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In the second half of the nineteenth century, British liberal ideology contained an
open-ended vision of international order. The vision usually included a notion of
an incipient or immanent international society composed of civilized nations. The
fundamental distinction between civilized and barbarian nations meant that while
this perceived society was international, in no sense was it global. In this essay we
outline some of the broader characteristics of the internationalist outlook that many
liberals shared and specifically discuss the claims about international society that they
articulated. Liberal internationalism was a broad church and many (but not all) of
its fundamental assumptions about the nature and direction of international progress
and the importance of civilization were shared by large swathes of the intellectual
elite. These assumptions are analysed by exploring the conceptions of international
society found in three of the most influential thinkers of the time, T. H. Green, Herbert
Spencer and Henry Sidgwick. Finally, the essay turns to the limitations of this vision
of international society, especially in the context of the role of empire.

I grew up as an ardent believer in optimistic liberalism. I both hoped and expected to see
throughout the world a gradual spread of parliamentary democracy, personal liberty, and
freedom for the countries that were at that time subject to European Powers, including

This paper was presented originally at a conference on competing visions of “international
community” during the twentieth century held at the Center for International History,
Columbia University, in April 2005. We would like to thank the participants at the
conference, and in particular the organizer, Mark Mazower, as well as Anders Stephanson,
Martti Koskenniemi, and Saul Dubow, for their insightful comments. We are also very
grateful for the written comments later provided by Colin Tyler, Charles Jones, Jon Parry,
Jens Bartelson, Nicholas Phillipson, and the anonymous referees for this journal. All the
usual disclaimers apply.
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Britain. I hoped that everyone would in time see the wisdom of Cobden’s arguments for
Free Trade, and that nationalism might gradually fade into a universal humanism.

Bertrand Russell1

If . . . one were to press the theoretic issue, whether a state or nation is a morally
independent being, or whether it is in some sense or degree a member of what may be called
an incipient society of states or nations, nearly everyone would sustain the latter view.

J. A. Hobson2

i. introduction

Throughout the Victorian era, British liberal attitudes to international order
were shaped by the complex interplay between conceptions of universalism,
sovereignty, progress, and civilization. In this essay we explore a prominent
idea that permeated the thinking of the British liberal intelligentsia in the
closing decades of the century, at the very apogee of the imperial age: the
vision of international society both as an empirical account of progressive trends
identifiable in global politics and as a normative project to be pursued further.3

Although Victorian liberalism is the subject of a vast scholarly literature,
the origins and nature of its internationalist dimensions have been somewhat
neglected. Historians of political theory have tended to ignore nineteenth-
century liberal international thought, focusing instead on ideas about empire and
international politics percolating in the early modern period and the eighteenth
century.4 When scholars have ventured into Victorian intellectual history they
have concentrated primarily on the seminal figure of John Stuart Mill, whose
views on global politics are often, but inaccurately, deemed representative of
Victorian liberalism as a whole.5 However, some pieces of the jigsaw have been

1 Bertrand Russell, “Hopes: Realized and Disappointed”, in Portraits from Memory and
Other Essays (London, 1956), 45–50, 46.

2 J. A. Hobson, The Morals of Economic Internationalism (Boston, 1920), 3–4.
3 In the late nineteenth century the terms “society” and “community” were often used

interchangeably; in this essay, for the sake of consistency, we stick to “society”. In current
international relations theory “international society” is associated with the “English
School”; see Alex Bellamy, ed., International Society and Its Critics (Oxford, 2004). For
contemporary synonymous use of “international society” and “international community”
see Chris Brown, “Do Great Powers Have Great Responsibilities? Great Powers and Moral
Agency”, Global Society 18 (2004), 5–19, 5.

4 See, in general, the comments in David Armitage, “The Fifty Years’ Rift: Intellectual
History and International Relations”, Modern Intellectual History 1 (2004), 97–109.

5 For a brief discussion of recent writings on Mill see Duncan Bell, “Empire and International
Relations in Victorian Political Thought”, Historical Journal 49 (2006), 281–98.
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manoeuvred into place. The fundamental role played by theology in shaping
political thought, and in particular the mutations of free-trading doctrines, has
been the subject of impressive work.6 The views of numerous leading politicians
and writers, including Gladstone and Mill, and the international dimensions of
various idealist, utilitarian, and new liberal movements, have also been explored
in recent years.7 Finally, historians have provided a detailed picture of the British
peace movement and the evolution of international legal thought.8

This essay seeks to add new pieces to this jigsaw by analysing the overlapping
ideas about international society to be found in the political thought of three
leading late Victorian liberal thinkers: T. H. Green (1836–82), Herbert Spencer
(1820–1903) and Henry Sidgwick (1838–1900). In so doing we focus on what
Stefan Collini has labelled the world of the “public moralists”—the world, that
is, of influential and well-connected British intellectuals who flourished in the
universities, in parliament, and in the press.9 During the late nineteenth century
it is possible to identify amongst the liberal sections of this elite a widely shared,
if often only vaguely articulated, belief in the existence of a nascent and evolving
international society. It was a belief that was to survive both world wars, albeit in a
more disenchanted key. This was the vision that Bertrand Russell grew up believ-
ing in, only to have his hopes dashed by the horrors of the Holocaust and the atom
bomb, and that Hobson claimed was “sustained” by “nearly everyone” in 1920.

6 Boyd Hilton, The Age of Atonement: The Influence of Evangelicalism on Social and Economic
Thought, 1795–1865 (Oxford, 1988); and A. C. Howe, Free Trade and Liberal England, 1846–
1946 (Oxford, 1997).

7 See, for example, H. C. G. Matthew, Gladstone, 1809–1898 (Oxford, 1997), Part II, chs. 1, 2,
and 6; Georgios Varouxakis, Mill on Nationality (London, 2002); Jennifer Pitts, A Turn to
Empire: The Rise of Imperial Liberalism in Britain and France (Princeton, 2005), chs. 5 and
6. Peter Cain, Hobson and Imperialism: Radicalism, New Liberalism, and Finance, 1887–1938
(Oxford, 2002); David Weinstein, “Consequentialist Cosmopolitanism”, in Duncan Bell,
ed., Victorian Visions of Global Order: Empire and International Relations in Nineteenth
Century British Political Thought (forthcoming); David Boucher, “British Idealism, the
State, and International Relations”, Journal of the History of Ideas 55 (1994), 671–94;
Jeanne Morefield, Covenants without Swords: Idealist Liberalism and the Spirit of Empire
(Princeton, 2005); and Bart Schultz and Georgios Varouxakis, eds., Utilitarianism and
Empire (Lanham, 2005).

8 Martin Ceadel, Semi-Detached Idealists: The British Peace Movement and International
Relations, 1854–1945 (Oxford, 2000); Paul Laity, The British Peace Movement, 1870–1914
(Oxford, 2001); Martti Koskenniemi, The Gentle Civilizer of Nations: The Rise and Fall of
International Law, 1870–1960 (Cambridge, 2001); and Casper Sylvest, “International Law in
Nineteenth-Century Britain”, British Yearbook of International Law 2004 (Oxford, 2005),
9–70.

9 Collini, Public Moralists: Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain, 1850–1930
(Oxford, 1991).
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Despite their manifold political and philosophical differences, Green, Spencer,
and Sidgwick shared and articulated complementary visions of the past, present,
and future of international society. This was not simply a happy coincidence of
views—it was an understanding of international politics generated from within
their respective and distinctive intellectual systems. They simultaneously reflected
and contributed to late Victorian liberal thinking about international affairs.
Their significance in this respect lies, at least in part, in their attempt to theorize
this liberal internationalist approach in a sophisticated manner, thereby giving
it both intellectual respectability and political force. Moreover, by approaching
this theme from different philosophical viewpoints they managed to provide
internationalism with an ideological flexibility that proved crucial for its survival
and development in a period witnessing both major shifts in the intellectual
current and considerable turbulence in global politics.10

The structure of this essay is as follows. Section II provides a sketch of
the political context in which liberal internationalism flourished during the
late Victorian era as well as a brief analysis of key arguments employed by its
proponents. Section III examines the international thought of Green, Spencer,
and Sidgwick, and the way in which they derived overlapping notions of inter-
national society from their divergent philosophical systems. Finally, section IV
highlights some of the ways in which their internationalism was circumscribed
by ideas about the boundaries of civilization and the role of empire. It was

10 The degree to which their liberal internationalism permeated British society as a whole is,
though, an open question. The dangers of over-generalization, often resulting from the
frequent mismatch between authorial intention and audience reception, are manifest in
many studies of Victorian political culture—on which see Peter Mandler, “The Problem
of Cultural History”, Social and Cultural History 1 (2004), 94–118. However, it is not
implausible to conjecture that this internationalist vision had a wide following outside the
highbrow world of the public moralists, although in this essay we limit our attention to
this world. To take a few examples: the success of Gladstone’s Midlothian campaign relied,
at least in part, on the wide resonance of his views amongst significant elements of the
electorate (Matthew, Gladstone, Part II, ch. 2); moreover, as Anthony Howe argues (Free
Trade and Liberal England, 113), from the 1860s onwards free trade was an essential element
in popular political identity. Furthermore, the relative prominence of the peace movement
demonstrates the wide reception of broadly liberal internationalist ideas (Laity, The British
Peace Movement; also N. W. Summerton, “Dissenting Attitudes to Foreign Relations, Peace
and War, 1840–1890”, Journal of Ecclesiastical History 28 (1977), 151–78). Finally, much of the
outlook of the labour movement, including the groups that later coalesced into the Labour
Party, can also been seen as liberal in the sense that we employ the term (Henry Winkler,
British Labour Seeks a Foreign Policy, 1900–1940 (London, 2005), ch. 1). Popular liberalism
could also be taken in a more militant (though not necessarily anti-internationalist)
direction. See Eugenio Biagini, “Neo-Roman Liberalism: ‘Republican’ Values and British
Liberalism, ca. 1860–1875”, History of European Ideas 29 (2003), 55–72.
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the moral and practical standing of empire that brought to the surface the
internal tensions, and the ethical limitations, of late nineteenth-century liberal
conceptions of international society.

ii. progress, justice, and order: on liberal
internationalism

During the late nineteenth century liberal internationalism was, like the
liberalism that spawned it, a many-stranded phenomenon. Nevertheless, it had at
its core a cluster of ideas, about how best to organize and reform global politics, to
which virtually all liberals, including, in their different ways, Green, Spencer, and
Sidgwick, subscribed. This liberal internationalism was founded on a belief that it
was possible to build a just international order on the basis of existing patterns of
cooperation between distinct political communities. Such thinking was neither
strictly cosmopolitan in that it did not attempt or desire to completely transcend
the state, nor was it crudely nationalist in the sense of valuing national self-interest
over the interests of “humanity”. It drew on a combination of long-standing
radical ideas about the dangers of militarism and aristocratic privilege and fused
them with more mainstream liberal concerns about the value of commerce and
free trade in creating a morally acceptable international order. In short, liberal
internationalists yoked a political project to the idea of moral development.11

In doing so, they projected, in what is often labelled the “domestic analogy”,12

their conception of the nature and sources of domestic order onto the plane of
international politics. War was not a tragic inevitability. Internationalists insisted
that the problem resulting from the lack of an overarching global leviathan—
that determinate source of political authority identified by so many thinkers at
the time (and today) as one of the primary causes of inter-state conflict—was
surmountable without recourse to the dreaded singularity of universal empire.

Nineteenth-century British liberalism was marked by two defining
characteristics. The first was its political and ideological ascendancy, especially
in the early and mid-Victorian era. The second was its polyphonic variation,
which was most marked in the closing decades of the century.13 The two are

11 On the continuity in radical attitudes, especially towards empire, see Miles Taylor,
“Imperium et Libertas? Rethinking the Radical Critique of Imperialism during the
Nineteenth Century”, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 19 (1991), 1–23; and
Peter Cain, “Radicalism, Gladstone, and the Liberal Critique of Disraelian ‘Imperialism’”,
in Bell, ed., Victorian Visions of Global Order, forthcoming.

12 Hidemi Suganami, The Domestic Analogy and World Order Proposals (Cambridge, 1989).
13 On Victorian liberal politics see J. P. Parry, The Rise and Fall of Liberal Government

in Victorian Britain (London, 1993); John Vincent, The Formation of the Liberal Party,
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not unrelated—liberalism could be, and was, many things to many people;
this was its greatest strength and, eventually, an incapacitating weakness. Its
strength lay in the possibility of coopting and coordinating a variety of different
political interests and philosophical outlooks and uniting them behind a broad
vision of economic, political, social, and, indeed, international, reform. Its
weakness resulted from the fragility of this compound. Liberalism’s hold over
both the popular political imagination and the intellectual elite was very
pronounced, and for a few decades in the third quarter of the century it lay
at the core of political discourse, the position against which others were forced
to define (and often defend) themselves. Recent scholarship has emphasized
that the mid-Victorian era was comparatively harmonious, characterized by
“stability, optimism, social solidarity, relative affluence, and liberality”.14 This
was a moment of heightened confidence, underpinned by cross-class liberal
dominance. Liberalism flourished in this comparatively sunny climate—although
the “equipoise” was often qualified by the common dread of war. The “generation
of William Whewell”, noted Henry Maine in 1887, “may be said to have had a
dream of peace”, exemplified by the atmosphere in the years surrounding the
Great Exhibition of 1851. But the “buildings of this Temple of Peace had hardly
been removed when war broke out again, more terrible than ever”, and Maine
pointed to the Crimean War as having inaugurated a new period of conflict,
which to believers in the possibility of peace had been “a bitter deception”.15

John Morley concurred: “Heavy banks of cloud hung with occasional breaks of
brighter sky over Europe; and all the plot, intrigue, conspiracy, and subterranean
scheming . . . was but the repulsive and dangerous symptom of a dire conflict in
the depth of international politics”.16 Optimism about the future was recurrently
tempered by fear about the potential derailment of progress, a fear that increased
in intensity, as winter succeeded autumn, in the closing decades of the century.

From the late 1880s until their landslide electoral victory in 1906 liberals
repeatedly found themselves cast in the party-political wilderness. Moreover,
challenges to liberal ideology became ever more obvious to contemporaries,
sympathetic and hostile alike. As L. T. Hobhouse wrote in 1911, “Whether at
home or abroad those who represented Liberal ideas had suffered crushing

1857–1868 (London, 1966); and Eugenio Biagini, Liberty, Retrenchment, and Reform: Popular
Liberalism in the Age of Gladstone, 1860–1880 (Cambridge, 1992).

14 Lawrence Goldman, Science, Reform, and Politics in Victorian Britain: The Social Science
Association, 1857–1886 (Cambridge, 2002), 59; and Martin Hewitt, ed., An Age of Equipoise?
Re-assessing Mid-Victorian Britain (Aldershot, 2001).

15 H. Maine, International Law: A Series of Lectures Delivered before the University of
Cambridge, 1887 (London, 1888), 3–5.

16 J. Morley, The Life of William Ewart Gladstone, 3 vols. (London, 1903), 2: 318–9.
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defeats . . . Its faith in itself was waxing cold”.17 In the domestic sphere the
antagonism raised and reinforced by the Irish Home Rule crisis in the 1880s,
increasing class antagonism, and the emergence of “socialism” as a serious
political force, together with challenges to the shibboleth of free trade and
disappointment with the results of democratic expansion in the wake of the
reform acts of 1867 and 1884, all combined to dampen the confidence of liberals.
This trend was exacerbated by escalating European militarization, catalysed in
particular by the unification of Germany following the Franco-Prussian war
(1870–71), the ensuing “scramble” for imperial territories in Africa, fear about
a Russian challenge to British supremacy in India, and the perception that
the British economy was rapidly weakening relative to other major states. But
liberal optimism did not disappear altogether, and indeed the grim international
environment led to a redoubling of efforts to find a way out of this political
impasse. It was in this ideological milieu that fin-de-siècle liberal internationalism
was forged, drawing on classical liberal (and radical) themes, Gladstone’s global
messianism, and the ideas of the “new liberals” and philosophical idealists.18

In general, liberal internationalists advocated the development of international
law, arbitration, free trade, and multilateralism as the most appropriate strategies
for states to pursue in search of a just international order. They also predicted the
development of various supranational structures, including political federations
at the regional, inter-imperial or international level, although they rarely pushed
for the immediate construction of such institutions. Two analytically distinct
logics can be discerned in internationalist thought during this period, although
they were usually interwoven in the writings of individual figures, as illustrated
in the thought of the Cambridge international lawyer T. J. Lawrence. One
line of thought held that reform would come about mainly through a shift
in norms (international morality); another that the best route was through
institutional engineering. The former, dominant, logic focused on transforming
the values of domestic society, and in particular it promoted democracy while
lambasting aristocratic militarism and excessively greedy capitalist accumulation.
Writing in the 1880s Lawrence claimed that the three greatest forces of modern

17 L. T. Hobhouse, Liberalism and Other Writings, ed. James Meadowcroft (Cambridge, 1994
[first published 1911]), 103. See also John Morley, On Compromise, 2nd edn (London, 1886
[first published 1874]), 29; and A. V. Dicey, Lectures on the Relation between Law and Public
Opinion in England During the Nineteenth Century, 2nd edn (London, 1914 [first published
1905]), 444.

18 On new liberalism see Peter Clarke, Liberals and Social Democrats (Cambridge, 1978);
Michael Freeden, The New Liberalism: An Ideology of Social Reform (Oxford, 1978);
and Avital Simhony and David Weinstein, eds., The New Liberalism: Reconciling Liberty
and Community (Cambridge, 2001). On philosophical idealism see the references and
discussion in section III below.
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life, “Commerce, Democracy and Christianity”, facilitated peace, and when he
examined war “in light of the theory of Development” he “found reason for
believing that a state of perpetual peace will be gradually evolved upon earth”.
He also held that it was utopian to try to “plan out all the details of institutions
which it will be the work of centuries to develop”. The second logic, which was also
present, albeit less prominently, in Lawrence’s work, foreshadowed and promoted
the creation of a variety of institutional structures. These included regional and
imperial federations and, rather less ambitiously, international arbitration bodies,
or what Lawrence called “authoritative tribunals”.19 For most internationalists
writing prior to the Great War, the two logics were usually sequenced in a
particular manner; as in Lawrence’s thought, moral transformation was seen
as a necessary first step before institutions could be created which would harness
and embed this internationalist vision.20

Commerce and law were generally seen as the two key engines of liberal
internationalism. They were assigned distinctive and complementary roles in
bringing about a new moral order. In the case of commerce it was held that
free trade led to increasing levels of interdependence and cooperation between
states, and thus reduced the probability of violent conflict. In other words,
political cooperation would follow from economic interaction. This view had
found its most forceful advocate earlier in the century in Cobden, and was to
reach its apotheosis in “Norman Angellism” in the years preceding the First
World War.21 It can be seen today in the stultifying debates over the pacifying
powers of globalization. The legal vision focused mainly on constructing a regime
based on international legal norms that would lock into place certain types of
behaviour, including reciprocity and arbitration, with the expectation that over
time states would become socialized into new modes of peaceable and cooperative
action. As the liberal historian Frederic Seebohm wrote in 1871, “we enter into
commercial treaties, and become more and more dependent upon maintenance
of international peace and justice”. That in turn required “more adequate security
for international justice which shall at the same time be less injurious to the
interests of nations”.22 Law and commerce were not only symptomatic of the

19 Lawrence, Essays on Some Disputed Questions in Modern International Law, 2nd edn
(Cambridge, 1885 [first published 1884]), vii, 24, 240.

20 See Casper Sylvest, “Continuity and Change in British Liberal Internationalism, c.1900–
1930”, Review of International Studies 31 (2005), 263–83; and, in general, Jens Bartelson, “The
Trial of Judgement: A Note on Kant and the Paradoxes of Internationalism”, International
Studies Quarterly 39 (1995), 255–79.

21 See especially Norman Angell, The Great Illusion: A Study of the Relation of Military Power
in Nations to their Economic and Social Advantage (London, 1910).

22 F. Seebohm, On International Reform (London, 1871), 70 and 91.
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general progress of humanity but would also be the means of bringing about
a more fundamental transformation: the necessary (if not inevitable) moral
development of the species. For James Bryce, famed anatomist of democracy, this
process could be identified in the unfolding of history which, despite repeated
frustrations, was moving “upwards”. The best evidence for this was to be found
in the fact that “evils which men once accepted as inevitable have now become
intolerable”.23 The liberal jurist Sheldon Amos concurred:

War, as modified by the laws and restrictions which the conscience of the civilised world,
working in concurrence with the dictates of military and political convenience, imposes,
marks an intermediate and, it may be hoped, transitory stage, between an absolute oblivion
of moral obligations, and such an ascendancy of the sense of these obligations, as would
render the cruel hardships and bitter passions, which are inevitable, even in the best
conducted Wars, an anachronism.24

This fusion of the moral and the institutional means of engendering reform
characterized liberal internationalism from the mid-Victorian era through the
early decades of the twentieth century.25

iii. international society in green, spencer,
and sidgwick’s thought

Green, Spencer, and Sidgwick occupied important positions in late Victorian
intellectual life. Whereas Thomas Hill Green, Whyte’s Professor of Moral
Philosophy at Oxford, was the most important figure in translating philosophical
idealism into a British creed, Herbert Spencer, a man who never held an
academic post, has some claim to be described as the single most influential
philosopher of the nineteenth century Anglo-American world – and well beyond.
The popularity of his social evolutionary ideas stemmed, at least in part, from
their ability to crystallise the hopes and anxieties of educated Victorians, as well
as quenching their thirst for knowledge of self and society.26 Henry Sidgwick,

23 James Bryce, “An Age of Discontent”, Contemporary Review 49 (1891), 14–29, 29.
24 S. Amos, Political and Legal Remedies for War (London, 1880), 340–1.
25 Sylvest, “Continuity and Change”. See also David Long and Peter Wilson, eds., Thinkers

of the Twenty Years’ Crisis: Interwar Idealism Re-assessed (Oxford, 1995); and Casper
Sylvest, “Interwar Internationalism, the British Labour Party and the Historiography
of International Relations”, International Studies Quarterly 48 (2004), 409–32.

26 Rom Harré, “Positivist Thought in the Nineteenth Century”, in Thomas Baldwin, ed., The
Cambridge History of Philosophy, 1870–1945 (Cambridge, 2003), 11–26, 24; and C. A. Bayly,
“European Political Thought and the Wider World During the Nineteenth Century” in
Gregory Claeys and Gareth Stedman Jones, eds., The Cambridge History of Nineteenth
Century Political Thought (Cambridge, 2007, forthcoming).
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the Knightbridge Professor of Moral Philosophy at Cambridge, provided the
most sophisticated defence of utilitarianism in the closing decades of the
century. Unlike Green, whose writings focused primarily on philosophical topics,
Sidgwick’s published output ranged widely across philosophy, history, political
economy, and contemporary politics, although he never attained the level of
popularity enjoyed by Spencer.

The three philosophers differed very considerably in temperament and style,
and they were often found on opposite—and not always predictable—sides
of major philosophical and political debates. Green and Sidgwick were both
sceptical of Spencer’s social evolutionism and his attempt (as they saw it)
to reduce moral philosophy to a science. Green was also sharply critical of
Spencer’s metaphysical assumptions, and in particular how these translated
into his writings on psychology.27 Spencer and Sidgwick, meanwhile, remained
unconvinced by the idealism that Green was so instrumental in elaborating. In
particular, Spencer objected to what he saw as the speculative, “continental”
nature of idealism, while Sidgwick was more concerned with Green’s inability to
address or resolve the fundamental conundrums of philosophy, as he saw them,
such as the potential reconciliation of different modes of ethical reasoning.28

While the two professional academics conducted their conversations in a technical
philosophical language, Sidgwick’s utilitarian ethical system was ultimately more
compatible with that of Spencer, the academic outsider. They also diverged
politically. Green and Spencer’s views on the relationship between the individual
and the state stood poles apart—indeed the idealist disciples of Green regarded
Spencer’s utilitarianism and radical individualism as one of their main targets,
both theoretically (as an indefensible view of the self) and politically (as justifying
damaging inequalities). And despite his support for an idiosyncratic form of
“socialism”, Sidgwick was much more of a traditional individualist liberal, an
exponent, as D. G. Ritchie put it, of utilitarianism grown “tame and sleek”.29

27 T. H. Green, Mr Herbert Spencer and Mr G. H. Lewes: Their Application of the Doctrine
of Evolution to Thought in idem, Collected Works of T. H. Green, ed. P. Nicholson, 5 vols.
(Bristol, 1997), 1: 373–541. Hereafter Collected Works. The first three volumes of this new
collection are reprints of Works of Thomas Hill Green, ed. R. L. Nettleship, 3 vols. (London,
1885–8).

28 See, for example, Spencer to Alexander Bain, 25 April 1902, and Spencer to Professor
Masson, 26 April 1902, both in David Duncan, The Life and Letters of Herbert Spencer
(London, 1908), 457–8. See also Henry Sidgwick, “Green’s Ethics”, Mind 9 (1884), 169–87,
and the discussion in Bart Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe (Cambridge, 2004),
362.

29 D. G. Ritchie, “Review of Henry Sidgwick, The Elements of Politics”, International Journal
of Ethics 2 (1891–2), 256. See also Bernard Williams, “The Point of View of the Universe:
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Notwithstanding this plurality of ideas and ideals, when it came to
international politics they shared a bifocal vision that implied, first, that an
incipient international society was discernible, even if only faintly, in the existing
configuration of global politics and, second, as a normative ideal, that it should be
nourished, strengthened, and expanded in the future. In other words this society
was immanent, if not imminent. While they differed on its potential structure
as well as on the temporal dimensions of its potential full realization, their
views coalesced behind a coherent (though vague) concern with the possibility
of bringing a measure of order, justice, and tranquillity to international politics.
Moral transformation was central to this vision. But Green, Sidgwick, and Spencer
realized that this transformation required some form of institutionalization, and
they therefore advocated new legal mechanisms, including arbitration bodies; in
the longer term it would mean working towards the creation of federal modes of
government at the international level. Starting from very different philosophical
premises, they ended up arguing for very similar political goals.

Thomas Hill Green

In approaching Green’s international thought, it is crucial not to be swayed by the
hostile interpretation of idealism orchestrated at the beginning of the twentieth
century, largely but not exclusively by J. A. Hobson and L. T. Hobhouse. In a
characteristic formulation, Hobhouse argued, with direct reference to idealism,
that if “all that is real is rational, it is difficult to resist the view that what wins
is right”.30 The prevailing view today is that idealism was not of itself anti-
internationalist.31 This is especially true of Green, who was, as Melvin Richter has
remarked, “the last person in the world to be convinced of the moral virtue of a
nation by its success in war”.32 There was always a radical tint to Green’s liberalism,

Sidgwick and the Ambitions of Ethics” [1982] in Making Sense of Humanity, and Other
Philosophical Papers, 1982–1993 (Cambridge, 1994), 153–71.

30 L. T. Hobhouse, “Introduction to the Second Edition” [1909] in idem, Democracy and
Reaction, ed. P. F. Clarke (New York, 1973 [first published 1904]), 274. Hobhouse partly
exonerated Green from this critique (276). See also J. A. Hobson, International Government
(London, 1915), esp. 178; and L. T. Hobhouse, The Metaphysical Theory of the State (London,
1960 [first published 1918]), 25. For an early, tentative suggestion along the same lines see
Sidgwick, “Public Morality” [1897] in idem, Practical Ethics: A Collection of Addresses and
Essays (London, 1898), 66.

31 Peter Nicholson, “Philosophical Idealism and International Politics: A Reply to Dr
Savigear”, British Journal of International Studies 2 (1976), 76–83; David Boucher, “British
Idealism, the State, and International Relations”, Journal of the History of Ideas 55 (1994),
671–94; and idem, “Introduction”, in idem, ed., The British Idealists (Cambridge, 1997),
vii–xxxiii.

32 M. Richter, The Politics of Conscience: T. H. Green and his Age (London, 1964), 89.
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particularly in terms of foreign policy, as is illustrated by his great admiration
for the anti-militarist internationalism of Bright and Cobden.33 Moreover, his
intellectual trademark—the focus on the ethical dimension and potential of
“man”—was always carefully phrased in language that precluded militarism.

Green’s liberalism can be seen as a halfway house between the classical
liberalism of Mill and the new liberalism of the early twentieth century.34 He
valued individuality and freedom as well as the notion of individuals as essentially
communal and moral beings bearing social responsibilities and rights. The
political implications of this philosophical vision were formulated most clearly
in the posthumously published Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation
(1886), where Green argued that

the claim or right of the individual to have certain powers secured to him by society, and
the counter-claim of society to exercise certain powers over the individual, alike rest on
the fact that these powers are necessary to the fulfilment of man’s vocation as a moral being,
to an effectual self-devotion to the work of developing the perfect character in himself and
others.35

After setting out the objective of freedom as self-development and self-
realization, Green argued that the true function of government was to make
possible this ideal. Although this reformulation has often been seen as a precursor
to “new liberal” arguments about the role of the state in achieving social
equality, to Green the implications were not straightforwardly interventionist.36

Although his view of state intervention was much more permissive than
Spencer’s, its task remained primarily ethical, being devoted to sustaining
and harmonizing individual relations.37 The state was a facilitating space for
individual self-realization. On the other hand, Green also stressed that the citizen
ideally should be an active participant in political life, not simply a passive

33 On Green’s admiration for Bright and Cobden, and his corresponding hatred of
Palmerston and Louis Napoleon, see R. L. Nettleship, “Memoir” [1888] in Collected Works,
III: xx and xxiii–xxiv. Green was a staunch defender of the principle of non-intervention in
international politics. See Green, “Can Interference with Foreign Nations in Any Case Be
Justifiable?” in Collected Works, V: 15–19; and Christopher Harvie, The Lights of Liberalism:
University Liberals and the Challenge of Democracy 1860–86 (London, 1976), 102. On his
domestic radicalism see Colin Tyler, “T. H. Green, Advanced Liberalism and the Reform
Question 1865–1876”, History of European Ideas 29 (2003), 437–58.

34 Michael Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach (Oxford, 1996),
179.

35 Green, Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation [1886], in Collected Works, II: 347,
sect. 21, emphasis added.

36 Green, Political Obligation, 345–6, sect. 18.
37 Green, “Lecture on Liberal Legislation and Freedom of Contract” [1880], in Collected

Works, III: 365–86.
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recipient of its benefits, a view that fitted with his conception of “man” as
inconceivable apart from community.38 He was a persistent philosophical critic
of dualisms—citizen–state, individual–society—and repeatedly insisted on their
mutual interdependency. This philosophical notion of unity had a moral and
political equivalent in Green’s avowal of the social and individual dimensions
of pursuing the common good, a common good that anchored collective life.
With this guiding idea Green provided—or was seen to provide—an answer to
materialistic hedonism in an age of increasing religious doubt.39 This answer
also embodied a progressive element in which institutions (including the state),
and the individuals composing them, were seen as gradually fulfilling their true
nature.40

Green’s conception of the international was continuous with this vision of
moral development. Green began his lecture “The Right of the State over the
Individual in War”, delivered in the academic year of 1879–80, with a discussion
of the essential “wrongdoing” of war, arguing that even if it was undeniable that
“many virtues are called into exercise by war, or that wars have been a means
by which the movement of mankind. . . has been carried on. . . [t]hese facts do
not make the wrongdoing involved in war any less so”. Green then turned to the
relationship between the right of (particular) states to act in their own interest and
the rights that individuals have acquired through membership in (a universal)
human society. For Green, though, this implied a false dichotomy, because “the
source of war between states lies in their incomplete fulfilment of their function;
in the fact that there is some defect in the maintenance or reconciliation of rights
among their subjects”:

There is no such thing as an inevitable conflict between states. There is nothing in the
nature of the state that, given a multiplicity of states, should make the gain of the one
the loss of the other. The more perfectly each one of them attains its proper object of
giving free scope to the capacities of all persons living on a certain range of territory, the
easier it is for others to do so; and in proportion as they all do so the danger of conflict
disappears.41

This statement follows from Green’s understanding of the relationship between
state and citizen and was intended also as a challenge to the opposite, fatalistic
view, which he associated with Spinoza and which he saw as resurgent in

38 Green, Political Obligation, 454 and 436, sects. 143 and 122. See also Peter P. Nicholson,
Introduction, in idem, The Political Philosophy of the British Idealists: Selected Studies
(Cambridge, 1990).

39 For a discussion of Green’s theology see Colin Tyler, “T. H. Green”, Stanford Encyclopaedia
of Philosophy (online at http://plato.stanford.edu).

40 Richter, The Politics of Conscience, 105.
41 Green, Political Obligation, 473, 478 and 476–7, sects. 163, 167 and 166.
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contemporary political life. In a previous lecture Green had discussed Spinoza’s
approach to war, and especially the view that “two commonwealths are enemies
by nature”. He complained that among “the enlightened. . . there has of late
appeared a tendency to adopt a theory very like Spinoza’s, without the higher
elements which we noticed in Spinoza; to consider all right as a power attained
in that ‘struggle for existence’ to which human ‘progress’ is reduced”.42 Green
was to spend much time attempting to counter such crude notions of struggle,
whether they were employed in debate about domestic or international politics.

The fulfilment of the real purpose of the state would remove the motives
and opportunities for war, “while the bonds of unity become stronger”. This
development was linked directly to “Manchesterism”; despite some reservations
about free trade, Green held that increasing levels of trade would strengthen
“the sense of common interests” between citizens of different states, which war
would otherwise violate. This logic can point in the direction of cosmopolitanism
and a universal society of humankind, and there is indeed some evidence that
this is what Green sought. Throughout his short life he argued against militarist
patriotism, and he lamented that in international politics people were rarely
influenced by “the idea of the universal brotherhood of men”, and by the notion
of “mankind as forming one society with a common good”.43 This suggests that
Green had a conception of what might be labelled “transcendent” community,
the belief that ideally once individuals are members of one community they
are members of all communities.44 Two factors, however, complicate a simple
“cosmopolitan” reading. First, Green was no straightforward individualist.
Although he argued that in a nation, “however exalted its mission”, there was
nothing “which is not in the persons composing the nation or the society” and
that our “ultimate standard of worth is an ideal of personal worth”, he also insisted
that individuals could not possess “moral and spiritual qualities, independently
of their existence in a nation”.45 In thinking about morals, he suggested, we have
to start with a notion of moral community which does not encompass the whole
of humanity. Second, even if Green was a cosmopolitan, his attainable ideal, his
view, that is, of what it was at least plausible to aim for, was premised on the

42 Green, Political Obligation, 357–9 and 373, sects. 34–5 and 50.
43 Green, Political Obligation, 483, 484 and 464–5, sects. 174 and 155. See also Richter, Politics of

Conscience, 207, 216. For examples of Green’s criticisms of patriotism see his undergraduate
essay “Loyalty”; his speech “Against Disraeli’s Foreign Policy”, 26 January 1878; and his
speech on “National Loss and Gain under a Conservative Government”, 5 December 1879
(Collected Works, 5: 12–14, 313–17 and 347–55).

44 See Green, Prolegomena to Ethics [1883] in Collected Works, 4: Bk. III, 160–314; Nettleship,
“Memoir”, cxxxviii–cxxxix.

45 Green, Prolegomena to Ethics, 193, sect. 184. Original italics.
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existence of nation states. This emerges from his discussion of the claim that
projects “of perpetual peace, to be logical, must be projects of all-embracing
empire”. Although Green conceded that there was some merit in this, he argued
that a world of nations expressing particularistic sentiments was more realistic
and perhaps also more fulfilling. If these were properly constituted and directed
towards the common good, not only would “the occasions of conflict between
nations disappear”, these nations would also by virtue of the same development
acquire “an organ of expression and action” for dealing with other nations which
would be less egoistic and more altruistic.46

Green’s ideal was, then, of a society of rightly constituted nations coexisting in
anti-egoistic ways and developing within a larger circle of humanity. Even in The
Prolegomena to Ethics (1883), wherein he discussed the possibility of communities
widening continually so as to increase the range of persons whose common good
was sought, he did not dispense with (nation) states as long as they fulfilled
their potential. He employed, for example, the equivocal phrase “the fraternity
of men and nations”. More importantly, Green acknowledged that the prime
impediment to the maintenance and formation of a fellowship was selfishness, a
problem that was exacerbated as they expanded in scale and scope. Nevertheless
he confidently asserted that “where selfishness of man has proposed, his better
reason has disposed”. Thus he saw the formation of independently law-governed
nations and communities as an expression of reason because they facilitated both
the subordination of the individual to the common good and underpinned the
language of rights instrumental in realizing wider interpersonal commitments.47

It was against this background that he could “dream of an international court with
authority resting on the consent of independent states”.48 As with his conception
of the relationship between individual and society, the relationship between
(nation) states and the “society” they form was potentially harmonious. But such
a development was premised on states becoming more fully realized and thereby
recognizing their common interests.

46 Green, Political Obligation, 480–81 and 484, sects. 170–71. This notion of “cosmopolitan
nationalism”, to use a slightly paradoxical formulation, was not uncommon. See Stuart
Jones, “The Idea of the National in Victorian Political Thought”, European Journal
of Political Theory 5 (2006), 12–21; Duncan Bell, “Unity and Difference: John Robert
Seeley and the Political Theology of International Relations”, Review of International
Studies 31 (2005), 559–79; and Georgios Varouxakis, “‘Patriotism’, ‘Cosmopolitanism’ and
‘Humanity’ in Victorian Political Thought”, European Journal of Political Theory 5 (2006),
100–18.

47 Green, Prolegomena to Ethics, 218–19 and 229–30, sects. 207 and 216.
48 Green, Political Obligation, 485, sect. 175.
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Herbert Spencer

Unmistakeably a child of the English provincial radicalism that flourished in his
home town of Derby, Herbert Spencer was a self-made thinker who, from the 1850s
onwards, worked out a “Synthetic Philosophy” spanning biology, psychology,
sociology, and ethics.49 Following a brief career in the booming railway industry
and as a journalist at The Economist, he published Social Statics in 1851. From
an explicitly deist perspective, which was later abandoned, the book developed
deductively a system of ethics for the perfect condition towards which mankind
was progressing. In later life Spencer would move away from this exclusive focus
on “absolute ethics” and begin to deal also with non-ideal, “relative ethics”. At this
stage, though, he had not yet identified the evolutionary mechanisms of progress,
even if its existence and direction was clear: “Progress. . . is not an accident, but
a necessity. Instead of civilization being artificial, it is a part of nature”. This
conviction was so strong that Spencer could proclaim that evil and morality
would disappear and that man would become “perfect”.50 In this projected future
condition a principle of equal freedom—“Every man has freedom to do all that he
wills, provided he infringes not the equal freedom of any other man”51—would guide
human action. Many essential elements of Spencer’s sophisticated utilitarianism
and of his mature philosophical system were thus present in his early work.52

So too was his political liberalism. Spencer was a ruthless advocate of the ideal-
typical “nightwatchman” state, as demonstrated both in Social Statics and in a
series of letters to the Nonconformist entitled The Proper Sphere of Government
(1842–3). Progress meant progressively less government.53 The international
consequences of this ideology corresponded with the arguments of the Anti-Corn
Law League and its icons, Cobden and Bright, and as such Spencer can be located
in a tradition of political radicalism highly critical of British foreign policy and
imperialism.54 This comes out clearly in The Proper Sphere of Government, where

49 On his life and career see J. D. Y. Peel, Herbert Spencer: The Evolution of a Sociologist
(London, 1971); and David Wiltshire, The Social and Political Thought of Herbert Spencer
(Oxford, 1978).

50 Spencer, Social Statics: Or, the Conditions Essential to Human Happiness Specified, and the
First of Them Developed (London, 1851), 65.

51 Spencer, Social Statics, 103. Italics in original.
52 See David Weinstein, Equal Freedom and Utility: Herbert Spencer’s Liberal Utilitarianism

(Cambridge, 1998); and M. W. Taylor, Men versus the State: Herbert Spencer and Late
Victorian Individualism (Oxford, 1992).

53 Spencer, The Proper Sphere of Government [1842–3], in idem, Man versus the State: With
Six Essays on Government, Society and Freedom (Indianapolis, IN, 1982), 187.

54 For a valuable analysis (in which Spencer is not mentioned), see A. J. P. Taylor, The
Trouble Makers: Dissent over Foreign Policy 1792–1939 (London, 1957); and also M. Taylor,
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he argued that war was “the source of the greatest of England’s burdens”. War
made nations aggressive and hindered industry and commerce, “the real sources
of wealth”. But it was the moral evils of war that exercised Spencer the most. It
was, after all, “inconsistent with the spirit of Christianity”, tending “greatly to
retard the civilisation of the world”, and it acted as “the grand bar to the extension
of that feeling of universal brotherhood with all nations, so essential to the real
prosperity of mankind”.55

The same notion of an incipient and immanent society of nations is found
in Social Statics, but at this stage he predicted that it would manifest itself in a
global federal structure. It is vital to stress, however, that Spencer was not willing
to actively advocate the establishment of such an institution. The logic was much
more circumvented:

A federation of peoples—a universal society, can exist only when man’s adaptation to the
social state has become tolerably complete. We have already seen. . . that in the earliest state
of civilization, when the repulsive force is strong, and the aggregative force weak, only small
communities are possible; a modification of character causes these tribes, and satrapies,
and gentes, and feudal lordships, and clans, gradually to coalesce into nations; and a still
further modification will allow for further union. That the time for this is now drawing
nigh, seems probable. . . The recognition of its desireableness foreshadows its realization.
In peace societies, in proposals for simultaneous disarmament, in international visits
and addresses, and in the frequency with which friendly interventions now occur, we
may see that humanity is fast growing towards such a consummation. Though hitherto
impracticable, and perhaps impracticable at the present moment, a brotherhood of nations
is being made very practicable by the very efforts used to bring it about.56

Impersonal forces governing human development would in time bring about
a full manifestation of the international society that was then only discernable
in embryo. Spencer indicated that this trajectory should be located in the
larger timescales of history and that intersocietal conflict had acted as a crucial
mechanism of development. In order to understand how this argument worked
in any detail we must briefly examine Spencer’s understanding of social evolution.

A rudimentary notion of evolution was clearly present in Spencer’s earlier
writings, but it was not until he conceived of the “synthetic philosophy” that it
was theorized more thoroughly, and arguably its full realization was parasitic on
the development of the various branches of the entire philosophical system.

“Imperium et Libertas?”; and Cain, “Radicalism, Gladstone, and the Liberal Critique of
Disraelian ‘Imperialism’”.

55 Spencer, The Proper Sphere of Government, 211, 212 and 213. See also Casper Sylvest,
“War, Evolution and Internationalism: The International Thought of Herbert Spencer”,
unpublished MS, Cambridge, 2005.

56 Spencer, Social Statics, 272–3. Original italics.
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In Spencer’s philosophical groundwork, First Principles, published originally
in 1860, evolution was defined as “an integration of matter and concomitant
dissipation of motion; during which the matter passes from an indefinite,
incoherent homogeneity to a definite, coherent heterogeneity; and during which
the retained motion undergoes a parallel transformation”.57 At the core of this
“total evolutionism”58 were two separate but interlinked concepts, individuation
and differentiation. At a general level Spencer held that organisms became distinct
from other organisms—“individualised”—by a process of the differentiation
of organs, but this process also implied another kind of individuation as the
organism in question simultaneously became more integrated. The mechanism
of these evolutionary developments was Lamarckian rather than Darwinian—
that is, adaptation to the environment took place through the ability of
organisms to inherit acquired characteristics from previous generations rather
than through the more random Darwinian process of variation and selection. This
allowed Spencer to conceive of progress in an orderly—and almost speculatively
guidable—fashion.59 This points to a crucial feature of the interlocking nature of
Spencer’s political ideology and theory of evolution: while the latter was presented
as a disinterested scientific theory, in reality it was constantly fashioned and
refashioned so as to confirm the main impetus of the former.60

Spencer’s sociology, which encompassed what today we would term “political
science”, is important in understanding how he conceived of this process.61 He
contended that from the early stages of history the necessity for security and
collective action caused humans to form groups, which in turn triggered a process
of struggle that was followed by further “compounding” of groups and societies.
In these early stages of history it was possible to discern an inter-communal
struggle, where only the fittest survived and grew. These societies were mostly
“militant” in an ideal-typical sense: hierarchical, oriented solely towards security
and survival, and providing little space for individual freedom. As Spencer later

57 Spencer, First Principles (London, 1867), 396. The wording of this definition changed
slightly as Spencer revised the work.

58 Maurice Mandelbaum, History, Man, & Reason: A Study in Nineteenth-Century Thought
(London, 1971), 90.

59 See especially John Burrow, “Historicism and Social Evolution”, in Benedikt Stuchtey and
Peter Wende, eds., British and German Historiography, 1750–1950: Traditions, Perceptions,
and Transfers (Oxford, 2000), 251–64.

60 Sylvest, “War, Evolution and Internationalism”. This was already noted by Sidgwick, who
castigated Spencer for his “irrepressible and unwarrantable optimism”. Sidgwick, Lectures
on the Ethics of T. H. Green, Mr. Herbert Spencer and J. Martineau (London, 1902), 228.

61 Spencer, Principles of Sociology, 3 vols. (London, 1876–96), 1: v.
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described this turn in his thinking,

it had to be reluctantly admitted that war, everywhere and always hateful, has nevertheless
been a factor in civilization, by bringing about the consolidation of groups—simple into
compound, doubly-compound, and trebly-compound—until great nations are formed.
As, throughout the organic world, evolution has been achieved by the merciless discipline
of Nature, “red in tooth and claw”; so, in the social world, a discipline scarcely less bloody
has been the agency by which societies have been massed together and social structures
developed. . .62

Yet the power of war was also limited because human societies could escape this
logic. For example, the activity of war produced the skills needed for voluntary
cooperation, and when a particular stage was reached the advantages of war were
exceeded by its disadvantages.63 According to Spencer, admitting the centrality
of war in evolution was—viewed in the long term—not incompatible with “the
belief that there is coming a stage in which survival of the fittest among societies,
hitherto affected by sanguinary conflicts, will be affected by peaceful conflicts”.64

The outcome of the evolutionary process was the establishment of “industrial”
societies characterized by, among other things, voluntary association, minimal
government, individual freedom, and purely defensive military capabilities.65

This development was parallelled in the domain of ethics, where egoism was
gradually replaced by social altruism and rational/transfigured egoism until
international conditions allowed for the emergence of internationalist altruism.
Spencer could thus proclaim that there “needs but a continuance of absolute
peace externally, and a rigorous insistence on nonaggression internally, to ensure
the moulding of men into a form characterized by all the virtues”.66

There are a number of problems with this explanatory logic, most of which are
connected to the relationship between Spencer’s ideology and his “science”, but
these we must for now leave aside. Instead, we will focus on the consequences that
followed for the way in which he viewed the future of international relations and,
more specifically, the “brotherhood of nations”, the burgeoning international
society that figured in his early writings. First, the concept of social evolution and
the distinction between militant and industrial societies possessed considerable

62 Spencer, “The Filiation of Ideas” [1899] in Duncan, Life and Letters, 569.
63 Mike Hawkins, Social Darwinism in European and American Thought, 1860–1945

(Cambridge, 1997), 92.
64 Spencer, “Filiation of Ideas”, 569.
65 The importance of the distinction between militant and industrial societies to Spencer’s

sociology is hard to overestimate. It is developed in most detail in Spencer, Political
Institutions, esp. chs. 17 and 18; and Spencer, The Principles of Ethics, 2 vols. (Indianapolis,
IN, 1978 [first published 1879–93]), 2.

66 Spencer, Principles of Ethics, 1: 504.
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rhetorical power for Spencer as a critic of foreign policy. Progress could be thrown
into reverse by militaristic adventures and misconceived visions of empire as an
agent of civilization. Consequently Spencer castigated the actions and ideas of
politicians and aristocrats, the clergy, historians, generals, and imperialists of
all stripes.67 The moral was obvious: accelerating social evolution was virtually
impossible, but much could be done to obstruct the development of peace.
Spencer’s internationalism thus simultaneously embodied optimistic analysis and
ferocious criticism. Second, it becomes clear that although he was not a nationalist
(and certainly not a patriot), he was no straightforward cosmopolitan either. In
line with many other liberals, Spencer seems to have “naturalized” the idea of
the nation to the extent that a world without nations was unimaginable.68 The
nation was not, however, understood in a sophisticated sense. Rather, Spencer’s
ideal demanded the development of complex industrial societies cooperating
within a larger context of an evolving humanity. Indeed, the benign coexistence
of nations amounted to an international society. This emerges again in the final
pages of The Principles of Sociology (1896), although by this stage the ideal is much
more heavily institutionalized. In speculating about the international order of
the future, which Spencer thought (and hoped) would be federal, he argued that
“future competitions” between nations would follow the general law of evolution,
displaying not only increasing heterogeneity (in terms of structural and cultural
differences) but also the trait of the “primary process of evolution”, increasing
integration. This development was necessary for completing human evolution;
its potential benefits were obvious:

As, when small tribes were welded together into great tribes, the head chief stopped
inter-tribal warfare; as, when small feudal governments became subject to a king, feudal
wars were prevented by him; so, in time to come, a federation of the highest nations,
exercising supreme authority (already foreshadowed by occasional agreements among
“the Powers”), may, by forbidding wars between any of its constituent nations, put an end
to the re-barbarization which is continually undoing civilization.

When this peace-maintaining federation has been formed, there may be effectual
progress towards that equilibrium between constitution and conditions—between inner
facilities and outer requirements—implied in the final stage of human evolution.69

Spencer, it should be stressed, did not advocate the construction of specific
international institutions. In general, he held that the quality of political
institutions was “relative to the natures of citizens”, meaning that moral

67 See the discussion below in section IV.
68 See also the quote above (extract accompanying note 62) where Spencer describes the

formation of “great nations”; and Varouxakis, “‘Patriotism’, ‘Cosmopolitanism’ and
‘Humanity’ in Victorian Political Thought”.

69 Spencer, Principles of Sociology, 3: 600, §853.
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transformation had to precede successful institutional engineering. And of
course, for Spencer, such transformation was slow and, to judge by its
contemporary manifestations, sometimes regressive. Here lay the kernel of his
increasing disenchantment with the conduct of international politics. Human
evolution still had a long way to go before peace could break out. As with so many
other aspects of his thought, the purported existence of a peaceful international
society was more ideological assertion than scientific forecast.

Henry Sidgwick

Sidgwick appears at first markedly different from Spencer, and much more like
his friend Green. Although Sidgwick generally admired Spencer’s ethical system,
he was unsympathetic to what he saw as its utopian implications. In particular he
was critical of Spencer’s (early) privileging of “absolute ethics”, describing it as “an
investigation not of what ought to be done here and now, but of what ought to be
the rules of behaviour in a society of ideally perfect human beings”. This was too
far removed from political realities: “Thus the subject-matter of our study would
be doubly ideal: as it would not only prescribe what ought to be done as distinct
from what is, but what ought to be done if a society that itself is not, but only ought
to be”.70 Although both Sidgwick and Spencer took the pursuit of truth—and
perhaps especially moral truth—extremely seriously, this disagreement reflects a
difference in confidence. Spencer relegated metaphysical uncertainty to his notion
of the “Unknowable”, on which it was intellectually fruitless (and, for Spencer,
unhealthy) to dwell; instead, he focused on the remaining intellectual terrain
where he felt confident that truths could be ascertained and then proselytized.
Sidgwick, in contrast, was more sceptical and self-critical, often lambasting the
emerging field of sociology, of which Spencer was the leading British light, for its
predilection for utopian prophecy.71 In a very un-Spencerian fashion, Sidgwick
constantly agonized over the risk that ethical truths, like religious truths, were
built on sand.72 John Maynard Keynes’s notorious remark that Sidgwick “never

70 Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 7th edn (London, 1907 [first published 1874]), 18, and the
accompanying footnote. Original italics. See also Sidgwick, “Mr Spencer’s Ethical System”,
Mind 5 (1880), 216–26; and Sidgwick, Lectures, 206. Already in 1873 Sidgwick felt moved to
criticize Spencer “somewhat severely”. HS to F. W. H. Myers [Feb. 1873], Sidgwick papers,
Wren Library, Trinity College, Cambridge, Add.ms.100/237.

71 Sidgwick, “The Scope and Method of Economic Science” [1885] and “Political Prophecy
and Sociology” [1894], in Sidgwick, Miscellaneous Essays and Addresses (London, 1904),
170–99 and 216–34; and Sidgwick, “The Relation of Ethics to Sociology”, International
Journal of Ethics 10 (1899), 1–21.

72 Sidgwick acknowledged this gulf between him and Spencer: A. and E. M. Sidgwick, Henry
Sidgwick, A Memoir (London, 1906), 421.
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did anything but wonder whether Christianity was true and prove it wasn’t and
hope it was” should be read in this light.73

The readiness to engage the world as it really appeared is also testimony
to Sidgwick’s proximity to the establishment; he had, after all, a future prime
minister and a future archbishop of Canterbury as brothers-in-law. His close
links to the Tory elite also raise a question about labelling Sidgwick a liberal.
Like other leading public moralists, including Henry Maine and A. V. Dicey,
Sidgwick became increasingly conservative towards the end of his life. Although
he displayed relatively little of the inflated fears about collectivism that beset
Maine and Dicey, he was still sceptical about many contemporary political
developments, most obviously the Gladstonian push for Irish Home Rule.74

Sidgwick warmed to the Unionist perspective (sometimes even the Tory variant),
and he was critical of party political liberalism. Nevertheless, the conservative
elements in his thought should not be overestimated—the legacy of the academic
liberalism of the 1860s and 1870s weighed heavily on him, shaping his views on
various domestic issues, including female education.75 Although he considered
himself an independent, and although he has been described (with Maine) as a
“terrible political hypochondriac”, Sidgwick also remained decidedly liberal in
his views about international politics.76

Despite these qualifications, Sidgwick and Spencer displayed close intellectual
and political affinities. Unlike many later thinkers Sidgwick took Spencer’s ideas
very seriously, lecturing and writing widely on them. And as David Weinstein
has argued, the moral philosophical differences between them should not be
exaggerated.77 In terms of international politics, moreover, Sidgwick and Spencer
shared a number of fundamental assumptions and a normative vision. Sidgwick
agreed with Spencer—re-iterating an argument common at the time—that
there existed an irreversible tendency towards ever-smaller numbers of large

73 John Maynard Keynes to Bernard Swithinbank, 27 March 1906 (Keynes Papers, King’s
College, Cambridge), quoted in Schultz, Henry Sidgwick, 4.

74 Spencer also opposed Home Rule. See Spencer to Auberon Herbert, 16 June 1890, and
Spencer to the Earl of Dysart, 27 May 1892, both in Duncan, Life and Letters, 300–1 and
315.

75 On “academic liberalism” see Harvie, Lights of Liberalism; on Sidgwick’s reformist
credentials see Schultz, Henry Sidgwick.

76 Collini, Public Moralists, 279; and idem, “My Roles and their Duties: Sidgwick as
Philosopher, Professor and Public Moralist”, in Ross Harrison, ed., Henry Sidgwick:
Proceedings of the British Academy 109 (Oxford, 2001), 9–49, 38.

77 D. Weinstein, “Deductive Hedonism and the Anxiety of Influence”, Utilitas 12 (2000),
329–46. See also Sidgwick, “Political Prophecy and Sociology”, 222; and Sidgwick, “The
Relation of Ethics to Sociology”, 2.
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omni-competent political units.78 He shared (and often quoted) Spencer’s dictum
that “ideal conduct. . . is not possible for the ideal man in the midst of men
otherwise constituted”.79 One of the lessons that both men drew from this dictum
was that it was impractical to work directly for the establishment of new political
institutions. Nevertheless, Sidgwick also shared with Spencer the view that the
future would (or at least should) be federal; the nations of “civilization” would
be united under one governmental system that ensured order on a global scale,
although his optimism about this potential development increased during the
1890s. Following an exposition of the various factors generating the tendency
towards larger unions—the dangers and economic burdens of war, increasing
competition, the industrial character of modern societies, better facilities and
habits of communication, and rising consciousness of a common civilization—
Sidgwick warned that it would be vain to expect the development of a singular
European nationality and of “an extensive federation of civilised states strong
enough to put down wars among its members”. In its pure form the ideal was not
attainable, so Sidgwick opted for the second best:

the practically dominant political ideal of the present age does not include an extension of
government beyond the limits of the nation. As in Greek history the practically dominant
ideal is a society of City-states, independent, though observing in their mutual relations
some kind of common law, so, in the period to which we belong, it is a society of Nation-
states under “International Law”.80

Sidgwick’s formulation of the internationalist ideal is interesting in several
respects. First, his admiration of federalism grew stronger towards the end of his
life.81 As the 1890s unfolded, Sidgwick seems—despite his earlier criticisms of
evolutionary optimism—to have become more open to the idea of evolutionary
progress,82 and this in turn made him more inclined to speculate about the future.
In the final lecture of the course that was later published as The Development of
European Polity (1903) he felt “disposed to predict a development of federality”.
As he argued, “When we turn our gaze from the past to the future, an extension
of federalism seems to me the most probable of the political prophecies relative

78 Sidgwick, The Elements of Politics, 3rd edn (London, 1907 [first published 1891]), 218–19.
Valorizing massive political units was common at the time, as for example in the writings
of Sidgwick’s colleague J. R. Seeley. For a liberal critique of the “megalophiles” see J. M.
Robertson, An Introduction to English Politics (London, 1900), 251–8.

79 See e.g. Sidgwick, “Public Morality”, 72. Sidgwick, Elements of Politics, 239–40, n. See also
Spencer, Principles of Ethics, 1: 307.

80 Sidgwick, Elements of Politics, 219 and 220.
81 Sidgwick, Elements of Politics, 267, 301–2, 310; Sidgwick, Memoir, 576.
82 Weinstein, “Deductive Hedonism”, 337.
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to the form of government”.83 Second, Sidgwick seems to have become steadily
more internationalist during the 1890s. The tentative acceptance of evolutionary
progress was indicative of his increasing optimism about international affairs—
or perhaps “defiant optimism”, considering the political developments at the
time—which in turn might have catalysed a more robust internationalist
position. The most compelling evidence for such a development is to be found
in some of the revisions Sidgwick made to writings published in the early
1890s.84

Finally, Sidgwick’s internationalism contained a practical dimension. After
setting out the ideal of a society of nations under “International Law”, he
attempted to delineate the ethical principles that this idea involved and compared
these to existing international practices. Behind this analysis lay the conviction
that order and ethical progress in world politics were not only possible but
also necessary. Although Sidgwick accepted the special anarchical character
of international relations—the “absence of a common government which has
hitherto rendered wars between nations inevitable”85—he nevertheless had a
habit of distinguishing only in degree between domestic and international
politics.86 Despite the neo-Machiavellianism of “respectable”, mainly German,
“thinkers of our century”,87 Sidgwick was adamant that statesmen and states were
not exempt from the demands of public morality. He conceded that if (when?)
states could not expect reciprocity in their political dealings with other states,
they were allowed a “corresponding extension of the right of self-protection,
in the interest of humanity at large no less than in its own interest”. But this
did not mean that he drove a wedge between private and public morality, for a
similar situation could also be imagined with regard to the dealings of individuals.

83 Henry Sidgwick, The Development of European Polity, ed. E. M. Sidgwick (London, 1903),
439. This book differed from the Elements of Politics in being inductive, historical, and
avowedly “scientific”, focusing on what is or has been (as opposed to his previous, deductive
and ethical concern with what ought to be).

84 See, for example, “The Morality of Strife” in Sidgwick, Practical Ethics: A Collection of
Addresses and Essays (London, 1898), 83–112 (first published in International Journal of
Ethics 1 (1890), 1–15); and compare ch. 15 of the first (1891) edition of The Elements
of Politics to later editions (1896 onwards). See also Collini, “My Roles and their Duties”,
27–9; and, for a general discussion, Casper Sylvest, “Between Principles and Power: Henry
Sidgwick’s Liberal Internationalism”, unpublished MS, Cambridge, November 2005.

85 Sidgwick, “Public Morality”, 77.
86 See, for example, the simultaneous discussion of the ethical dimensions of domestic and

international conflict in “Public Morality” and in the revised edition of “The Morality of
Strife”.

87 Sidgwick, “Public Morality”, 60. Sidgwick appears to have drawn this analysis from Lord
Acton’s introduction to Burd’s edition of Machiavelli. Lord Acton, “Introduction”, in
Niccolò Machiavelli, Il Principe, ed. L. Arthur Burd (Oxford, 1891), xix–xl.
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Sidgwick pressed home the point that

in both cases equally it must be insisted that the interest of the part is to be pursued only in
such manner and degree as is compatible with the interests of the larger community of which
it is part; and that any violation of the rules of mutual behaviour actually established in the
common interests of this community, so far as it is merely justified by its conduciveness
to the sectional interest of a particular group of human beings, must receive unhesitating
and unsparing censure.88

Side-stepping the fundamental problem in this passage—the question of what
censure can achieve in the face of the violation of rules—it is important to note
how this insistence on viewing states as moral beings forming part of a “larger
community” is as much a premise as it is a conclusion. If states are moral beings
they form part of a community, and vice versa. The crucial point, however, is
that insofar as moral progress is possible in international affairs (and Sidgwick
clearly thought it was), such progress would manifest itself in strengthening that
burgeoning international society that he had already identified.

Sidgwick was able to provide his readers with a more detailed discussion
than Green and Spencer of what consequences for ethics followed from
his internationalism, and in spelling this out he achieved a fuller balance
between hard-headed analysis and ideological speculation. He was aware of
the implausibility of internationalism ever gaining a complete victory, and in
this sense he was a sceptic. But it was a scepticism that often translated into
pragmatism rather than fatalism. And as we shall see in the final section,
it was also this predilection for political pragmatism—which from another
perspective simply means falling prey to power—and his criticism of Spencer’s
“unphilosophical” anti-imperialism, that with hindsight appear to compromise
this brand of internationalism.

iv. civilization, empire, and the boundaries of
international society

We have argued thus far that Green, Spencer, and Sidgwick adumbrated
compatible understandings of “international society”, and that this vision formed
part of their wider liberal internationalism, a generally optimistic picture of
world order grounded on a progressive account of international development.
They disagreed, however, over the role of empire, a topic that fiercely divided
liberals in late Victorian Britain. Indeed many of the fault lines and silences in
liberal thinking about empire were reflected in the contrasting views of Green,

88 Sidgwick, “Public Morality”, 81 and 82. Italics added.
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Spencer, and Sidgwick.89 In this section the limitations—conceptual, territorial,
and political—of the liberal internationalist vision are explored. We first sketch
some of the general themes motivating and structuring (liberal) imperial thought,
before turning briefly to the views of our main cast.

Victorian internationalists sketched a highly circumscribed picture of the
present and future, their implied universality constricted by a civilizational
narrative of human moral and political development. Only those societies
characterized as “civilized” were included within the scope of international
society, at least in the present; most, though, were not accorded sovereign equality
and were not considered bound by norms of legal and moral reciprocity. John
Stuart Mill, famously, excluded from the remit of his “one very simple principle”
of liberty “backward states of society in which the race itself may be considered
in its nonage”.90 The spatial limits of civilization—an elusive, always slippery
concept—were not, however, etched naturally into the fabric of the world. Liberal
internationalism contained a dynamic conception of “international society”, a
picture in which civilization always emanated outwards, in concentric circles,
from a European core. Progress was defined by a dual track of development, not
only by the degree to which the already civilized powers were socialized into new
and increasingly pacific modes of behaviour, but also by the extent to which the
sphere of civilization could be widened. The idea was that over time, and often
with the explicit intervention of imperial powers, the uncivilized could reach the
level of development necessary for reclassification. This notion of potentially
expansive inclusion underpinned an evolutionary progressive conception of
historical time, projecting the circumscribed “international society” from its
embryonic present into an optimistic, but almost always deferred, global future.

Throughout the nineteenth century, liberal politicians and intellectuals
contested the nature and boundaries of civilization. Debate tended to focus on
“liminal” societies—those that, like China, Japan, and the Ottoman Empire, were
thought to possess the potential for full inclusion.91 Although opinions differed
over the problems involved in bestowing the sacred moniker of civilization on
these states, the overall trend was to argue that most societies were simply
not prepared. Levels of civilization were calculated in relation to theological
orientation, stage of technological development, ascribed racial characteristics,
economic success, the form of political institutions that predominated, individual

89 For an overview of the political theory of empire during the nineteenth century see Duncan
Bell, “Empire”, in Claeys and Stedman Jones, eds., The Cambridge History of Nineteenth
Century Political Thought, forthcoming; and also Pitts, A Turn to Empire.

90 Mill, On Liberty, ed. Gertrude Himmelfarb (London, 1974 [first published 1859]), 69.
91 For debate amongst lawyers see especially Jennifer Pitts, “The Boundaries of Victorian

International Law”, in Bell, ed., Victorian Visions of Global Order, forthcoming.
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moral and intellectual competence, or (as was typically the case) some
combination of these factors. It was, moreover, a common argumentative move
to associate a civilized society with a particular form of political consciousness—
nationality. A country that was civilized possessed a sense of nationhood, and as
such displayed the political (and moral) capacity for self-determination. This was
a necessary, but rarely sufficient, condition of entry into international society.
India was, in the most common articulation of this argument, frequently seen
as failing to meet the criteria. There was also a specific temporal dimension
embedded in internationalist discourse. “Civilization” was a marker of the
present, and a guide to the future; it was a classification independent of any
historical greatness. Whilst the Indians could offer up their contributions to
architecture, science, and philosophy as indicators of their civilizational status,
this was not seen to reflect accurately the “barbarism” of the present. The Chinese,
likewise, were frequently lambasted for their “stationariness”, their failure to live
up to the splendour of their own ancient history.92 Different regions, and even
different countries within a region, were labelled and judged (albeit often in
conflicting ways by various observers) and placed on a ladder, with the “white”
countries, and especially Britain, perched at the top. But this account allowed for
the possibility of movement up (and even down) the ladder, and thus for eventual
inclusion in international society. This, at least, was the theory, although there
were very few discussions of the actual timescale involved.

Questions of race, empire, and progress were woven through late Victorian
political debate. Few internationalists followed Spencer in his almost complete
opposition to empire—on which more below—and most ended up defending
at least some aspects of its existence. Many distinguished between varieties of
“good” and “bad” imperialism. The aggressive, militaristic, “jingo” imperialism
associated with Disraeli and, later, Joseph Chamberlain, which reached its
pinnacle in the “scramble for Africa” and the South African War, was
widely condemned by liberal internationalists, including Morley, Hobson, and
Hobhouse.93 But empire itself was rarely considered unjustifiable. Two general
lines of argument can be discerned; these were often but not always combined,
although the weight afforded to each differed from individual to individual.94 The

92 On the trope of Chinese “stationariness” see Collini, Public Moralists, 108 and 274.
93 See also Bernard Porter, Critics of Empire: British Radical Attitudes to Colonialism in Africa,

1895–1914 (London, 1968).
94 For debates among progressives, including Hobson, Herbert Samuel, J. M. Robertson, and

C. P. Trevelyan, on the question of empire and civilization which bear out the following
discussion, see Michael Freeden, ed., Minutes of the Rainbow Circle, 1894–1924 (London,
1989), 45–6, 58–60, 69–79 and 115–26.
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first was a long-standing one, articulated most powerfully in the writings of John
Stuart Mill, which stressed the benefits that enlightened imperial governance
could bring to the “barbarous” regions of the world. This was often phrased, to
use a pervasive metaphor, in terms of adults training children for induction into
society.95 Although faith in the “civilizing mission”, which reached its peak in the
1830s and 1840s, had been slowly undermined by a series of imperial crises (most
notably the 1857 Sepoy Rebellion and the Eyre controversy of the 1860s) and by a
more general loss of confidence in the ability of the British to remake the world
in their own image, belief in the civilizing role of empire still carried considerable
weight.96 The empire, in this account, was seen as a giant engine for global social
reform, the agent of civilization itself. The second line of argument focused more
on the role of the settler empire, stressing the economic, cultural, political, and
racial commonalities between the United Kingdom and Australia, New Zealand,
and Canada—and often the United States. This union of the “Anglo-Saxon”
peoples, whether cast in terms of a formal political alliance (most frequently in
terms of “imperial federation”) or a vague moral unity, was seen by a number of
prominent internationalists, including Hobson and Hobhouse, as a step in the
direction of more peaceable global order.97

Green, Sidgwick, and Spencer embodied the ambiguities and ambivalences,
as well as many of the prejudices, of liberal internationalism. Green had the least
to say about civilization and empire, although this was largely a consequence
of the level of abstraction at which his work was pitched. His undergraduate
essays, written in the mid-1850s, had supported the rationale of the British
Empire, arguing in conventional terms that “the progress of our dominion [in
India] seems to have been the inevitable result of the action of civilization on
barbarism”.98 He was never especially critical of the consequences of empire for
Britain’s imperial subjects.99 However, in the Lectures on the Principles of Political

95 Ashis Nandy, “Reconstructing Childhood: A Critique of the Ideology of Adulthood”,
in idem, Traditions, Tyranny, and Utopia (Delhi, 1987), 56–76; and Uday Singh Mehta,
Liberalism and Empire (Chicago, 1999), 28–36.

96 Karuna Mantena, Alibis of Empire: Social Theory and the Ideologies of Late Imperialism
(Princeton, 2006).

97 Hobson, Imperialism: A Study, ed. Philip Siegelman (Ann Arbor, 1997 [first published
1902]), 332; and Hobhouse, Democracy and Reaction, 153–4. See also Duncan Bell, The Idea
of Greater Britain: Empire and the Future of World Order, 1860–1900 (Princeton, 2007).
Hobson and Hobhouse later changed their positions on this issue.

98 Green, “British Rule and Policy in India”, Collected Works, 5: 22. See also Green,
“Interference with Foreign Nations”, 15–19. In later writings the British Empire, in India
or elsewhere, is rarely mentioned. See also Boucher, “British Idealism”, 681.

99 For example he argued that the only “lasting defence of the Indian Empire is in
contentment of the Indian people”. See Green’s notes on his speech on “National Loss
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Obligation he argued, albeit in an aside, that British rule in India was both
internally and externally destabilizing, leading to the propagation of an unhealthy
“military character” in England while simultaneously contributing to dangerous
international rivalry.100 Ironically, this muted critique was launched from Green’s
base in Balliol, an institution that under the inspiring leadership of his former
tutor, Benjamin Jowett (1817–93), primed young men for a life of service on the
frontier: between 1874 and 1914, 27.1% of Balliol graduates worked in the imperial
“outposts of progress” for at least two years.101 Moreover, Green’s teaching deeply
influenced many of the men who left Balliol to become imperial administrators,
and the impact of idealism on Edwardian conceptions of imperialism, ranging
from ideas about the Anglo-Saxon “commonwealth” through to Tory visions of
global grandeur, was pronounced.102

Sidgwick frequently wrote in a racialized idiom, and his work is studded
with examples of crude (albeit standard) civilizational stereotyping.103 It is the
“business” of civilized nations to “educate and absorb” the savage nations, he
wrote once when criticizing Spencer’s ethics.104 He was an ardent defender of
the British Empire; indeed he sought to replicate in Cambridge the success of
Oxford in training young men for imperial service.105 He argued that while the
empire exhibited many potential downsides these were ultimately outweighed
by its positive effects. The downsides included the loss of life involved (mainly
but not only among the “civilized”), the geopolitical vulnerability to which it
exposed Britain, the difficulty of defending such a globally extended frontier,

and Gain under a Conservative Government”, delivered on 5 December 1879, in Collected
Works, 5: 352.

100 Green, Political Obligation, 483, sect. 173.
101 Richard Symonds, Oxford and Empire: The Last Lost Cause? revised ed. (Oxford, 1991),
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the Indian Civil Service”, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society 51 (2005), 35–71,
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and the temptation to drag other great powers into competition. These could in
principle be offset, however, by a combination of material and moral benefits.
Materially, imperialism could generate increased military power and national
wealth, although this was by no means certain. Above all, though, it was ideas
about Britain’s civilizational task and “spiritual expansion”, the “sentimental
advantages, derived from justifiable conquests”, that anchored Sidgwick’s support
for empire:

Such are the justifiable pride which the cultivated members of a civilised community feel
in the beneficent exercise of dominion, and in the performance by their nation of the noble
task of spreading the highest kind of civilisation; and a more intense though less elevated
satisfaction—inseparable from patriotic sentiment—in the spread of the special type of
civilisation distinctive of their nation, communicated through its language and literature,
and through the tendency to imitate its manners and customs which its prolonged rule,
especially if on the whole beneficent, is likely to cause in a continually increasing degree.106

This was a vision of cultural imperialism, remaking the manners as well as the
map of the world, and drawing on a long-standing terra nullius argument leavened
with late Victorian moralism about the duty of imperialists to indigenous
populations.107

Liberalism, though, was far from monolithic when it came to justifying
imperial adventure, and sweeping claims about the imperial logic inherent in
liberalism, or of the essential connection between liberal political thought and
empire, need to be treated with caution.108 Spencer was a vitriolic critic of empire
and imperialism.109 He was at his most acute in identifying the “re-barbarization”
of England, the retrogression to militarism and authoritarian practices, a process
that Spencer argued was inseparable from imperialism. At the turn of the century
he wrote that the “coincidence in time between the South African war and the
recent outburst of Imperialism, illustrates the general truth that militancy and
Imperialism are closely allied—are, in fact, different manifestations of the same
social condition. It could not, indeed, be otherwise”.110 As we have seen, Spencer
predicted the development of industrial societies and their peaceful co-existence.

106 Sidgwick, The Elements of Politics, 312, 313 and 256.
107 For a discussion of terra nullius arguments see Anthony Pagden, “Human Rights, Natural

Rights, and Europe’s Imperial Legacy”, Political Theory 31 (2003), 171–99.
108 See here Bell, “Empire and International Relations in Victorian Political Thought”; Bell,

“Empire”; and Pitts, A Turn to Empire. Cf. Mehta, Liberalism and Empire.
109 See also the analyses in David Weinstein, “Imagining Darwinism”, in Schultz and

Varouxakis, eds., Utilitarianism and Empire, 189–209; and Sylvest, “War, Evolution, and
Internationalism”.

110 Spencer, “Imperialism and Slavery”, in idem, Facts and Comments (London, 1902), 112–21,
113.
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Although he had never specified a timeline, the late nineteenth century offered
very little support for this prophecy. Spencer reacted by indicting the whole
political culture of late Victorian Britain:

from the people who daily read their Bibles, attend early services, and appoint weeks of
prayer, there are sent out messengers of peace to inferior races, who are forthwith ousted
from their lands by filibustering expeditions authorized in Downing Street; while those
who resist are treated as “rebels”, the deaths they inflict in retaliation are called “murders”,
and the process of subduing them is named “pacification”.111

Most people took their “nominal creed” from the New Testament and their
“real creed from Homer”, and it was against this background that the by now
agnostic Spencer claimed often to find himself trying to convert “Christians to
Christianity”.112 This is not to suggest that he was free from the prejudices of
his age; his writings are, after all, peppered with racialized turns of phrase (one
only has to look closely at the passage just quoted).113 The point is that Spencer’s
biting radicalism and his sense of betrayal gave him a critical distance from the
establishment and the policies it pursued, especially in contrast to Sidgwick’s
“government house” internationalism. It was this distance that made it possible
for him to refer to dark and white savages in the same breath,114 to identify the
“diffusion of military ideas, military sentiments, military organization, military
discipline. . . going on everywhere”, and to lament the “general retrogression
shown in the growing Imperialism and accompanying re-barbarization”.115

iv. conclusion

Despite considerable political and philosophical differences, the views on
international society articulated by Green, Spencer, and Sidgwick were highly
compatible. They emphasized the potential of a variety of trends discernible in
international politics, in particular the importance of free trade and the evolution
of international law, and they shared a broadly complementary normative
vision of the future, of a pacific, stable, and expanding society of civilized
states. Their conceptions of empire were, however, very different. The potential
universalism of Sidgwick’s vision was, like that of so many of his contemporaries,

111 Spencer, Principles of Ethics, 2: 277.
112 Spencer to E. Cazelles, 6 December 1896, in Duncan, Life and Letters, 399–400.
113 Although see the discussion in Peel, Herbert Spencer, ch. 6.
114 Spencer to Cazelles; and also Spencer to Moncure D. Conway, 17 July 1898, in Duncan, Life
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115 Spencer, “Re-barbarization” and “Regimentation” in idem, Facts and Comments, 236 and
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circumscribed by arrogance towards and ignorance about other societies. The
sphere of civilization, whilst in principle capable of encompassing the whole
planet, was still considered very small. This vision of international society was
constrained, that is, by a cultural account of racial difference. Green appears
rather more ambivalent on this matter, whereas Spencer, while often prejudiced,
was contemptuous of imperialism and feared the degrading effects of foreign
dominion on British politics.

The intellectual life of the late Victorians was marked by often vicious debate
over a host of political issues. Despite the fissiparous nature of the period, it is
nevertheless possible to identify a relatively coherent internationalist ideology
promulgated by liberal public moralists, an ideology which we have sought
to illustrate by analysing the thought of three leading philosophers who were
able to systematically theorize lines of thought which others held as articles of
political faith. In the twentieth century the liberal ideal of international society
was gradually, albeit incompletely, realized following two catastrophic world
wars, reaching its formal legal recognition with the end of the drawn-out and
bloody process of decolonization. Yet this new society embodied the Janus-faced
approach to international order found in the tradition of British liberalism, one
of its main intellectual progenitors. While finally achieving a form of universality
through encompassing the entire globe, the new international society failed to
completely escape the hierarchical differentiation associated with the always-
shifting standard of “civilization”. This remains the case to this day.


