**

A year later in The Rise of European Liberalism Harold Laski also painted a darker picture than
Ruggiero. Here the exposition was erudite but airy, the rise located at some point between the
Reformation and the French Revolution, the challenge to religious and political authority. A new
class of bankers, traders and manufacturers, meanwhile, emerged to replace landowners,
ecclesiastics and warriors as “the types of predominant social influence.” Laski’s reflections
were also pressed into topical service. He agreed with Ruggiero that the triumph of liberalism
entailed “real and profound progress...in the productive relations it made possible...the advance
of science.” But he sought to show, in contrast, that its “internal decay went back to the
foundations of the doctrine.” The liberal state was a “class state,” in which particular interests
hid behind universal values. “The individual for whose rights it has been zealous has always
been an abstraction...its purposes were shaped by owners of property.”* A revolution of the kind
extolled by Marx and Engle’s might Laski concluded, be necessary to fulfill the promises

liberalism had been unable to keep.

The second wave of debate about the meaning of liberalism unfolded alongside the Cold War.

These works were more temporally dispersed than in the interwar years, with an uptick to mark

* George Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England (Serif: London, 2012), 215-216. Dangerfield clearly
wished to satirize the more positive, but always limited, vision of the state elaborated by the idealist philosopher T.
H. Green and the generation of New Liberal thinkers and politicians he influenced, from Leonard Hobhouse and
Bernard Bosanquet to Asquith.

* Harold Joseph Laski, The Rise of European Liberalism: An Essay in Interpretation (London: George Allen &
Unwin Ltd., 1936), 18, 259-260. Laski’s student, C.B. Macpherson, developed a more detailed version of this thesis
in The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke in 1962 — an increasingly uncommon position
in the polarized climate of the Cold War.
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the collapse of the Soviet Union around 1992. At the same time they were even more
methodologically and geographically narrow. Consistent contributions have come from Anglo-
American political theorists.”® Though nominally interested in the context as well as the content
of ideas, their work has been remarkably casual about their specific historical interrelationships.”’
Alan Ryan and John Gray are two of the most influential in this mold; their approaches shaped in

large part by their shared mentor, a Russian Anglophile and émigré to Oxford, Isaiah Berlin.”

In his most famous comments on the subject, ‘Two Concepts of Liberty,” originally a lecture
given in 1958, Berlin anchored liberalism in negative freedom, which he set over and against
positive freedom. The first meant “non-interference,” from other individuals, a ruler, the state, a
“certain minimum area of personal freedom which must on no account be violated.” Here Locke
and Mill, Constant and Tocqueville showed the way. The second was part of a less helpful
tradition, found in Plato and Comte, Rousseau, Hegel, Marx, and momentarily clouding the
judgments even of Kant and Mill. In this conception of freedom men could, according to Berlin,
be made free, in conformity with their true and rational selves, even if they did not yet desire
such a transformation, by others who did. Berlin was explicit about applying this dichotomy,

“two profoundly divergent and irreconcilable attitudes to the ends of life,” to the two sides in the

%% An exception is to be found in the work of Italian political theorist Noberto Bobbio. His account of liberal thought
is at once theoretical and historical, tracking fluctuations between its democratic principles, dating from 1789, and
its focus on economic freedom thereafter, ever narrower as the emergence and spread of socialism culminated in the
revolutions of 1848. See, Norberto Bobbio, Liberalism and Democracy (London ; New York: Verso, 1990).

7 While American philosophers such as John Rawls, Richard Rorty, Ronald Dworkin, Robert Nozik and others have
surely played a role in shaping modern theories of liberalism, they and the literature around them are not only too
voluminous to treat here, their explicitly normative methods mean they are not part of the historical debates with
which I am most concerned. Those scholars styling themselves political theorists generally profess somewhat greater
interest in the relationship between the concepts they are writing about and culture, society, politics and so on.

* For Ryan’s homage and personal reflections, see Alan Ryan, “Wise Man,” New York Review of Books, December
17, 1998; for Gray’s, see John Gray, Isaiah Berlin (London: Harper Collins, 1995).
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Cold War.” He was just as upfront about which side he took. Pluralism, “a recognition that
human goals are many...and the negative liberty it entails, seems to me a truer and more humane
ideal than the goals of those who seek in the great disciplined, authoritarian structures the ‘ideal’
of positive self-mastery by classes, or peoples, or the whole of mankind.” This last conception
was an error, a contradiction, a “metaphysical chimaera,” he protested. There was no empirical
reason to believe in the possibility of total human fulfillment or a final political harmony —
which, according to Berlin, was the basis of Marxism. And yet, such was the power of this
utopian idea, it “ruled over half our world,” inspiring “the nationalist, communist, authoritarian

and totalitarian creeds of our day.”*’

Berlin arrived at these powerful historical conclusions while explicitly rejecting historical
methods, among them chronology and context.*' This aspect of his style has had a profound
impact on a generation of scholars, raised and educated during the climate of the Cold War, but
who have outlived it. The cherry picking of ideas — generally with a view to extracting some

essence of liberalism, even if that is determined to be pluralism itself — is its salient feature.

Ryan has shown some of these traits in two recent works. The Making of Modern Liberalism

(2012) opens with an essay, first published in 1993, on the challenges of his chosen theme.

* Isaiah Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 124, 131.
“Tbid., 171, 144, 141.

! “Without attempting to trace the historical evolution of this idea,” Berlin began his explication of positive liberty,
“I should like to comment on some of its vicissitudes.” Berlin, Four Essays, 144. Even Gray acknowledges that
liberalism grounded in negative liberty — of which he personally approves, since it “offers the liberal intellectual
tradition a new lease on life” — has little to do with historical liberalism as such. “Two of its most uncompromising
exponents — Hobbes and Bentham — were not liberals,” he notes in his study of Berlin, “and many liberals, such as
Kant and J.S. Mill, have held to positive conceptions of liberty such as autonomy...As the example of these two
seminal liberal thinkers demonstrate, there is certainly no necessary connection between the negative view of liberty
and liberalism.” Gray, Isaiah Berlin, 21.
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Liberalism is defined by its “porosity” and “slipperiness,” he writes, conceding it to be an
“awkward and intellectually insecure system.” He nevertheless proceeds, like Berlin, to set on a
classical minimum to help him define it, albeit one laid down by Locke, who argued that men are
“born in a state of perfect freedom, to order their actions and dispose of their possessions, and
persons, as they see fit.” These preliminaries are, also in the manner of Berlin, less a way of
explaining what liberalism has meant than what it ought to mean at present: “committed to
democracy tempered by the rule of law, a private-enterprise economy supervised and controlled
by government, and equal opportunity so far as it can be maintained without too much
interference with the liberty of employers, schools, and families.” Defending these arrangements
is an explicit goal. Ryan contrasts them with the only modern system to have claimed to offer an
alternative, a note of triumph marking him off from Berlin. “The wholesale failure of Marxist
regimes in all possible respects in effect amounts to a practical demonstration that liberalism of
some kind has won.” The notion that this victory is worth celebrating also caps his sweeping
history of ideas, On Politics: A History of Political Thought from Herodotus to the Present

(2013).2

Gray is the other exemplary case — his debts to Berlin deeper and his recourse to ideas more
erratic than Ryan. Here a sense of his trajectory, not just his latest work, indicates how unstable
is the model of intellectual history provided by Berlin. Gray has moved from Liberalism in 1985
to Liberalisms in 1989 to Post-Liberalism in 1993 to Two Faces of Liberalism in 2000. In each
case, excepting the first, the term has served as the receptacle for his political imbrications of the

moment. A member of New Right think tanks close to Margaret Thatcher, Gray wrote a

42 Alan Ryan, The Making of Modern Liberalism (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2012), 22, 41; Alan
Ryan, On Politics: a History of Political Thought from Herodotus to the Present (London: Allen Lane, 2012).
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laudatory study of Hayek in 1984, which claimed the free-market economist “gives us a defense
of individual liberalism without equal in modern thought.”*’ As his enthusiasm for Thatcher
waned by the end of the decade, however, he moved on to other models in studies of Berlin, Mill
and Voltaire. Brief flirtations with Tony Blair’s New Labour ended in acrimony. Disenchantment
with markets, consummated in a 1998 book on the “delusions of global capitalism,” spread to
humans. Gray now took an interest in animal rights and the natural environment. A recent essay
collection points to at least one continuity in this quixotic journey: an approach to ideas
bordering on free association.* In Heresies: Against Progress and Other Illusions (2004) Gray
posits a chain of equivalence linking Saddam Hussein, Stalin, French Jacobins, Russian
Bolsheviks, American Neo-Cons, Lenin, Neo-Liberals, Al-Qaeda and Baader-Meinhof with a

throwaway remark that each was inspired by the same “secular faiths of the Enlightenment.”*

Inattention to the historical context in which ideas are formed and debated grows more
pronounced the closer we come to the present. Paradoxically these are works in which the need
for historicization is most obvious. Much of the scholarship considered above is an attempt to

craft liberal theory by, and for, liberals. I propose instead to contribute to a historical theory of

* John N Gray, F.A. Hayek and the Rebirth of Classical Liberalism (Menlo Park, CA: Institute for Humane Studies,
1982), 2. For his principal contributions to the New Right in Britain and the US, originally published by the Centre
for Policy Studies and Institute for Economic Affairs, see John Gray, Beyond the New Right: Markets, Government
and the Common Environment (London; New York: Routledge, 1993).

* A recent volume of collected essays claims to find other enduring themes and continuities in his political theory.
John Horton and Glen Newey, eds., The Political Theory of John Gray (London: Routledge, 2007).

* John Gray, Heresies: Against Progress and Other Illusions (London: Granta, 2004),10-11, 14. The Enlightenment
is a constant polemical target for Gray. The extent to which he invokes the term with any historical care can be
gauged from — to take but one example — his denunciation of globalized capitalism in False Dawn, in which the US
is castigated as the “world’s last great Enlightenment regime,” while “the thinkers of the Enlightenment” are said to
include “Thomas Jefferson, Tom Paine, John Stuart Mill and Karl Marx.” Gray concludes in despair: “Thomas
Hobbes and Thomas Malthus are better guides to the world that laissez-faire has created than Adam Smith or
Friedrich von Hayek.” John Gray, False Dawn: The Delusions of Global Capitalism (London: Granta, 1998); 2, 207.
For a sense of his subsequent anti-humanism, see John Gray, Straw Dogs: Thoughts on Humans and Other Animals
(London: Granta, 2002); John Gray, The Silence of Animals: On Progress and Other Modern Myths (London: Allen
Lane, 2013).
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liberalism; a term I situate not with respect to any and all thinkers and statesmen who might
conceivably be put in that category, but based — in the case of the Economist — on those who
considered themselves liberals and used that term to distinguish certain political and economic

ideas from others from around the mid-nineteenth century to the present.

Unchartered Territories? Liberalism, Empire, Financial Capitalism

I will argue that the Economist allows us to better understand certain fundamental issues and
ideas in the history of liberalism — almost totally missing from the above literature — in particular

the ways in which liberalism has shaped and been shaped by empire.

It remains a relatively new approach that seeks to explain the evolution of liberal political
thought in Europe since the mid-nineteenth century with reference to the expansion and upkeep
of empire. For a liberal tradition that still claims many proud adherents the stakes involved in
this line of inquiry are high; several recent scholarly monographs make them plain. Taken in
order, these works — Liberalism and Empire (1999) by Uday Mehta, Enlightenment Against
Empire (2003) by Sankar Muthu, and A Turn to Empire: The Rise of Imperial Liberalism in
Britain and France (2005) by Jennifer Pitts — helpfully remind us that major thinkers in late
eighteenth and nineteenth century Britain, France and Germany either wrote extensively about

empire, were involved in its administration, or both.** Mehta suggests the strange inattention to —

* Two recent and rather more trenchant works merit consideration. The first, by Jeanne Morefield is an excellent
account of the way two liberal reformers, proponents of the League of Nations, Alfred Zimmern and Gilbert Murray,
confronted the so-called twenty years crisis between the First and Second World Wars. She goes into greater depth
than I do on the intellectual milieus out of which these figures emerged — similar to those from which editors Francis
Hirst and Walter Layton did. The second, by Domenico Losurdo, is more critical of liberalism, taken as a whole,
than any of the other works. Jeanne Morefield, Covenants Without Swords: Idealist Liberalism and the Spirit of
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even denial of — this fact by historians and political theorists is itself significant for forming a
theory of liberalism and its internal tensions. Setting the tone for the studies that followed, he
acknowledges the burning question about liberal thought in its British context, especially vis-a-
vis India. “Britain, in its self-image, was a democracy,” he observes, juxtaposing a series of
liberal, progressive positions on domestic versus imperial politics, “yet it held a vast empire that
was, at least ostensibly, undemocratic in its acquisition and governance.”’ Even these largely
sympathetic accounts, therefore, ask difficult questions about the apparent gap between the ideals
commonly associated with liberalism — a respect for individual rights, social tolerance, limited
and representative forms of government, and so on — and the realities by which liberals justified
dominion over non-Europeans. As Mehta and Pitts make clear, this gap seems most glaring in
the very writers who championed these liberal values at home, such as James and John Stuart

Mill in Britain, and Tocqueville in France.

If the raising of this apparent contradiction is a step forward for the historiography, the
explanations these scholars moot are more dubious, however. Each proposes what is in essence a
rupture in liberal thought: between what is billed as its radical formative years in the late
eighteenth century and its hardening imperial edge thereafter. Muthu implicitly locates the early

years even further back, during the high Enlightenment — though he leaves the question of

Empire (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005); Domenico Losurdo, Liberalism: a Counter-history
(London; New York: Verso Books, 2011).

" “Following Locke, there was broad consensus that linked the exercise of political power with the rights of
citizens,” he continues in the same vein, “and yet the existence of the empire meant that British power was
overwhelmingly exercised over subjects rather than citizens.” Mehta listed these contrasts, including those between
Mill’s conception of good government at home versus in India, only as apparent contradictions, however. “My point
is not that the existence of the empire...and the liberal thought that emerged concurrently with it were obviously in
contradiction. That claim is neither obvious, nor, I believe, ultimately true.” Mehta was, he explained, more
interested in “how a body of ideas that professed a universal reach responded to the encounter with the unfamiliar.”
Uday Singh Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: a Study in Nineteenth-century British Liberal Thought (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1999), 7-8.
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continuity or discontinuity open, calling the anti-imperialism of eighteenth century thinkers like
Rousseau and Diderot, Kant and Herder, a “historical alnomaly.”48 Jennifer Pitts offers a more
clear-cut and modern version of this account. In A Turn to Empire she argues that two strands of
liberal thought should be distinguished: an earlier iteration, posited by the likes of Adam Smith,
Edmund Burke and Jeremy Bentham, critical of empire and the fitness of Europeans to rule over
other societies; and a later one, eclipsing the former by the mid-nineteenth century, and which
took the superiority of European minds and manners and the wisdom of their governing
“barbaric races” for granted. In this latter camp leading roles went to the Mills, whose
philosophical writings were funded and informed by their work for the East India Company, and
to Tocqueville, ardent advocate of the conquest of Algeria in and outside the French parliament.
“No explanation that rests on some set of basic theoretical assumptions in the liberal tradition
can possibly explain such flexibility on the question of empire,” Pitt deduces from her

periodization. “Liberalism does not lead ineluctably either to imperialism or anti-imperialism.”**

While Pitt and the others are no doubt correct in registering a shift in attitudes to empire among
leading thinkers in France and Britain as the nineteenth century progresses, the type of temporal
break they propose leads them to misidentify or ignore its causes. It is telling, for example, that
the earlier liberals identified by Pitts, such as Smith and Burke, would not have recognized the
term, because, as I have argued, it did not yet exist — at least in its modern political or party

sense. It is thus unclear whether they can be cited as evidence that liberals were capable of the

*8 Sankar Muthu, Enlightenment Against Empire (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2003), 3-6.

* Jennifer Pitts, A Turn to Empire: The Rise of Imperial Liberalism in Britain and France (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2005), 4.
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profound disagreements about empire she describes.” It seems more cogent that from the
moment liberalism began to coalesce at mid-century — into a body of thought to which it was
possible to consciously claim allegiance, and a political party, with members in parliament — it
has mainly taken a narrowly positive view of imperial commitments; albeit one in which, it must
be noted, individual conduct of administrators, military men, politicians and businessmen could

be criticized, and reforms proposed.

Liberals may have ceased to criticize the imperial project at mid-century, or to accept or even
endorse it, as Pitts claims: in her account their reasons for doing so remain obscure. Their change
of heart makes more sense when one considers that even the earlier liberals she identifies, among
them Adam Smith, opposed aspects of imperial conquest mainly on anti-mercantilist grounds. In
the eighteenth century imperialism was associated with exclusive, protected markets, and the
granting of commercial monopolies, like that enjoyed by the East India Company. To the author
of the Wealth of Nations, an eloquent exponent of free trade and the international division of
labor, this was corrupt, oppressive and wasteful.”' The second half of the nineteenth century, in
particular, however, appeared to demonstrate that free trade and empire were hardly mutually
incompatible pursuits, and could even work in harmony together. It is clear that this was a factor

in the younger Mill, for example, continuing to endorse it in India.

%0 Paradoxically, her periodization, which contends that “just fifty years later we find no prominent political thinkers
in Europe questioning the justice of European empires,” misses nineteenth century figures such as Richard Cobden
and John Bright, who might have backed up her point about diverse approaches to empire from within the “broad
but identifiable tradition” that is liberalism. Pitts, A Turn to Empire, 1.

3! Book Four of the Wealth of Nations, in which Smith devotes chapters to the colonies and to the mercantile system,
are particularly clear on this point. But references to the pernicious effects of monopoly and imperialism appear
throughout. Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin Cannan (New York: Bantam Classic, 2003), 537-842.
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The Economist is most illuminating where political theory is haziest. For it focuses our gaze on
the economic dimension of imperial politics — a topic ignored by Mehta, Muthu, Pitts and most
other theorists, whose accounts center mainly on the ethical and cultural encounters of Europeans
with non-Europeans. Yet economic arguments about empire were inseparable from its political
and ethical rationales. The Economist, always shocked by sentiment, was unabashed about the
essential morality of its vision of economic progress and the imperative to export it globally,
from the start. Folding it open gives a clear view from the City of London, where transformations
to capitalism were being conjured. Liberal thought did not just accompany the expansion of
empire, as the recent studies observe, but the global capitalist system as we know it. Liberalism
sought to explain this emerging world; if it also justified it, this was in large part on the basis of

economic advance.

Perhaps the most striking feature of these epic economic changes was the rise of finance; its
growing weight within the City and the British economy both a sign of fragility and an effective
offset to stiffening industrial competition from Germany, America and other later developers.
The last thirty years of the nineteenth century saw traditional midlands manufacturing strengths —
in hardware, chemicals, glass, pottery and most especially steel and iron — decline relative to
foreign rivals. The City, in contrast, increased its lead absolutely. By the turn of the century,
invisible exports — dividends, interest, premiums, commissions, salaries, pensions — turned a
large trade deficit in finished goods into an ample surplus.”® Many contemporaries noticed that
during the same period imperial competition between the great powers also intensified, most

clearly in the scramble for colonies in Africa. The notion that a fundamental link between

> Bernard Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform; English Social-imperial Thought, 1895-1914 (London: G.
Allen & Unwin, 1960), 89-90, 147.
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finance and empire might exist was put forward at this time by liberals, most famously the
economist J. A. Hobson, but also by Economist editors, especially those writing between the fin
de siecle and the 1930s.” While historians of empire have returned, after a hiatus, to the issue of
its economic determinants, no study has attempted to show their close correlation with liberal
political ideas at home and imperial conquest, upkeep and reform abroad.”* Histories of finance
centered on the City, meanwhile, have almost never explored its vantage point on imperial
politics.” Some have disputed whether political ideas or interests can be ascribed to the City at
all given the sheer diversity of trades carried on there at different times. Even scholars arguing
for prudence, though, acknowledge that a common set of interests did exist — “in open markets,
free international trade, a stable and convertible currency, government credit-worthiness and low

taxes.”® The Economist surely allows us to hazard some views about a politics minimally suited

>3 This position is usually associated with Marxist theorists writing in the early twentieth century who were, in fact,
indebted to liberals such as Hobson for their analyses of imperialism. Francis Hirst (editor, 1907-1916) and Hartley
Withers (editor, 1916-1921), both proffered their own versions of Hobson’s critique of financial capitalism as the
‘taproot of imperialism’ — without, however, renouncing the prerogatives empire as such. J. A. Hobson, Imperialism
a Study (London: James Nisbet & Co, 1902).

> A shift in the economic explanations of imperialism, especially for the late nineteenth century, was signaled by the
publication in 1961 of Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher’s influential opus, Africa and the Victorians: The
Official Mind of the Victorians. For more recent studies, which engage in a nuanced and constructive fashion with
their earlier contribution, in part by focusing on both the direct and indirect imperialism entailed by investment and
its direction and distribution via the City, see P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism: Innovation and
Expansion, 1688-1914 (London; New York: Longman, 1993); John Darwin, The Empire Project: The Rise and Fall
of the British World-system, 1830-1970 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009). Scholars paying close
attention to the way political ideology, economics and empire interact are rare. This study is indebted to the few who
have; for a particular conceptual debt, see Giovanni Arrighi, The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and the
Origins of Our Times (London: Verso, 1994).

% Valuable new studies of finance have made great strides in relating the economic actors and activities centered in
the City with cultural and political developments within Britain. For examples, see The British Government and the
City of London in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); R. C. Michie, Guilty
Money: The City of London in Victorian and Edwardian Culture, 1815-1914 (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2009);
David Kynaston, City of London. 4 vols. (London: Chatto & Windus, 1994-2001) and David Kynaston, City of
London: The History, Abridged ed (London: Chatto & Windus, 2011). The imperial dimension continues to be
marginal to this body of literature, however. Questions of political ideology are scrupulously avoided.

36«30 diverse, fluid, competitive and prone to external pressures were its activities, and so tied to the immediate
conditions and fluctuations of their specialist markets were its brokers, bankers and merchants, that the ability of the
City as a whole to form a coherent policy ‘interest’ requires demonstration, rather than being taken for granted.” As
Williamson observes, this cautious and empirical approach guides much recent work on the City. Philip Williamson,
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to these demands. This is true not only because of who has read and written it, and the constant
threading of both between the City, Whitehall and Westminster. For it has also acted as a conduit
between this national nebula and the market centers and ministries of other states. The Economist

puts us at the center of a truly global carrying trade in the history of ideas.

How to read the Economist

It is my contention that the Economist offers us a more precise and grounded way of defining
liberalism than that which can be gleaned from a close reading of a few major thinkers;
especially when these are considered in splendid isolation from their historical context, or the
totality of their work. The Economist is intriguing in part because of its newspaper form, which
both constrains successive generations of editors to fit their work into a liberal tradi