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EW STATESMEN ARE more closely identified
F with the British Liberal political tradition

than William Ewart Gladstone (1809—98).
His parliamentary career spanned most of the
nineteenth century, and his posthumous influ-
ence stretched well into the twentieth century,
affecting generations of Liberal, Labour and ‘Pro-
gressive’ leaders.” Though less unambiguously
associated with liberalism, Joseph Chamberlain
(1836—1914) was also very influential — shaping the
outlook both of radical Liberals like David Lloyd
George and radical Unionists.> Both statesmen
engaged with ideas and visions of ‘Europe’ — of
which they believed the United Kingdom was
a constituent part, though one which projected
European influence and values onto a global can-
vass through the British Empire.

Gladstone’s Europe
Gladstone first took office in 1841, in a govern-
ment that included the Duke of Wellington, the
man who defeated Napoleon at Waterloo, after
a ‘world war’ which had lasted for over twenty
years. His political career was so long that his last
government (1892—4) included H. H. Asquith,
who was to lead the British Empire into the First
World War. Although in Gladstone’s lifetime the
catastrophe of another ‘world war’ was averted,
avoiding a recurrence of such a clash of empires
was the key concern in nineteenth-century inter-
national relations. Like his mentor Lord Aberdeen
(1784—1860), Gladstone operated on the Vienna
Congress idea that European wars were similar to
civil wars, in so far as they were conflicts between
‘sister” states, sharing religion, history and cul-
ture, and upholding the same system of moral
obligation.

His engagement with Europe was facilitated
by both his command of modern languages
(French, German and Italian in particular) and

his frequent travels, albeit to a limited number
of destinations. Like most contemporaries from
his social background, his education was rooted
in the study of ancient Greek and Latin and their
classical culture and philosophy. Aristotle and
Homer were two of his leading lights.* Under the
Roman Empire, ancient Europe had known polit-
ical and cultural unity, which was coextensive
with what Victorians regarded as ‘Civilisation’.
Though Gladstone decried Disraeli’s invocation
of ‘Imperium et Libertas’ as a travesty of bru-
tal imperialism, he thought that modern Europe
should emulate the achievements of the ancients
by exporting what he himself called “Western and
beneficent institutions’s
The legacy of the Roman Empire in estab-
lishing ideas of international law and liberty
had been consolidated by Christianity, which
survived the fall of that empire and became
the new framework for European civilisation,
defining not only spiritual life, but also moral-
ity and standards of social behaviour. Gladstone
felt that Christianity had created a deeper Euro-
pean identity, first through the rise of ‘national’
churches, then through the concurrent opera-
tion of congregational forms of Protestantism,
which, in Britain and elsewhere, became impor-
tant expressions of the popular spiritual aspira-
tions in a democratising world. In his mature
years, Gladstone was not perturbed by such
diversity and felt that Christianity was articu-
lated — rather than fragmented — through its
various churches. As he saw it, denominational
diversity within the overarching Christian
umbrella was extended to include both Jews —as
an ancestral pre-Christian, prophetic people —
William Ewart
Gladstone (1809-
98) and Joseph
Chamberlain
(1836—1914)

and post-Christian groups such as atheists and
secularists. In all its variety, Western European
religion was so central to Gladstone’s political
vision, that in some ways he may be regarded
as a thinker who bridged the gap between
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liberalism and what later came to be known as
the ‘Christian democratic’ tradition.’

A great admirer of Dante Alighieri, Gladstone
was familiar with the poet’s vision of a ‘univer-
sal monarchy’ as a community of free peoples,

a commonwealth.” Dante’s idea of empires as a
rational, and indeed divinely ordained, way of
organising social life was not only still relevant,
but also even more so than it had ever been. For

in the second half of the nineteenth century the
European empires — the British, the French and
those of the Romanovs, Habsburgs, and Hohen-
zollern — dominated the world and were set to
become more and more powerful through tech-
nological advances, industrialisation and com-
mercial liberalism. With Dante, Gladstone argued
that empires and liberty were not incompatible,
provided imperial government became the con-
duit of civil liberty and regional autonomy. He
thought that the British Empire justified its exist-
ence precisely because of its emancipatory and
civilising power —a view that at the time, and for
a generation or two after him, was widely shared
even by humanitarian liberals like the young Irish
diplomat Roger Casement and the English scholar
Gilbert Murray, as well as by Indian patriots,
including Mohandas Gandhi.?

Thus, in trying to understand what ‘Europe’
meant to Gladstone, we must first consider that
the Europe he knew was not primarily based on
nation states, but on multi-ethnic or — as Glad-
stone came to think in later life — multi-national
states. It was a Europe in which legitimate gov-
ernment relied not on the ‘popular will’, but
on the dynastic principle. Liberalism stood out
from conservatism and absolute monarchism in
that it argued that dynastic legitimacy should
seck the consensus and support of the people, as
represented by the electors, and that good gov-
ernment was about good stewardship. And the
UK stood out from other empires because there
sovereignty was encapsulated in the notion of
‘Queen in Parliament’, which reflected both
Edmund Burke’s idea of dynastic continu-
ity married to popular consent, and his insist-
ence that a good constitution should be able to
grow organically through gradual adaptation to
changing circumstances.® This was a vision that
Gladstone fully shared.

Though he was familiar with contempo-
rary developments in the natural sciences, and
engaged with evolutionary theory and con-
temporary scientific developments — which he
tried to reconcile with Biblical revelation™ — he
did not see their relevance to politics and espe-
cially to international relations. Instead, as
already noted above, Gladstone believed that
what brought people together was neither race,
nor a common language, but rather shared
beliefs, which ought to engender brotherly feel-
ings among the powers (again a vision inherited
from the tradition of the Vienna Congress). On
such spiritual sorority depended the Concert of

Europe." Like a gentlemen’s club, the Concert
had its rules, the most important of which was
to avoid unilateralism in foreign policy.” The
depth of Gladstone’s well-known disapproval

of Benjamin Disraeli can only be understood if
we bear in mind that the latter was perceived to
regard ‘the European concert ... [as] a delusion
... the Powers being all selfish and all contemp-
tuous of humanity’.”* Gladstone believed this
doctrine to be false, immoral and unwise. More-
over, the British Empire was based on commerce
and as such was vulnerable both to war and the
financial and commercial unrest periodically
generated in world markets by rumours of war
and unilateral action.

These considerations were important for him,
for a key dimension of his Christian, imperial
and liberal vision was commerce. The latter was
not only about trade and material advantages,
but also about building bridges between peoples,
a view popularised by another Victorian Liberal
—Richard Cobden (1804—65). In the speech Glad-
stone delivered to the Political Economy Club in
1876, on the centenary of the publication of Adam
Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, he said, among
other things, that ‘[t]he operations of commerce
are not confined to the material ends ... there
is no more powerful agent in consolidating and
knitting together the amity of the nations’, argu-
ing that free trade served ‘the great moral purpose
of the repression of human passions, and those
lusts and appetites which are the great cause of
war’."* Thus he advocated ‘a view of international
society which had both an economic and political
dimension — free trade the regulator of the one,
the Concert of the other’."s

While the views expressed above were partly
derived from Richard Cobden, Gladstone did not
share the latter’s optimism and was not an ‘ideal-
ist’ in terms of international relations. His view
was ultimately rooted in the hard-nosed calcula-
tions of the Treasury and the Board of Trade. If
he was a ‘cosmopolitan patriot’, his understanding
of the best course in foreign policy amalgamated
realpolitik with Christian humanitarianism."

He regarded such a combination of ‘realism’ and
moral responsibility as not only good for states-
men, but also essential to the message that they
ought to address to their electors, in order to
socialise the masses into democratic politics. The
danger for a powerful and successful empire like
Britain was not a working-class revolution, but
the blind chauvinism that displayed itself in peri-
odical outbursts of ‘jingoism’ (a term coined in
1878). As the franchise was extended to the work-
ing classes, Gladstone felt that they too had to be
educated to behave like ‘club members’, and that
foreign policy and free trade finance were the two
essential disciplines in this school of citizenship
whose teachers were statesmen like himself. As
pedagogues of liberty, Liberal statesmen should
become mediators of a higher understanding of
the people’s true interest.”

In trying to
understand what
‘Europe’ meant
to Gladstone, we
must first con-
sider that the
Europe he knew
was not primarily
based on nation
states, but on
multi-ethnic or
—as Gladstone
came to thinkin
later life — multi-
national states.
It was a Europein
which legitimate
government
relied not on the
‘popular will’, but
on the dynastic
principle.
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Nations and nationalism

Authority always ought to be restrained by a sense
of the rulers’ paternal obligation towards their
subjects. Whether liberal or not, empires had a
special responsibility to the subject nationalities
that they dominated. Hence Gladstone’s outrage
when some of these powers — like the Austrians

in Italy in 1848—9, the Ottomans in Bulgaria in
1876 and British Empire in 1879 in both Afghani-
stan and Zululand — did not live up to the rele-
vant ethical standards of imperial behaviour. His
denunciations of these governments have much in
common. Gladstone’s rousing attack on Ottoman
misrule in Bulgaria was fired not by disdain for
the religiously different Turks, but by indignation
about their abandonment of the common human
(and imperial) standards of decency.” About what
he regarded as unnecessary British imperialist
wars in 1879, he said that, in judging the deeds

of the Conservative government, the electors

should:

Remember the rights of the savage, as we call
him. Remember that the happiness of his hum-
ble home, remember that the sanctity of life in
the hill villages of Afghanistan ... are as sacred
in the eye of Almighty God as are your own.
Remember that He who has united you together
as human beings in the same flesh and blood, has
bound you by the law of mutual love, that that
mutual love is not limited by the shores of this
island, is not limited by the boundaries of Chris-
tian civilisation, that it passes over the whole
surface of the earth, and embraces the meanest
along with the greatest in its wide scope.”

The evil of empires arose not as a result of their
violating some basic principle of self-determi-
nation, but from their tendency to base rule on
state violence rather than popular consent. This
was the main flaw of the Ottoman ‘race’, who
‘represented everywhere government by force
as opposed to government by law’.° Despite the
frequent references to ‘race’ in his speeches, Glad-
stone did not associate with the term any biologi-
cal overtones. A ‘race’ was a historical creation
with distinctive cultural and political connota-
tions. So, the Turks were a violent race because
for centuries they had been socialised into believ-
ing that power depended ultimately on ruthless
war. By contrast, what he described as the ‘mild
Mohammedans of India, the chivalrous Sala-
dins of Syria’ and ‘the cultured Moors of Spain’
were shaped by respect for civilisation and its
standards.

When empires completely failed to pro-
vide a protected environment for rational (and
‘national’) liberty, then Gladstone championed
reform. This could take the shape of ‘home rule’
or devolution within empires, which he recom-
mended for both Bulgaria in 1876 and Ireland
in 1886. If empires failed altogether, Gladstone
envisaged the creation of new pan—national states.

These were like empires, in that they brought
together people over a vast territory along models
of integration that combined ethnicity, language
and culture with a political tradition. For Glad-
stone the ‘nation’ was a non-politically-normative
concept. Far from being the revolutionary prin-
ciple that it represented and was to represent for
both Giuseppe Mazzini and Woodrow Wilson, it
was little more than a notion that ought to evoke
a sense of ‘common good’ or wider collective
interest than the region or the locality. Moreo-
ver, under ‘normal’ circumstances, it was fully
compatible, and indeed complementary with
empire (something best illustrated by position of
the Scots within the British Empire). ‘Nation’ was
thus different from ‘nationalism’, which Glad-
stone —like Bismarck — came to regard as the most
powerful source of mass political motivation and
mobilisation of his time.

There was no reason why ‘a people rightly
struggling to be free’ — whether the Irish, the
Sudanese or the Canadians — should not remain
subject to an empire and find the right amount of
freedom within the constraints of multinational
imperial entities. For the purpose of the state was
not to articulate what we now call ‘identity poli-
tics’ or to represent national aspirations, but to
address within a territorial setting specific eco-
nomic and social needs, defined by history and
tradition. It was functional, not metaphysical.
The state was ‘ordained by God’ to restrain evil —
not to flatter collective pride.

Thus, Gladstone was both a statesman who
‘understood’ nationalism, and one of the long-
est serving and most energetic defenders of the
British Empire. As such, he was interested in
identifying the factors preventing territorial
amalgamation, more than in those promoting
national identity. His main concern was to under-
stand why empires fall, not why nation states rise.

Ireland was the most difficult challenge the
British Empire faced in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Like John Stuart Mill,* from as early as
1868 Gladstone had discerned his ‘mission’ in
the ‘pacification’ of Ireland. He believed that the
best opportunity for integrating Ireland into the
United Kingdom had been lost in 1800. Then
the Irish Catholic elite had supported the Act of
Union in the expectation that this would come
with political rights for them. But they were bit-
terly disappointed when George III vetoed their
desire for ‘Emancipation’. They then started to
campaign for reform, under the inspired leader-
ship of a country gentleman, Daniel O’Connell,
and secured their goal by 1829. For Gladstone,
O’Connell was a great liberal, almost the equiva-
lent of what Cavour was to Italy.?> While the lat-
ter was the prime minister of an independent and
ancient state — the Kingdom of Sardinia—and
was faced by an uncompromising and ‘irrespon-
sible’ empire, Austria, O’Connell was the leader
of a nation which had long operated in tandem
with Britain and was now part of a patliamentary
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United Kingdom within which it was fully repre-
sented by its own MPs. Unlike the Italian regions
under Austria and her satellite principalities, even
before Emancipation Ireland had enjoyed all the
liberal freedoms (of the press, religion and public
meeting). In all these differences between the two
cases one could find the explanation as to why
Italy had to rise up in arms and fight for its inde-
pendence, while Ireland managed to secure what
she needed by peaceful agitation and election
campaigns.

What Ireland did not yet have by the time
Gladstone acceded to the premiership in 1868 was
equality under the law. The latter was the aim
of Gladstonian reforms from 1869 (with the dis-
establishment of the Irish Protestant Episcopal
Church, which represented only a minority of the
population) to 1881 (with the Land Acts, which
initiated the transfer of land ownership from the
landed gentry to the farmers) and the three elec-
toral reforms of 1883—5 (ending electoral ‘corrup-
tion’, extending the franchise to all householders
and introducing more equal electoral districts).
By 1885 Gladstone had established a uniform elec-
toral system throughout the British Isles, with
most areas being represented through first-past-
the-post, single-member constituencies under a
residential household franchise but without prop-
erty qualification.

However, it soon appeared that ‘equality’
within a unitary state was not enough for Ireland.
Instead of ‘pacifying’ the Irish, these reforms
unleashed a further wave of democratic national-
ism. Consequently, at the 1885 general election,
the Liberals were squeezed out of Ireland, where
most of the southern and western constituen-
cies went to Charles S. Parnell’s National Party,
while a majority of those in the north-east went
to the anti-Catholic Conservative Party. Ona
much smaller scale, a parallel rise of democratic
nationalism took place both in Scotland — where
anew organisation, the Crofters’ Party, secured a
group of seats in the north —and in Wales, where
the nationalist Cymru Fydd made inroads into
the traditional two-party system, demanding
both land reform and the disestablishment of the
Church of England.

As we have seen, Gladstone was keenly aware
of the power of nationalism and what nowa-
days we would describe as ‘identity politics’. He
believed that the only way to handle these forces
was to harness them to the chariot of the impe-
rial state, an aim which could best be achieved
through parliamentary devolution and land
redistribution. The latter, he thought, would
satisfy the nationalists’ demands and also cre-
ate a new institutional mechanism which, in
turn, would articulate the Irish ‘national inter-
est’ —in so far as it was distinct from the wider
UK interest — within the wider British Empire.
This strategy was based on the one adopted for
Canada in 1867 and ultimately on the 1840 Dur-
ham report, which, as Osterhammel has noted,

However, it soon
appeared that
‘equality’ within
a unitary state
was not enough
forIreland.
Instead of ‘paci-
fying’ the Irish,
these reforms
unleashed a
further wave

of democratic
nationalism.

made democracy ‘harmless’ for the establishment
and contributed to its dissemination through-

out the world. When applied to the UK itself,
devolution was an integrationist strategy with

an explicit pluralist agenda. The UK was to be a
partnership of four nations — England, Ireland,
Scotland and Wales —involving the regional elites
in the redefinition of both the character and inter-
est of both the UK and British Empire. Each of
the four nations had something to offer and each
could be relied upon by the imperial government,
provided their cultural distinctiveness was fully
recognised and their self-government established
through the system of home rule.

Joseph Chamberlain, separatist
nationalism and imperial federation
Driven by the logic of competition under a two-
party system, the Conservatives adopted the
opposite strategy, which involved an assimi-
lationist approach. Under Lord Salisbury, the
Tories opposed home rule, denouncing it as the
first step towards the disintegration of the empire,
and argued that the way forward demanded not
constitutional, but merely social reform within

a centralised UK. In international relations they
were ‘realists’ and rejected Gladstone’s construc-
tivism and multilateralism. Their espousal of a
social-imperialist stance helped to split the Lib-
erals, with an anti-home-rule wing abandoning
Gladstone’s party and, under the guidance of the
nationalist Radical leader Joseph Chamberlain,
entering into a permanent ‘Liberal Unionist’ alli-
ance with the Tory Party.

Chamberlain’s eventual rise to the position
and role of chief instigator of new radical Con-
servative Party policies was as extraordinary as
Gladstone’s trajectory from ‘rising hope of those
stern and unbending Tories’ (which is how Lord
Macaulay dubbed him in the 1839) to the stand-
ard-bearer of Liberalism. Chamberlain had lib-
eralism in his blood as much as Gladstone might
have appeared to have had Toryism in his. Hail-
ing from a prominent London Unitarian family,
like many other upper-middle-class Noncon-
formists, Joseph was educated at University
College School. In 1852, at the age of 16 he was
taken out of school to enter the family busi-
ness. Two years later he was sent by his father
to Birmingham to run a screw manufacturing
company in partnership with other Unitarian
businessmen. Driven by religious zeal, from the
start he found time to be involved in attempts
to ‘improve’ the poor — teaching literature, his-
tory, French and arithmetic to slum children in
Sunday school classes. Under the influence of the
radical Nonconformist minister George Daw-
son (1821—76), he developed a keen interest in the
social question.

Both his business and political career pros-
pered. By 1874 he had accumulated a fortune
which enabled him to retire and become fully
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involved in local politics, serving as mayor of
Birmingham between 1874 and 1876. This was

a crucial period for his career, during which he
developed both his confidence in the power of
government to ameliorate society by direct inter-
vention, and a solid base of electoral support. His
celebrated ‘municipal socialist’ schemes were part
of a general shift in British local authority ‘gov-
ernmentality’ towards interventionism, and in
this respect not totally original, but their success
in Birmingham stimulated a national debate on
the subject. The press was already familiar with
Chamberlain as an influential campaigner for free
secular schooling, through the National Educa-
tion League (1869—77). Together with his regional
reputation and support, his skills in organising
pressure groups propelled him to the forefront of
national debates about liberalism and democracy,
especially after he became one of the architects
and a leading light of the National Liberal Fed-
eration (whose opening meeting was held at Bir-
mingham in May 1877).

An MP from 1876, within four years he found
himselfin the cabinet, to which he was promoted
by Gladstone. Chamberlain’s work on the organi-
sation of the National Education League (1869—
77) and the National Liberal Federation (from
1877) had brought him to the forefront of national
debates, and his municipal socialist schemes —
whereby public services were established by local
authorities and run like profit-making concerns
but for public benefit — had been immensely
successful.

At the time, Gladsome was preaching and
practicing strict economies at the Treasury, but
the reduction of central government expendi-
ture was perfectly compatible with the increase of
local government expenditure —in fact municipal
socialism was largely complementary to Glad-
stonian retrenchment at the centre.> It was only
from 1885 that the two Liberal statesmen began to
diverge. In the aftermath of the extension of the
franchise and the reforms of 1883—s, Chamberlain
issued a Radical manifesto in which he embarked
on what he regarded as the updating of liberal-
ism for the new democratic age. He claimed that
‘Government of the people and by the people’
now meant ‘Socialism’, though the term was at
that time very vague and he simply meant that
in future, Liberalism would be about addressing
the social question.* However, social reform —
which until then had been a largely technical and
bipartisan aspect of government — would now be
politicised, for the government could not con-
tinue to be ‘neutral’ in these matters. The meth-
ods of ‘Municipal Socialism’ were to be adopted
by Whitehall.

Besides being intrinsically novel, this approach
had important implications for both the impend-
ing debate on Irish home rule and the wider dis-
cussion about the relationship between state and
society. One implication was that, if poverty was
to be reduced by state intervention, then what

One implication
was that, if pov-
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and empowering
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centre.

Britain required was not devolution, but the
rational reconstruction and empowering of the
imperial executive at its centre.?®

At the time, Chambetlain was beginning to
move towards a more imperial understanding of
liberalism, partly under the influence of his friend
Sir Charles Dilke, the champion of ‘Greater Brit-
ain’, and Sir John Seeley, the Cambridge historian
of The Expansion of England.?” His enthusiasm for
the settlement colonies — which ‘expanded both
‘England’ and representative self-government —
was shared by other radical figures, such as Wil-
liam Forster (educational reformer, Irish chief
secretary and champion of ‘ethical’ interven-
tion in foreign crises), the historian James Froude
and —among a younger generation — Joseph
Powell-Williams, Hugh Arnold-Forster and
James Bryce.* The Imperial Federation League,
founded in 1884, brought many of these figures
together.?

Chamberlain had started to develop this new
radicalism from 1882, when he proposed pub-
lic works to relieve distress in Ireland. For the
purpose of the present article, it is important to
note that his strategy was partly inspired by con-
temporary French republican social reform, and
particularly by Charles de Freycinet (1828—1923).
The latter had much in common with Chamber-
lain, including a Protestant upbringing, a techni-
cal, rather than classical, education, and a strong
interest in the English social question.’* Passion-
ate about the power of science to improve society,
Freycinet had developed a major plan to renovate
the French provinces through an ambitious pro-
gramme of infrastructures, literally driven by the
railways.* Freycinet was also the architect of a
new imperialism which sought to modernise and
transform Africa through the construction of a
trans-Sahara railway line and the application of
democratic dirigisme and energetic state interven-
tion in the republic’s overseas territories.3* Cham-
berlain was impressed by what the French were
able to do with their colonies. In 1895 he came up
with his own version of the Freycinet ‘doctrine
of tropical African estates’, which applied state
agency to regional development.® In particular,
like Freycinet, Chamberlain stressed the impor-
tance of the railways and the economic potential
of African colonies, if properly developed by gov-
ernment initiative.’*

Thus, while historians have rightly been atten-
tive to the clash between Chamberlain’s impe-
rialism and French expansionism in Africa,
culminating with the Fashoda incident in 1898, it
must also be said that the British statesman’s con-
version to radical Unionism was partly inspired
by his admiration for continental European social
imperialism, which he thought would empower
and fulfil the potential of traditional liberalism.
Rather than a ‘betrayal’ of his radical past, his
adoption of social imperialism was, from his point
of view, a natural adaptation of his old principles
to a new situation. This is well illustrated by his
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European liberal-
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social-imperialist
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socialism.

attitudes towards humanitarian intervention in
the Balkans.

There is both continuity and change between
his Liberal and Unionist phases in Chamber-
lain’s attitude to ethnic violence in the Ottoman
Empire. In 1876 Chamberlain had supported the
Bulgarian Horrors Agitation, though without
sharing in the evangelical outrage felt by most
other Nonconformists, and in 1882 he advocated
intervention in Egypt, partly to stop anti-Chris-
tian riots.*° In 1895—6, when pogroms broke out
in the Ottoman Empire, resulting in the massa-
cre of thousands of Armenians, Gladstone (in his
last public speech) again invoked the Concert of
Europe. By contrast, Chamberlain took a rather
more aggressive stance. He first proposed ajoint
European military action against Constantinople,
with Britain acting together with Italy and the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. Then, in December
1895, he wrote to Lord Salisbury proposing that
Britain should instead seek the cooperation of the
United States, and a joint British—US naval squad-
ron should be sent to Constantinople to demand
the end of the massacres.” Both Salisbury and his
nephew, Arthur J. Balfour, dismissed the idea as
impracticable, but within months the Russians
did more or less what Chamberlain had proposed.
The initiative was successful: when the Russians
threatened to bombard Constantinople, the Otto-
man government became more cooperative.®*

The episode suggests that Chamberlain could
be a better judge of the great powers’ ability to
influence the situation in the Ottoman Empire
than his Tory colleagues. However, his hope for
ajoint British—-American action was ahead of
its time and outstripped the contemporary US
ambitions in the Mediterranean. By contrast,
cooperation with Italy and Austro-Hungary
—areturn to European military group effort,
similar to the one which resulted in the Battle
of Navarino (1827) and Greek independence —
would have required a consistently multilateral-
ist foreign policy: however, both Chamberlain
and Salisbury were at best opportunists in terms
of their attitude to international cooperation.
Yet, this episode showed that when it came to
taking action in an international crisis, in the
first instance he looked to other European pow-
ers —in this case, Italy and Austria-Hungary.

He expected that they would intervene not only
because of shared geopolitical spheres of interest,
but also because of a sense of moral obligation
akin to Gladstone’s idea of collective responsibil-
ity for the preservation of ‘decency’ in imperial
government. As the Armenian crisis indicated,
he also looked to America, which he saw as an
extension of the British Empire, an ‘empire of
liberty’ created by people who were ‘kith-and-
kin’ of the British. Chamberlain was interested
in contemporary post-Darwinian theories of
race, and — through his third wife, who was
American — had developed a fascination with the
racialist hope of a grand ‘Anglo-Saxon’ alliance,

an Anglo-American, or even an Anglo-Amer-
ican-German entente of the ‘Teutonic Peoples’
(in fact, he was an enthusiastic proponent of an
Anglo-German alliance).

In this he departed from the then prevalent
attitude in both parties, which traditionally had
been reluctant to enter into permanent interna-
tional ‘entanglements’. By contrast, Chamberlain
—aman of vision and fertile imagination — was
always ready to borrow from successful German,
French or American experiments (in his previous
career a as businessman, he had done precisely the
same in the fields of technology, industrial pro-
duction and marketing). Likewise, when it came
to attitudes to settlement colonies, Chamberlain
was much less pragmatic and ‘insular’ than most
of his colleagues.®® For him, the colonies were
Britain’s new constitutional, social and demo-
graphic ‘frontier’, a conviction which consistently
inspired his policies. Thus, in 1886 he opposed
Irish home rule because he believed that there
should be no weakening of the imperial bond at
the centre of the system: the day of small nations
had passed. It was not the time to devolve powers
to the periphery, but instead to tighten the exist-
ing union, assimilating provinces to the imperial
metropole. The British Empire should become like
the United States on a global scale, a great demo-
cratic empire. It was in 1903 that he launched his
programme of imperial federation built on a cus-
toms union and the idea that ‘we have to cement
[and] ... consolidate the British race’ in order to
meet ‘the clash of competition’, which was com-
mercial, but could easily also become military.*
An imperial Zollverein would be the first step
towards a deeper union. As an imperial federa-
tion, the British Empire — with a ‘white’ popula-
tion of 60,000,000 — would match the US with its
population of 70,000,000).*"

Chambetlain’s conversion to social imperial-
ism was one instance of a wider shift in European
liberalism, one which saw many of his contem-
poraries on the ‘left’ of liberal politics —includ-
ing Leon Gambetta (1838—82) in France, Francesco
Crispi (1818—1901) in Italy and Friedrich Nau-
mann (1860—1919) in Germany. All adopted simi-
larly social-imperialist strategies as a way of
responding to the rise of socialism.** Likewise,
Chamberlain’s economic programme and adop-
tion of tariff reform mirrored European develop-
ments. France and Germany were less dependent
on foreign imports than Britain, and therefore
better able to guarantee a steady supply based on
domestic production (the equivalent of which for
Britain was imperial production).* In terms of
industrial policy, Chamberlain was concerned
about the steady, but apparently unstoppable,
decline in British manufactured exports going
to continental Europe.* He thought that Britain
should imitate the policies adopted by France,
Germany and the United States. These included,
in the commercial sphere, ‘reciprocity’ of conces-
sions (instead of unilateral free trade) and tariff
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protection of industries. The latter, he believed,
were threatened by abusive labour practices no
longer allowed in Britain: free trade ceased to
be a positive force when it became the means
whereby exploitation replaced dignified labour
conditions.* In so far as free-trade ‘globalisation’
threatened the allegedly higher standards of Brit-
ish employment practice, he denounced it.* For
the same reason, in a further departure from a
long-tradition in British policy, he also rejected
the ‘free movement of people’, not only because
of competition, but also because of their nega-
tive cultural influence: ‘They come here ... and
change the whole character of a district. (Cheers.)
The speech, the nationality of whole streets has
been altered’.+

In adopting such rhetoric, he was both inter-
preting and stoking widespread fears whose
immediate motivation was a refugee crisis: the
immigration of Eastern European Jews fleeing
pogroms in the Russian Empire. Within months
of his delivering this speech, the Conservative and
Unionist government introduced, with the 1905
Aliens Act, the first example of anti-immigration
legislation in modern British history.

Conclusion

Where would Gladstone and Chamberlain stand
in today’s debate about Europe, ‘Brexit’ and
global free trade? This is a counterfactual ques-
tion, not a historical one, but it is a question
which implicitly — and sometimes explicitly — has
been raised in recent public debates.** Moreover,
even before the 2016 ‘Brexit’ referendum, similar
questions about the ‘meaning’ of British history
have frequently been discussed.* And it must

be noted that such debate had already started in
Gladstone’s day: it was Otto von Bismarck who
first articulated the view that Gladstone was the
champion of ‘a federative Europe bound to keep
the peace by a web of common sense, a Europe
in which the interests of the whole would out-
weigh particular interests.” By the same token,
Chamberlain’s response to immigration sounds
like much of the rhetoric emanating from the
Conservative and Brexit camp in 2016—17. How-
ever, his attitudes to both Europe and the Empire
were the opposite of the insularism and ‘Little
Englandism’ which dominates Theresa May’s
government. Inspired by French and German
models, Chamberlain sought to transcend tradi-
tional British sovereignty within a wide impe-
rial union, based not on ‘free trade’, but on a
customs union and, eventually, a super-state, the
then-equivalent of what the EU was to become in
Eurosceptic nightmares.

The case with Gladstone is more complex,
because here we find a multifaceted intellectual
complexity and ability to engage with various
aspects of the contemporary world as the lat-
ter changed. It is easy to say that he would have
disapproved of various arguments about British

‘exceptionalism’, recently proposed by politi-
cians, historians and political scientists in order to
advance a unilateralist approach to foreign poli-
cy* While Gladstone was prepared to take unilat-
eral action when this was inevitable — his invasion
of Egypt in 1882, for example, though he had ini-
tially planned it as a joint Anglo-French ‘inter-
national intervention’ operation — he strongly
condemned and disapproved of unilateralism as

a general philosophy in foreign affairs* Instead,
he would have agreed with the criticism that John
Bruton, Ireland’s former prime minister, lev-
elled against David Cameron in February 2016,
when he contrasted the Conservative govern-
ment’s move towards Brexit with the British tra-
dition: ‘Two hundred years ago, when European
states were much less interdependent than today,
[at the Vienna Congress| the then British foreign
secretary, Lord Castlereagh, persuaded the Euro-
pean powers to make, in his words, “a systematic
pledge of preserving concert among the leading
powers and a refuge under which all minor states
may look to find their security”.s

Interdependence, cooperation and free trade
came with the free movement of workers in gen-
eral. Not only was there no restriction on the free
movement of people before 1905, but the century
witnessed one of the largest-scale movements of
people, with millions leaving Germany, Italy,
the Scandinavian countries, the Russian Empire,
as well as Britain and Ireland to settle in Amer-
ica, Australia, New Zealand and various African
colonies.

On all of these issues, it is easy to see where
Gladstone stood. However, any further compari-
son between ‘free trade’ then and ‘globalisation’
or EU policies now breaks down when we con-
sider that in the late nineteenth century Britain
was neither merely a ‘nation’, nor a multinational
United Kingdom: it was instead a global empire,
supported by the largest and most dynamic indus-
trial economy in the world. Britain was the only
superpower; other countries were merely regional
powers. This informed both Gladstone’s paternal-
istic humanitarianism and Chamberlain’s radical
imperialism. And itisin the giobal, imperiai sig-
nificance of the system which Britain controlled
and championed that we must look not only for
the rationale of Gladstone’s and Chamberlain’s
engagement with ideas of Europe, but also for
the profound difference between their world and
ours.
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