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INTRODUCTION 

The three decades from 1870 to 1900 in British History 

are known as the Age of Imperialism* During those thirty 

years Britain expanded her Empire to its greatest limits 

and began to deal on a significant scale with the problems 

of imperial federation. Imperialism also became an intel¬ 

lectual phenomenon after 1870; in fact, the development of 

an ’’Imperial Idea” is the characteristic which distinguishes 

the late nineteenth century from earlier periods of British 

expansion* Pride in the size of the Empire, faith in a 

British cultural mission, and the passion for military 

glory became for the first time in England predominant 

national characteristics. 

The Age of Imperialism began as a reaction in the 1860’s 

to the anti-imperialism of men like Goldwin Smith; it faded 

after 1900 under the attack of a new breed of men like J. A. 

Hobson. Thus, as an intellectual phenomenon, imperialism 

was not the natural fulfillment of British history, but was 

an aberration from the traditional lines of British imperial 

thought. This observation at once raises important questions 

What happened to the anti-imperialists who had been so im¬ 

portant in the 1860's? Why did the anti-imperialists dis¬ 

appear from the English scene? Or did they really disappear? 

Several considerations lead the historian to believe 
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that the anti-imperialists did not in fact entirely drop out 

of British history after 1870. In the first place, the 

figure of Gladstone dominates the age; more than any other 

single man he influenced the flow of British policy in the 

late nineteenth century, and he, certainly, was an anti- 

imperialist. Moreover, the elections of 1880, 1885, and 

1892 indicate that he had considerable support in the 

country. Finally, it would not seem likely that the well 

known appearance of the pro-Boers in 1899 could have been a 

spontaneous generation of an intellectual force having 

neither seeds nor sources. 

However, if one turns to the histories of late nine¬ 

teenth century England, he finds little to indicate the 

significance or substance of anti-imperial thought. For 

example, R. L. Schuyler’s excellent book, The Fall of the 

Old Colonial System, describes the turning away in the 1860’s 

from anti-imperialism to imperialism, but does not deal 

with anti-imperialism after 1870, C. A. Bodelsen, in his 

Studies in Mid-Victorian Imperialism, incisively and thor¬ 

oughly analyzed the substance of the imperial thought of the 

last thirty years of the nineteenth century, but neglected 

the anti-imperialists. W. L. hanger's Diplomacy of Imperial¬ 

ism contains an excellent analysis of the constituent forces 

of imperialism, but hanger, too, did not deal with the 

forces making up anti-imperialism. And a more recent study, 
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by Ronald Robinson, John Gallagher, and Alice Denny, Africa 

and the Victorians, by showing that even the Liberals prac¬ 

ticed imperial policies, would lead one to believe that there 

were no significant anti-imperialists after 1870 and that 

anti-imperialism was devoid of any effective intellectual 

content. 

It is the object of these studies in late Victorian 

anti-imperialism to show that, in addition to Gladstone, 

there were numerous influential anti-imperialists and to 

analyze the bases and development of their anti-imperial 

concepts and policies. Since neither time nor space permits 

a complete study of anti-imperialism, regrettably strict 

limitations on the extent of this work have been necessary. 

Thus, believing as I do that historical forces cannot be 

properly separated from the people that constructed, main¬ 

tained, and modified them, I have chosen four of the leading 

anti-imperialists of the decades from 1870 to 1900 in order 

to illustrate and analyze the background and development of 

their anti-imperial concepts* Each of these men, Sir 

William Harcourt, Leonard Courtney, John Morley, and Sir 

Wilfrid Lawson, was an important figure in areas other than 

anti-imperialism; consequently, what each had to say carried 

much influence in political and intellectual circles. There 

were other important anti-imperialists, among them Henry 

Labouchere and Sir Charles Dilke, but Harcourt, Courtney, 

Morley, and Lawson were representatives of relatively dis- 



4 

tinct and different lines of thought; therefore a study of 

their anti-imperialism yields a suitably comprehensive cross 

section of the various concepts that constituted the whole 

of the anti-imperial rationale. To what extent these foiir 

men and their friends made up a well-defined, cooperative 

anti-imperial movement and in what way their careers were 

similarly affected by imperialism are considerations that 

will shed significant light on the causes and extent of the 

anti-imperial eclipse in England after 1870. 



I 

Sir William Harcourt: The House of Commons Man 

Sir William George Granville Venables Vernon Harcourt 

was born in 1827 in the County of York of good Conservative 

stock. He was educated by excellent private tutors until 

1846, when he entered Trinity College, Cambridge. Harcourt 

was graduated in 1851 with first-class degrees in classics 

and mathematics, and that same year he entered Lincoln’s 

Inn to study the law. He was called to the bar in 1854, 

at which time he began his long and very successful career 

as lawyer, journalist, and politician which lasted until his 

death in 1904. 

There was no indication in his early years of an 

aberration from his inherited Tory sympathies. However, by 

the time he reached Cambridge, the exciting new political 

group in England were the Peelites, and Harcourt soon 

adopted their doctrines* During his years at Cambridge, his 

politics slipped leftward, and he became the champion of the 

liberals opposite James Fitzjames Stephens, a brilliant Tory. 

By 1859 Harcourt had become a fairly advanced liberal. 

In that year he stood for election at the Kirkaldy Burghs 

as an independent liberal but lost by a narrow margin. 

During the American Civil War, Harcourt supported British 

neutrality. Under the name "Historicus" he contributed to 

the London Times a series of learned letters on international 
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lav/ and the Civil War. These letters v/ere very influential 

and apparently helped to convince Lord John Russell not to 

intervene in America. In 1868 Harcourt was elected to 

Parliament as a Gladstonian Liberal. 

By 1870 Harcourt had developed most of the dominant 

aspects of his political character. He was born with an 

aristocratic temperament; in fact, he was fond of saying 

that he was a man of the eighteenth century. He was bril¬ 

liant and witty as a public speaker, but haughty and iras¬ 

cible in personal dealings. Although he possessed a warm 

and sensitive heart, he was intolerant of mediocrity in 

others. He was vigorous and quick-tempered, but he never 

bore a grudge. Indeed, he never realised that while he could 

shrug off the inevitable spears of political battle, others 

never forgot, and this naivete was his fatal political flaw. 

Despite his leftward movement in the political spectrum, 

Harcourt early adopted a number of doctrines from which he 

never varied. Essentially these amounted to a dedication to 

international peace and to economy in government. From his 

love of peace grew an uncompromising detestation for anything 

dealing with the military. Since war, or preparation for war, 

cost money, Harcourt had another reason to hate it. He was 

a true little-government man, and when he became Chancellor 

of the Exchequer, his budgets cheered even the niggardly 

heart of Gladstone. 
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It would he wrong to say that these beliefs were as 

philosophical principles to Harcourt, for they were not. 

They were more like prejudices into which he grew as he 

became more and more committed to the Liberal Party. Har¬ 

court was a philosopher, and he showed a remarkable ability 

to ride with opportunity. As long as his two prejudices *- 

peace and economy ~~ were not affected, his political pro¬ 

testations could remain flexible. Like many men, however, 

he became less flexible as he grew older. By the 1890's 

he had committed himself to the Radical doctrine on most 

of the critical issues of his career, and he became almost 

heroic in the defense of his position in the face of crush¬ 

ing odds, 

I 

Harcourt, did not take an active interest in the im¬ 

perial affairs of the early seventies. Like most Liberals, 

he reacted only passively to such issues as the withdrawal 

of troops from the dominions, the annexation of Fiji, and the 

Ashanti War. 

Not until 1875 did Harcourt indicate that he noticed 

the increasing results of Disraeli's imperial crusade and 

the growing popular enthusiasm for empire. In November 1875, 

Disraeli made his famous purchase of 176,000 Suez Canal 

shares. Mos of England greatly approved, but Harcourt did 

. In a speech at Oxford in December, 1875, he admitted not 
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with some humor that England had been fairly dazzled by the 

purchase of the shares. England could once again be proud 

of her position among the nations. "We, all of us, felt some 

six inches taller than before. We spread our tails like 

peacocks to the sun, and were pleased as children at our 

soap-bubble, iridescent with many hues." But, he said with 

relief, it had actually been a "very ordinary affair," for 

Britain, as even Lord Derby had said, had no intention of 

annexing or establishing a protectorate in Egypt.* 

Harcourt was not yet greatly perturbed over the rise 

of an imperial spirit, and it is evident that he did not 

foresee for Britain the inevitable entanglement in Egypt 

over the Canal. However, in February 1876, when Disraeli 

introduced the Royal Titles Bill, Harcourt was considerably 

alarmed. He wrote to the Marquis of Hartington that the 

measure would be "most disastrous" to British rule in 

India, where British policy had been to govern through 

nominally independent Indian princes. Britain had always 

avoided asserting absolute sovereignty over them, but now 

Disraeli would assert it for the Queen.^ In his first speech 

in Parliament on imperial matters, Harcourt said that Britain 

should be content with real power in India. He objected to 

"the glitter of modern times" and a "sensational" and "melo¬ 

dramatic" policy.-5 Despite Harcourt’s speech and a long and 

furious debate, the anti-imperialists were defeated and 
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Victoria became Empress of India. 

The basis of Harcourt’s objection to both the purchase 

of the Canal shares and the Royal Titles Bill was not so 

much an objection to the expansion of England as a revulsion 

from Disraeli’s artificiality and pretentiousness. Karcourt 

had not yet penetrated to the essence of the new imperial 

spirit, its causes, or its inevitable implications. 

Some of the inevitable implications of imperialism were 

brought home to Karcourt in 1878 and 1879 by the Tory policy 

in Afghanistan* In December 1878, Samuel Whitbread opened 

the debate in the Commons on the British policy in Afghan¬ 

istan, which, he believed, had brought on the Afghan War. 

Joining the Liberal leaders, Karcourt supported Whithread’s 

resolution. He said that the Tory Government had unnece.ssar 

ily caused the break with the Amir of Afghanistan, and that 

war and annexation were the results. As if at last seeing 

through the Tory policy, he exclaimed: ’’The policy of the 

Government was an Imperial policy! Yes, it was an Imperial 

policy -- it was a servile imitation of the Imperialism of 

the Second Empire.” He was one person, he continued, who 

did not like this ’’bastard Imperialism," but he feared that 

"Her Majesty’s present advisers were preparing a very differ 

ent future for hex reign” if this interlude continued,4 

Tiie Liberal-Radical group was swamped by a large major¬ 

ity on the Afghan issue,5 but Harcourt had made a permanent 
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mental fusion of imperialism to Jingoism. Soon after the 

first Afghan debate, Harcourt essayed to analyze the new 

spirit in England. There was, he said, a strange new force 

in England which was destroying the "moral fibre of the 
6 

public mind." This force was called Jingoism. What was 

Jingoism? It was, Harcourt believed, a spirit which was 

totally new to England, a spirit which desired war and 

7 
conquest. 

The Liberal, Radical, and Irish coalition was defeated 

once again on a resolution censuring the Government for its 

annexation of the Transvaal, but soon afterward Gladstone's 

passionate plea for morality against Jingoism in his great 

Midlothian campaign swayed England to the Liberals. In his 

own campaign Harcourt told his constituents that the Tory 

claim to a "scientific frontier" had lured Britain into war 

with the innocent Afghans, and that the consequences had 

been disastrous, because the "whole substance of strength, 

friendship, and independence is gone forever from Afghani¬ 

stan. "8 And just as Britain had no right to invade Afghani¬ 

stan, she had no right to annex the Boers. In fact, he 

said, the Zulu War, which was then in progress, had been 

caused by the British only "in order to reconcile the Boers 

to annexation," which in itself was unjust since it had been 

executed without Boer consent.^ The Tories had destroyed 

peace: "In whatever quarter of the globe you look," Harcourt 
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concluded, ’’there is no peace -- no prospect of peace or 

tranquility anywhere."*0 

The Liberals were extremely successful in their campaign, 

and Harcourt only slightly less so, for despite a reduced 

margin at Oxford, he was returned. The victory was sweet; 

to Sir Charles Dilke he wrote: "The smash of Jingoism is 

delicious and maketh glad the heart."** 

Until 1880 Harcourt had arrived at Iris attitude toward 

imperialism with comparatively little difficulty. He was 

an advocate of peace and conciliation, of small expenditures 

and small armies. Ranged conveniently opposite were the 

Tories, who had been the proponents of an imperial policy 

and the executors of numerous small wars. At the same time, 

there had been no stress and strain on the Liberal side, for 

Whigs, Liberals, and Radicals had joined unanimously against 

Jingoism. However, after the election of 1880, the pathway 

of anti-imperialism grew steadily more difficult for Har¬ 

court. In 1880, he became Home Secretary, thereby assuming 

partial responsibility for the formultion and maintenance 

of Government policies. Henceforth, he would be exposed to 

the rigors of constant decision, and he would suffer from the 

moral discomfort of occasionally having to stand with the 

Government on policies he did not privately prefer. In 

addition, Harcourt would have to undergo the pressures borne 

by all moderate men, for the Government would increasingly 
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face criticism from both the Tories and the Radicals on its 

imperial policies. 

Two immediately critical questions had to be dealt with 

by the new Liberal Government: the proposed retention of 

Candahar and the continuation of the Transvaal War. The 

Government’s decision to withdraw from Candahar received 

unanimous Liberal approval, but their decision to vindicate 

British authority in the Transvaal drew cries of rage from 

the Radicals*^ Finally in March 1881 Gladstone decided to 

end the hostilities, but that belated decision attracted 

renewed derision from the Tories, x^ho claimed that the 

Liberals were quitting the war because of the defeat at 

Majuba Hill, and from some Radicals, who repeated that there 

had never been any reason to fight not even annexation. 

Harcourt remained silent and voted with the Government 

until October 1881, when he gave his explanation of the 

Government’s action in South Africa. He said that although 

war in the Transvaal had been condemned by the Liberals in 

1880, the immediate consequences of the Tory policy had 

forced the new Liberal Government to continue the fighting. 

After having begun negotiations with the Boers, the British 

were defeated at Majuba Hill, but the Government saw no 

reason to stop the negotiations. "Such vengeance,” Harcourt 

said, ”is not a preliminary right, and we did not think it 
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right, either before God or man, to shed innocent blood when 

we could make the same peace before a battle which we could 
13 

have made after it.” 

Two conclusions can readily be drawn from Harcourt's 

speech: that he had adopted the orthodox Government position 

in spite of Radical pressure, and that his explanation was, 

like Gladstone’s, essentially an evasion of the question. To 

the Tories, Harcourt had a sure answer: Britain withdrew 

from the Transvaal because it was morally right to do so. 

But to the Radicals who had demanded that the Liberals immed¬ 

iately honor their pledges of 1880, Harcourt's explanation 

offered less satisfaction. To be sure, the Radicals voted 

for the Government against a motion for a vote of censure 

moved by the Tories, but they still saw no reason for the 

prolongation of the war by the Liberals in the face of their 

recent campaign. The Liberals could only blame the prolonga¬ 

tion on the Tories for leaving, as Harcourt put it, "a 

legacy of unjust and unnecessary wars.” Actually the defeat 

at Majuba was not the cause of British withdrawal from the 

Transvaal, but the Liberal reluctance to stop the hostilities 

was only the first of numerous compromises of principle that 

the Liberal anti-imperialists felt themselves compelled to 

make. 

No sooner was the Transvaal crisis past, than the bom¬ 

bardment of Alexandria caused another split in Liberal 

ranks. The great Radical statesman, John Bright, resigned 
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his cabinet position over the Government policy at Alexandria. 

Harcourt, however, again supported the Government in an im¬ 

perialistic action, and, on the day after Lord Wolseley’s 

victory at Tel-El-Kebir, Harcourt wrote to Lord Spencer of 

the "glorious Egyptian news."15 More importantly, though, 

Harcourt made it clear in an interview with Queen Victoria 

that because of Britain’s obligations to Europe, Britain could 

not consider the permanent occupation of Egypt, 

Two years later, in a long and thoughtful memorandum 

on the Egyptian question, Harcourt carefully examined the 

various aspects of intervention in Egypt and concluded with 

a definite anti-imperial policy. He stated that the Liberal 

Government had had no intention of permanently occupying 

Egypt at the time of the intervention in 1882. Because 

England had made pledges to the powers of Europe, they had 

intended to establish an effective native government, then 

withdraw. Above all, Britain had never intended to assume 

financial responsibility for Egypt* But the realities of 

the situation in 1884, as Harcourt saw them, demanded that 

if Britain chose to remain any longer in Egypt, she would 

have to contribute to Egyptian finance. Moreover, he real¬ 

ized that short-term occupation would be impossible. Thus 

the real question that Britain must face was: "Are we to 

undertake the administration of Egypt for an indefinite 

,17 
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Harcourt believed that question to be contingent on two 

more immediate problems. The first was, would the powers of 

Europe accept British occupation? Harcourt did not think 

so, because Britain, he wrote, had "neither the moral nor 

physical force requisite for such a policy."*8 The second 

question was, would England be able to administer Egypt? 

He knew that English administration could be no simple ad¬ 

visory system, that it would require a program of massive and 

constant administration. Furthermore, there would be constant 

European interference; hence, Harcourt concluded that the 

administration of Egypt by England would be impossible.*9 

Having resolved the two elemental questions, Harcourt 

found nc difficulty in deciding whether Egypt should be 

permanently occupied: "1^ answer, retire from Egypt, quasi 

20 
celierinte." He qualified his proposal with "quam celler- 

ime" knowing that General Gordon’s position in the Sudan 

made immediate withdrawal impossible. He thought that 

Britain must first extract Gordon, establish an Egyptian 

Government, then withdraw, all within perhaps a year.2* 

Harcourt's Egyptian memorandum was his most thoughtful 

contribution to imperial problems prior to 1885, He was, 

of course, incorrect in assuming that the European powers 

would force England to withdraw from Egypt. Moreover, it 

was later shown that England could administer Egypt. Never¬ 

theless, the clarity with which he saw the colonial aspects 
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of the problem is remarkable. He realized that temporary 

and partial intervention in a backward country was impossible. 

If England were going to intervene, she must bo prepared to 

do so to the fullest extent, imperialism could not be 

merely a matter of triumphant military marches through 

prostrate country. Instead, it would be a difficult, lengthy, 

and expensive business. 

The Liberal Government attempted to act upon the lines 

indicated in Harcourt’s memorandum, but extricating Chinese 

Gordon from the Sudan proved to be no simple process, When 

at last Gordon was killed by the Mahdists, the Tories accused 

the Liberals of having abandoned him. Gladstone took the 

position that Gordon had brought the trouble on himself by 

independently changing the mission in his orders, and that 

22 
the Liberal Government had done all it could to save him. 

For once Harcourt did not take the straight party line. He 

agreed that Gordon without authority had altered his mission, 

thus causing his own trouble. But Harcourt admitted that 

the Government -- of which he was a part -- had been wrong 

in sending him without an adequate army. They had seriously 

misjudged the military potential of the Mahdi. Harcourt 

said that the Liberals would simply bear whatever censure 

they would receive and turn to the future of Egypt. At the 

same time he believed that for the safety of both the Sudan 

and Egypt, the strength of the Mahdi would have to be ’’smashed 
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up,” but that there was still no reason to annex Egypt, 

From a political point of view, Harcourt's position 

on the Khartoum crisis was extremely naive. Realizing 

that the Government was in danger of falling, he tried to 

obtain support from both the Tories and Radicals in order 

to maintain a Liberal Cabinet. For the Tories, he pledged 

to defeat the Mahdi; for the Radicals, he promised not to 

annex Egypt* But he should not have admitted the Liberal 

guilt -- if there was a guilt to admit •*- particularly 

since he had never before proposed sending a large army with 

Gordon. Radical anti-imperialists thought his position 

morally untenable, for although they may have thought it 

was brave of him to shoulder the blame, the Radicals still 

maintained that there was no reason to "smash up the Mahdi." 

Britain, they said, should forget vengeance and withdraw 

to the more easily defensible frontiers of Egypt.It is 

evident from the Radical speeches that they voted for the 

Liberal Government only because the alternative, a Tory 

Cabinet, would have been even more imperialistic* In the 

light of Harcourt's own doctrines as presented in the 

Egyptian memorandum, his position on the conquest of the 

Sudan was false, for he should have realized that temporary 

occupation of the Sudan, as of Egypt, would have been im¬ 

possible. Thus in the final analysis, Harcourt's play for 

support from both sides seems to be no more than a rare 
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appeasement of popular opinion.^ 

II 

The dominant question in British politics after 1885 

was Irish Home Rule, which was seen by some Britishers, 

particularly by the Unionists, as an imperial problem. To 

Harcourt Irish Home Rule was neither more nor less a ques¬ 

tion of imperialism than Afghanistan, Egypt, or the Trans- 

vall -- countries for which he demanded ’’home rule'1. Fur¬ 

thermore, he arrived at his support for Home Rule by the 

same realistic considerations by which he formulated his 

other imperial doctrines. 

Harcourt had been a strong Unionist during his early 

career. In 1874 and 1876 he had voted with the Whigs 

against Isaac Butt’s Home Rule resolutions.26 In 1880, in 

a speech in which he denounced imperialism elsewhere, 

Harcourt claimed that "No one is more opposed than I am to 

the principles of Home Rule,”27 and in 1883 he wrote that 

the proposals to establish representative government in 

28 
Ireland seemed "little short of madness." 

Late in 1883, however, Harcourt began to move towards 

accepting Irish Home Rule. In a letter to Gladstone he 

wrote that Britain could never govern Ireland in any manner 

except by armed force. The question of the unity of the 

Empire, he wrote, will depend only "upon the fact that we 

can place if necessary two corps d* armee in Ireland."^9 In 
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1884 Harcourt wrote Lord Spencer that 

It is idle to conceal from ourselves that we 
do and only can hold the country [Ireland] by 
force. I am afraid the via media of conciliation 
is impossible -- there is no alternative between 
separation and coercion.3o 

Thus, when in December 1885 Gladstone let it be known 

that he would try some scheme of Home Rule, Harcourt was 

prepared to follow him. Indicating his new position, he 

wrote Lord Hartington that Britain no longer had the phys¬ 

ical or moral power to fight Home Rule. Resistance to 

Home Rule, he believed, would resemble the British failure 
31 

of 1776. 

Despite Harcourt*s conviction that Home Rule had become 

necessary, he denied that separation of England and Ireland 

would be the result. In fact, he joined the Gladstone 

Cabinet in 1886 only on the understanding that separation 

32 
was not intended. Once committed to Home Rule, however, 

Harcourt became one of its strongest proponents. He con¬ 

tinued to support it even after its rejection by the Lords 

in 1893, and his support for the Irish Nationalists continued 

to be based essentially on the assumption that further coer- 
33 

cion in Ireland was impossible. Thus, the moral question 

of the domination by Britain of a country desiring freedom, 

while definitely present in his later thoughts, did not enter 

Harcourt*s rationale until he had already committed himself 

to Home Rule. 
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During the years between the Home Rule Bills, Harcourt 

for the most part refrained from anti-imperialist criticism. 

There were imperial problems in Burma, Egypt, Zululand, 

Uganda, and the Sudan, but Harcourt was usually satisfied 

with Salisbury's policy, which he regarded as a peaceful 
7 ^ 

one* Anti-imperialism was left mainly to the Radicals. ‘ 

However, when the Liberals regained power in 1892, 

serious imperial questions were forced to his attention. 

Radical agitation for withdrawal from Egypt and Uganda was 

now directed at a Liberal Cabinet, in which Harcourt served 

as Chancellor of the Exchequer. Once again torn between 

his anti-imperial sentiments and practical necessities, 

Harcourt defended the policy of the Government not to with¬ 

draw immediately from either Uganda or Egypt. In each case, 

he believed that Britain should never have become involved 

at all, but since they had intervened, Harcourt thought 

that the Government must do their duty. Therefore, while 

repudiating annexation, Britain had to reestablish order 

35 
and government before withdrawing from the country. 

The problem which caused Harcourt to be. most concerned 

was the growing imperialistic trend in certain portions of 

the Liberal Party, particularly among the Whigs. In January 

1893 he wrote to Lord Spencer of this unfavorable tendency 

shown by some Liberalsi 

Verily in six months we have out-IIeroded Herod 
and out-jingoed the Jingoes. We have annexed more 
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territory and spent more money than any government 
that preceded us* The Tories are great fools if 
they do not do all they can to keep us in office, 
for, if xve remain in, we shall have forfeited for¬ 
ever the right to criticize any folly of which 
they could be capable.36 

Harccurt knew that the successor to Gladstone would 

soon be chosen and that the two strongest candidates.were 

he and. Lord Rosebery, who was the leading Liberal imper¬ 

ialist. Recognizing Rosebery's imperialistic sentiments, 

Harcourt had tried for some time to steer the Party away 

from imperialism and at the same time to guide Rosebery 

himself to anti-imperial policies. In 1892, for example, 

Harcourt complained to Gladstone of a Cabinet memorandum by 

Rosebery which advocated the reconquest of the Sudan via 

the upper Nile. "I see nothing," wrote Harcourt, "but 

endless expense, trouble and disaster in prospect if we 

allow ourselves to drift into any sort of responsibility 

for this business, and devoutly hope we.shall have nothing 

T 7 
to do with it." To Rosebery, Harcourt wrote urging him 

not to support annexation in Uganda; because "It is my 

conviction that we have already as much Empire as the nation 

38 
can carry." 

Upon the selection of Rosebery to succeed Gladstone, 

Harcourt suffered a great personal disappointment. The 

Liberal Party also suffered from the decision. Dy 1894 

Harcourt was the moderate Liberal leader who most nearly 
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spoke for the Radical wing of the Party, and he represented 

the anti-imperialist sentiment in the Party against the turn 

to imperialism that, the Whig ascendancy would certainly cause. 

Moreover, the Whig faction did not by the 1890’s represent 

a majority of Liberal members in the country, and their 

ascendancy in 1894 unnecessarily alienated many Radical anti¬ 

imperialists. The selection of Rosebery meant that the 

leadership of both major parties in England was committed to 

imperialism, but that situation was not an accurate indica¬ 

tion of the strength of Radical anti-imperialism; thus the 

anti-imperialists had no choice but to adhere to a party 

which no longer accurately represented their views or to 

•^9 
join forces with the new socialist parties.' 

If Harcourt was acceptable to the Radicals, the grow¬ 

ing power in the Liberal Party, why was he not made Prime 

Minister? According to his biographer, the blame rests on 

the Radical leader, John Morley, who held the decision in 

his hands, and who threw the decision to Rosebery because 

of ephemeral, but bitter, personal grievances against Har- 

in 
court.- Morley himself explained later that Harcourt had 

not proved to have the confidence of the majority of Liberals 

because of his violent personality, which had made numerous 

enemies and had never won- popular appeal.Rosebery, how¬ 

ever, did not prove to be a popular leader, with the result 

that the Liberal Party was practically leaderless for almost 
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three years. 

After the Liberals sustained a heavy defeat in the 

general election of July 1895, Harcourt had to face five 

years of an increasingly imperialistic British policy. In 

December 1895, Dr. Jameson’s abortive raid on the Transvaal 

roused Liberal anger. In the first days of the new Parlia¬ 

mentary session, Harcourt stated vigorously that he deplored 

"the outrageous and disastrous event of the invasion of the 
'42 

Transvaal." The deed was done, and Jameson captured, 

"Yes," continued Harcourt, 

but the country has to do its part in this matter, 
and it will be seen by our conduct whether we do 
in our hearts, ex animo, condemn what we profess 
to disavow; whether we really regret that this 
attempt has been made, or whether what vje really 
deplore is that it should have failed. 3 

Thus he felt that the British Government was bound to 

examine and revise the Chartered Company of South Africa, 

and to purge those members from its Board of Directors who 

might be implicated in the crime. 

The evidence presented at the trial of the Uitlander 

plotters at Pretoria proved that Chartered Company officials 

were involved in the planning and execution of the Raid. 

On May 8, 1896, Harcourt again demanded that an inquiry be 

held concerning the complicity of the South African Char¬ 

tered Company. Britain had established the Company and re¬ 

mained responsible for it. To him the evidence from Pretoria 
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proved that some of the directors of the Company had most 

thoroughly been involved in this "sordid and squalid picture 

of stockjobbing Imperialism.The reputation of England 

had been "grossly compromised," because England had regarded 

the Company as a cheap way to expand the Empire. Nov; Britain 

could no longer avoid her responsibility; Britain must make 

it clear that she would not extend the Empire "by fraud, 
A 

falsehood, and by crime. 

In July, Joseph Chamberlain yielded to Harcourt*s 

demands, by proposing that a select committee be appointed 

to investigate the administration of the Company. Harcourt 

attached an amendment to this proposal that required the 

Committee also to investigate "the origins of the incursion 

of the South African Republic by an armed force.The 

committee was appointed, and Harcourt and Henry Labouchere 

were included among the members as the leading anti-imperial¬ 

ists . 

The report of the committee was brought in one year 

later with conclusions that were regarded by some of the 

Radicals as at best inconclusive. Harcourt, who had assumed 

the role of chief examiner on the committee, told the House 

that the committee had done everything possible within the 

limits of its authority. It had found Rhodes and some other 

Directors of the Company guilty, but the committee, in his 

opinion, did not have the authority to recommend punishment 
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for Rhodes; such a recommendation had to come from a reso¬ 

lution of the House.^ Harcourt should have realized that 

the Tory majority in the House would pass no such resolution. 

Instead of a resolution of punishment for Rhodes, a vote of 

censure on the inconclusive results of the committee was 

passed (304-77) by a coalition of Tories, who wished to 

discredit the committee, and Radicals, who sincerely thought 

that the committee had not thoroughly investigated the ulti- 

48 
mate responsibility for the Raid. 

As for the complicity of the Colonial Office, Harcourt 

never thought that Chamberlain was guilty. From the begin¬ 

ning of the controversy, Chamberlain's immediate condemna¬ 

tion of the Raid had convinced Harcourt of the Colonial 

49 
Secretary's innocence. As Harcourt told the House, Cham¬ 

berlain could not have acted as he did toward the Raid if 

he had possessed foreknowledge of the plans, and that, 

even if every witness had testified against Chamberlain, 

"I, who have seen the witnesses, would believe the Colonial 

Secretary... ."50 

Some three months after the Jameson Raid, Kitchener 

began his expedition up the Mile. The Government told the 

country that the purpose of the expedition was to relieve 

the Italians, who were under considerable pressure in 

Abyssinia, and that Kitchener would stop when he met signi¬ 

ficant enemy resistance.^ Harcourt, however, was not fooled 
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by the Government's moderate statements. In support of a 

vote of censure on the expedition, he said that the real 

reason for the expedition was simply that Chamberlain wanted 

to annex the Sudan, Instead of stopping at Dongola or when 

it met resistance, the expedition would probably go as far 
52 

as Khartoum, But the House was in no mood to recall 

Kitchener, and during the next two years the expedition was 

the subject of such popular approval that Harcourt received 

support against it only from Henry Labouchere and his Radi¬ 

cal friends. 

The ever increasing popularity of imperialism in England 

including the Liberal Party, had slowly disillusioned and 

saddened Harcourt, In October 1898 he wrote gloomily to 

John Morley, 

I have long known that the chosen people of 
the Liberal Press and Party have addicted them¬ 
selves to strange Gods, and that we shall see 
at least as powerful a contingent of Liberal 
Jingoism as of Liberal Unionism,53 

Soon afterwards, Harcourt resigned the leadership of the 

Party in the House of Commons. In 1899, however, the 

coming of the Boer War roused him to one last fight against 

the forces of imperialism. 

Harcourt realized in September 1899 that the British 

and Cape press sought to push Britain into war and annex¬ 

ation of the Transvaal, and he was offended by such a cynical 

distortion of policy. In an impassioned plea for sanity, 
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he told an audience at New Tredegar that the Boers were a 

simple, industrious, religious, freedom-loving people, 

against whom Britain should not fight. He said that the 

Boers, "whatever errors they may have committed, are deeply 

attached, as we are, to the independence of their country."^ 

The principal Boer misfortune happened to he that they lived 

on a gold field. Because of a disgraceful greed for gold, 

the British and Cape press had sought to "exasperate the 

controversy, to pervert the facts, and to do all in them 

that lies, and at every moment when we seem to be near a 

settlement to obstruct that settlement in the direction of 

55 
peace." The truth of the matter, he continued, was that 

the Boers were right in resisting British demands, since by 

the Treaty of 1884, the Transvaal was an independent country 

56 in every aspect except foreign affairs. The dispute was 

not a question of British power, because the Boers could be 

easily crushed. "For us," he said, "it is not what we can 

do, but what it is right we should do and what we ought to 

do."57 

Thus Harcourt based his opposition to a war in South 

Africa on the grounds that, according to international law, 

Britain had no right to make demands on Boer internal policy. 

To him, the whole legal question turned around the words 

"suzerainty" and "paramountcy," which Chamberlain claimed 

that Britain exercised over the Transvaal. Harcourt correct- 
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ly believed that suzerainty was a condition which had been 

dropped from the Treaty of 1884; therefore, Chamberlain 

5 8 had no right to raise the question.* Furthermore, the 

claim by the British to par amount c.y was entirely unjusti¬ 

fied by international law. To Harcourt, paramountcy meant 

simply "the will of the stronger.” ’’Superior force,” he 

wrote, ”we unquestionably possess, but the question is, does 
r 0 

that confer upon us exceptional rights?”' J 

Harcourt's efforts were in vain, and the war came. To 

his sister he wrote: ’’The horrors of this war oppress me, 

but I at least have the supreme consolation that I have done 

(S 0 
all in my power to avert it,” 

Gnce the war had begun, he pledged his support to the 

Government of military operations, but he claimed the right 

to continue to criticize the Government on its policy lead¬ 

ing to the war.*** He kept his pledge, and while some 

Radicals even resisted the granting of funds for military 

necessities, Harcourt never spoke or voted against the execu¬ 

tion of the war. Nevertheless, throughout the war he main¬ 

tained that it was an unjust aggression and that British 

negotiations had been its immediate cause.^ 

In September 1900 came the crucial "Khaki Election,” 

Harcourt realized that Britain was determined in its support 

of the war, and that the anti-imperialists would be crucified 

on the trumped-up issue of patriotism. Hence, he attempted 
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with dogged resolution to turn the attention of the country 

to other issues: temperance, education, labour unions, and 

national finance. It was no use; the country had decided 

to vote for the war, and while Harcourt himself vtas comfort¬ 

ably elected, the Liberals in general suffered a disastrous 

defeat 

III 

Harcourt once wrote in a letter to Mrs. Henry Ponsonby, 

“I was not made to be a philosopher or discoverer." ° This 

honest and candid self-appraisal was particularly true of 

his attitude toward imperialism. His anti-imperialism never 

had a theoretical origin; in fact, it was not until 1899 

that Harcourt gave any evidence of analyzing imperialism or 

the spirit of empire. Being based solidly on his training 

as a lawyer and his experiences in the rough realities of 

state service, Har court's anti-imperialism was instinctive, 

resolute but realistic. 

Even the most casual observation of Harcourt*s policies 

on the numerous imperial problems of the day shows that he 

never separated imperial issues from their European compli¬ 

cations, Furthermore, one of the consistent patterns which 

his particular policies followed was an adherence to tradi¬ 

tional European international law* In almost every utterance 

Harcourt argued either that a forward, policy broke pledges 

made by England to the states of Europe, or that a forward 
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policy caused unnecessary international rivalry in Europe. 

For instance, one can detect very little difference in 

Harcourt’s attitude toward the various Afghan crises from 

his attitude toward the American Civil War, the Franco- 

Prussian War, or the Russo-Turkish rivalry. In some cases, 

such as the bombardment of Alexandria, the cause of fidelity 

to European pledges even drove Harcourt to promote an im¬ 

perial policy. 

Usually, however, an imperial policy demanded as a pre¬ 

requisite a certain fear of or sense of competition with the 

European Powers. Harcourt suffered from no such apprehen¬ 

sions; thus, he had no sympathy for scrambling for territory, 

pegging out claims, or for building armaments. Even the 

Boer War was seen by Harcourt in the light of international 

justice. He considered the Transvaal to be an independent 

state that possessed as much international right as England. 

Questions of paramountcy or imperial greatness simply held 

no meaning for him. 

Equally influential in forming Harcourt’s imperial 

attitudes was his sense of reality about British power. He 

believed that substantial British power resided precisely 

where it always had -- in the navy. He did not feel that 

either new territory or •’prestige” added anything to British 

power. Moreover, Harcourt knew that it was possible for the 

British to overextend themselves and to annex possessions 
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which could not be protected or held. Hence, we see his 

attitude toward the permanent occupation of the Sudan and 

Egypt, which he felt the European powers would not tolerate. 

Likewise, he saw that in Ireland, Uganda, and the Transvaal, 

Britain did not have the military power to maintain a rule 

which the natives did not want. 

Many imperialists, seeing Harcourt's consciousness of 

the relative strengths and weaknesses of Britain as well as 

his awareness of Britain's responsibility to Europe, called 

Harcourt a "Little Englander." He would, they said, guide 

Britain's imperial destiny without that feeling of Britain's 

innate supremacy that beat in their own breasts. To them 

Harcourt answered: "I laugh sometimes when I hear myself 

and others denounced as 'Little Englanders.' I confess I 

did not know that there was a 'Little England' to belong to, 

I always thought that England was the greatest, the most 

extensive, the most powerful, the most famous nation in all 

the world; ... Little England, forsooth! Where is it?"^ 

For many years Harcourt did not differentiate between 

"Jingo" and "imperialist;" in one, he saw the other. By 

1899, however, the appearance of theories of imperialism 

induced him to come to grips with the term "imperialism," 

His definition shows that he no longer confused Jingoism 

with imperialism, but his opposition to the vulgar forms of 

each was equally strong. What did Harcourt mean by imperial- 
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ism? He said imperialism should be a policy which advocates 

the consolidation of the dominions, the development of the 

Empire’s resources, the lightening of native burdens, and 
67 

the fostering of natural colonial growth. But the imper¬ 

ialists’ view of imperial policy, he said, "is to postpone 

and subordinate all these objects to vanity, to the acquis¬ 

ition of fresh populations, the adoption of additional bur- 
68 

dens...." 

Harcourt thought that it would be disastrous for Britain 

to mistake a policy of acquisition for her real imperial 

policy. If Britain resorted to acquisition and domination, 

the dominions would be driven from the Empire, He believed 

that the substantial bond of the Empire was the affection of 

the colonies for England* "The colonies," he said, 

have become attached to us because we gave them 
the great gift of Home Rule, because we gave 
them absolute self-government, by which they 
have made themselves what they are, and which 
has attached them far more to the British crown 
than if we had attempted to govern them from 
Downing Street*oJ 

Most of Harcourt’s attitudes toward imperialism seem 

today to be hardly remarkable. But this is to forget the 

extreme vitality which imperialism assumed in the last 

decades of the nineteenth century. Thus his anti-imperial 

doctrines, which seem so commonplace today, were forged and 

maintained in spite of very strong popular sentiment. He 

faced the politician’s most difficult problem, to maintain 



33 

principles in a losing struggle, and, seen in the light of 

History, Sir William Harcourt assumes the ageless mantle 

of moral courage. 
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Leonard Courtney: The Liberal Unionist 

Leonard Courtney was born in 1832 in the little Cornwall 

town of Penzance. His father, a respectable but not wealthy 

banker, provided for Leonard a life'-long interest, in good 

literature. After receiving a good basic education in Pen¬ 

zance, first in a small school and then with a tutor, Court¬ 

ney won a Sizarship to St. John's College, Cambridge. There 

he proved to be a brilliant student of mathematics, and he 

earned the honour of second wrangler by the time of his 

graduation in 1855. The next year Courtney became fellow 

of St. John's, but deciding in 1857 that a scholarly career 

was not for him, he went to London to study law.. He was 

called to the bar at Lincoln's Irm in 1858, but he never 

achieved great success as a lawyer. 

While in London, Courtney became interested in political 

economy, and his background in mathematics enabled him to 

become an accomplished economist. In 1864, after an unsuccess¬ 

ful attempt to win a position as professor of political econ¬ 

omy at Cambridge, Courtney began to write for the London 

Times. Prom 1864 to 1875 Courtney was one of the regular 

leader-writers on the staff of the Times * editor, J. T. 

Delane. Because of his comprehensive knowledge Courtney 

wrote on almost every subject from art to politics. 

Having always been a disciple of John Stuart Mill, 
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Courtney was a firm believer in laissez-faire liberalism. 

During his days with the Times, he became an advanced demo¬ 

crat, and, while remaining temperamentally cautious and 

eonservati\'e, he adopted the creed of the Radicals. About 

1870 he joined a group of young Radicals which had been 

formed by henry Fawcett and which include such bright new 

men as Joseph Chamberlain, Charles Dilke, and Wilfrid Law- 

son. In his political doctrines, Courtney moved even farther 

left than his Radical friends, for he adopted as his unique 

passion the advocacy of proxjortional. representation. 

Courtney 'was reserved and stern in his personal relations, 

and only those who knew him intimately realized that he 

possessed a sensitive, even poetic, character* He had not 

been a successful lawyer because he was unable to condescend 

to the compromising give and take of the legal trade. Because 

of his rigid adherence to principles, it seemed somewhat 

ludicrous to many observers that Courtney desired to enter 

politics* However, when invited to stand at Liskeard in 

1874, he happily accepted, only to be defeated by the in¬ 

cumbent, Edward Horsman* But the outcome had been close, 

and in December 1870# Courtney stood again and won handily. 

He had a long and praiseworthy career in Parliament, 

achieving in 1880 the Chairmanship of Committees and the 

Deputy Speakership. He steadfastly retained his devotion to 

the principle of democracy, individualism, strict economy, 
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and peace. He was made Lord Courtney of Penwith in 1906 in 

recognition of his long service to the country. In 1914 he 

was a leading critic of British intervention in World War I. 

He died in 1918 and has been acclaimed as "perhaps the 

greatest British statesman, since Cobden, of those who have 

never held Cabinet office."* 

I 

The first problem which brought Courtney's attention 

to imperial matters was the South African Confederation Bill 

of 1877, which involved the integration of the recently 

annexed Transvaal into a system of British-controlled states. 

As he told the House, Courtney had no objection to confed¬ 

eration per se; in fact, the federation of Canada had proved 

to be a beneficial act. But the confederation of South 

Africa was different in that not one of the South African 

countries desired it. While Canadian federation had sprung 

up in Canada, the scheme for South African consolidation had 

originated in Britain, and the "object was to acquire for 

Great Britain certain outlying territories which we deliber¬ 

ately parted with more than 20 years ago."^ 

Courtney got very little support in his opposition to 

the Confederation Bill. Even his Liberal colleagues deserted 

him,^ but for Courtney, opposition to British interference 

in South Africa was justified in 1879 by the bloody Zulu War. 

From the time that war with the Zulus seemed imminent, 
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Courtney argued that there was no need to fight there, and 

that such a war could begin only as a result of British 

hostility. ^ After the war had begun, Dilke and Chamberlain 

led a protest in the Commons against the British aggression 

and against the retention of Sir Bartle Frere as High 

Commissioner in South Africa. In supporting Dilke*s 

resolution of censure on the Government, Courtney laid the 

blame for the Zulu War on the annexation of the Transvaal, 

but he failed to make clear what he regarded to be the 

connection between the two.** Later in 1879, however, 

Courtney spelled out his concept of the causal connection 

between the annexation of the Transvaal and the Zulu War. 

First, it was obvious that the British had been brought into 

contact with the Zulus by the occupation of the Transvaal. 

Then, desiring Zulu territory, the British agents, parti¬ 

cularly Frere, had promised independence to the Boers in 

order to obtain their assistance in a war against the Zulus. 

But, having defeated the Zulus, the British had turned on 

the Boers and had refused to give there independence 

Courtney was at least partly right in blaming the Zulu 

War on British forward policy in the Transvaal. The annex¬ 

ation of the Transvaal had brought the British unnecessarily 

into contact with the Zulus, and Frere's ultimatum to the 

Zulu King, Cetewayo, commanding him to disarm his nation, 

was certainly high-handed. Courtney was also right in be- 



42 

lieving that Frere had been deceived by other British 

agents into thinking that the Zulus were a threat to the 

Transvaal Republic. On the other hand, it is not true that 

Frere promised independence to the Boers in return for their 

support against the Zulus. Although the principal reason 

given by the imperialists for the annexation of the Trans¬ 

vaal was that the Boers could not control the Zulus, it did 

not follow that Boer independence would be restored if the 
Q 

Zulu threat were removed. At any rate the Liberal-Radical 

attack on the Government was defeated by a majority of six¬ 

ty votes.^ 

The defeat on the Zulu War issue did not persuade 

Courtney to give up his struggle to have Britain renounce 

the annexation of the Transvaal. In a long letter to the 

Times in January 1880, Courtney wrote that Britain should 

continue to uphold '’the principle that we must leave to 

free men the responsibility of their own freedom and power. 

The critical consideration was whether the Boers had asked 

to be annexed; since they had not, the British imperialist 

must therefore consider if he was prepared to annex "all 

our neighbours who may not have reached his standard of 

government?" If so, annexations would be necessary all over 

the world. ^ 

The Liberals took their anti-imperial doctrines to the 

people, and after their victory at the general election of 
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1880, Courtney believed that Frere would be removed and that 

Britain would withdraw from the Transvaal. However, the 

Speech from the Throne in February 1880 made it clear that 

Frere would be retained and that a policy of federation 

would still be pursued in South Africa.^ To this apparent 

continuation of Tory policy, Courtney strenuously objected. 

He still believed that confederation was no more than a 

product of Frere*s mind. V/hat would the Boers think of 

Gladstone’s promises in Midlothian, he asked the Government, 

if Britain did not withdraw from the Transvaal? 

The answer given by the Government was that Frere had 

never acted independently; he had merely carried out the 

orders of the Home Government. Furthermore, South African 

federation was a product of colonial opinion. Finally, it 

would be impossible to withdraw, since the withdrawal would 

only invite further trouble between Boers and Zulus. 

This astonishing change of position by the Liberals 

hardly satisfied Courtney. Since, he said, all Liberals 

admitted that the annexation had been a mistake, "I urge it 

would be more wise, more dignified, more honourable, to 

renounce the authority we have assumed.**The British 

agents, Theophilus Shepstone and Bartle Frere, had simply 

blackmailed the Boers into acquiescing to the annexation by 

telling them that the Zulus would be loosed on the Transvaal 

if the British were not there. Even under normal conditions, 
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Courtney said, the Transvaal would be difficult to rule 

because of the ’’invincible repugnance of the Boers to 

foreign control.” They were a rightfully independent people 

who did not want to give up their sovereignty. "Confeder¬ 

ation,” he concluded, "with a province held in forced sub¬ 

jection is impossible. 

Despite his opposition to the Government's policy, 

Courtney was satisfied with one aspect of the Transvaal 

question. When Gladstone had formed his Government in 1880, 

he had invited Courtney to become the Secretary to the 
, 17 

Board of Trade. Courtney, however, had turned down the 

offer because he wanted to retain his freedom of action on 
18 

some issues on which he expected to disagree with Gladstone. 

Despite the fact that he stood almost alone against the 

Government, the policy of Gladstone in South Africa assured 
19 

Courtney that he had made the right choice. 

The war in Afghanistan was another issue which aroused 

Courtney's vigorous objections. In 1878 he told his consti¬ 

tuents at Liskeard that the Liberals should rally to their 

principles and condemn the agressive British policy on the 

Afghan-Indian frontier. He said that there was no need for 

a scientific frontier, for India had lived for years at 

peace without one. The only real reason for an invasion of 

Afghanistan was annexation, and annexation itself was in¬ 

defensible. "If instead of being the sword of justice,” he 

stated, 
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it was to be the sword of power, the sword of the 
soldier, then, increase their dominions as they 
might, prosperous as they the British might'appear 
to be for a season, they would find that there was 
a vengeance awaiting them, and the dominion they 
had won by the sword would perish by the sword."20 

As for strategic considerations, Courtney told the Commons 

that Britain had nothing to fear from the Russians in 

Afghanistan; it would be as-difficult and dangerous for the 
0 ■» 4« Jt, 

Russians to govern the Afghans as for the British. 

For once Courtney and his Radical friends obtained some 

success by their anti-imperial agitation, for the new Liberal 

Government of 1880 decided to withdraw from Afghanistan, 

The Government’s decision drew criticism from the Tories, but 

Courtney proclaimed to a large audience in Liverpool that the 

Liberal Government had done well: "They have had the courage 

-- the magnificent courage -- to give up altogether Northern 

Afghanistan, and, I believe, they have now determined to re- 
22 

tire also from Southern Afghanistan." 

After the withdrawal from Afghanistan, only the reten¬ 

tion of the Transvaal hindered Courtney from holding office 

in the Gladstone administration. In December 1880 Gladstone 

offered him the position of Undersecretary for the Home 

Office, and Courtney accepted. But he told Gladstone that 

he could not abandon his stand on the retention of the Trans¬ 

vaal, and he requested that he not be asked to support the 
23 

Government on Transvaal affairs. Gladstone agreed to 

Courtney’s "silent abstention," and Courtney joined the 
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Treasury Bench. In the end, the Transvaal problem provided 

little embarrassment to Courtney, for soon after he joined 

the Government Gladstone decided to negotiate with the 

Boers and withdraw British troops from the Transvaal. 

While the Liberals received heavy criticism from the Tories 

for not ’’vindicating the Crown,’’ and from some Radicals for 

not having withdrawn sooner, Courtney supported Gladstone in 
25 

his determination to bring the War to a close. 

In August 1881 Courtney was made Undersecretary for 

the Colonies, and all seemed quiet on the imperial scene. 

The wars in Afghanistan, in Zululand, and in the Transvaal 

were over, and the Afghans, Zulus, and Boers had gained 

their independence. But in July 1882 the peaceful trend in 

colonial affairs was shattered by the bombardment of Alex- 

andria. 

Until 1882 Courtney, like Harcourt, had found a relative¬ 

ly simple path to anti-imperialism. Above all else, Courtney 

was a democrat, and democracy to him meant staunch indivi¬ 

dualism. Since he also applied this doctrine to the realm 

of international politics, Courtney believed in self-deter¬ 

mination and self-government for all peoples. Likewise, 

Courtney thought that colonies and backward races ought to 

be left strictly alone to make their own way in the world. 

Thus, he believed that a colony was free to choose its own 

institutions of government however opposed those institutions 
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might be to the British concept of government. 

One can see that the question of the revolt of Arabi 

and the subsequent bombardment of Alexandria raised a 

serious problem for Courtney. Although he had had nothing 

whatever to do with the decision to bombard Alexandria, he 

had to decide whether to stand with or against his own 

government. If Arabi was the true expression of Egyptian 

sentiment, then, according to Courtney’s philosophy, Arabi's 

destruction by Britain was entirely wrong. And it was for 

precisely that reason that John Bright had resigned from 

the Cabinet. As one might expect, Courtney's first reaction 

was against the intervention. To Miss Kate Potter, his 

future wife, he wrote: ”1 am more and more drawn to the 

conclusion that we ought to have left the Khedive and Arabi 

to settle their power among themselves, simply taking care 
26 

of the Canal as a great international highway." Two days 

later, Courtney vjrote to Miss Potter: "I have had a long 

talk with John Morley. He is of my opinion in condemning 
27 

altogether the policy we have pursued..." However, six¬ 

teen days after the bombardment, Courtney joined the Liberals 

in voting money for the expedition to Alexandria, and in 

October 1882 he proclaimed that the Government had done a 

"great work." "We had disposed," he said, "of a force that 
28 

threatened to assume the control of Egypt." 

Having come round to the Government position, Courtney 
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seemed reconciled to the intervention, if not to the per¬ 

manent occupation of Egypt. However, in January 1885 

Courtney shed considerable new light on the position he and 

some other Radicals had taken. He said that he was sorry 

that England had ever intervened in Egypt and that more 

anti-imperialists should have spoken against the interven¬ 

tion, even though it would have injured the Liberal Govern¬ 

ment. Apparently pointing directly at himself, he said the 

Liberals were sometimes hurried into the direction indicated 

by their leaders, when they should insist on their princi- 
29 

pies. Thus, it is evident that Courtney recognized the 

moral decision for him involved in the destruction of Arabi, 

and that for once he had ignored his principles in the 

interests of the Liberal Party. 

Despite his wavering stand on the intervention and sub¬ 

sequent victory over Arabi, Courtney was from the beginning 

strictly opposed to the permanent occupation of Egypt. After 

Tel-el-Kebir, he wrote to Miss Potter: "I hope now the strug¬ 

gle is over they will be wise enough not to accept the 

government of the country nor to bind themselves permanently 
30 

to the Khedive.” And in a speech at Torpoint, he promised 

his constituents that Gladstone would stick to his Midloth¬ 

ian pledges and not annex Egypt. Egypt, he said, should 

as far as possible be allowed to work out its own development. 

In concluding he explained that ”our policy was to detach 
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Egypt from the Sultan, to make a ring around the country; 

and to look after the Canal, so that no other Power should 

interfere there, and having done that to allow the Egyptians 
31 

to 'stew in their own juice.'" 

In December 1884 Courtney resigned from the Government 

because the Government's reform act of 1884 did not provide 

for proportional representation. The decision to resign 

caused Courtney considerable anxiety, but in the long run 

he was much happier as an independent Member. To him' the 

wisdom of his resignation was further demonstrated in Febru¬ 

ary 1885 when he learned of the Government's policy in the 

Sudan following Gordon’s death at Khartoum. For Courtney, 

an uncompromising individualist no longer bound by responsi¬ 

bility to the Government, there was only one stand to take. 

In an important speech at Torpoint, given only eight days 

after England learned of the Khartoum disaster and at the 

height of the Jingo spirit, Courtney frankly stated that 

Gordon's original mission had been only to withdraw Egypt¬ 

ian troops from the Sudan, and that the General had inde¬ 

pendently changed the objective of his mission. Therefore, 

Gordon had got himself into trouble, and it had been up to 

him to get himself out of it. Furthermore, Couitney said 

that since Gordon had presented a threat to the Sudanese, 

the Mahdi was justly and understandably hostile to him. 

There was therefore no justification on religious, moral, or 
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military grounds to crush the Mahdi just because Gordon 

was killed. The British would do better by retiring to 

Egypt, where they could more easily defend themselves, both 

militarily and morally, if the Mahdi chose to press the 
32 

attack. 

The important consideration for Courtney was that the 

Mahdists were fighting for their liberties. "Are we," 

asked Courtney, 

the lovers of freedom, we, the champion of free 
nationalities all the world over, we who have 
rejoiced as nation after nation in Europe has 
been able to assert for itself the dignity and 
privileges of self government -- are we to go 
on fighting theseArabs who are fighting for 
their liberties?33 

Even if he stood alone, he continued, 

I would protest against the notion of waging war 
against the Mahdi, supposing Gordon to be dead, 
simply for the purpose of showing our might, as 
one wholly inconsistent with the duty of a nation, 
wholly inconsistent with even heathen morality, 
and wholly inconsistent with the lowest and basest 
measure of our self-interest.34 

•’Please God,” he prayed, ”t.his English nation will not add 
35 

another to this .list of crimes,” 

In the House of Commons, Courtney criticized the para¬ 

doxical policy of the Liberal Government, which was first to 

defeat the Mahdi, then to retire to Egypt. He believed that 

the Liberals had yielded to popular pressure, for, after 

having pursued a sensible policy of withdrawal, the Govern¬ 

ment had decided on a new and aggressive policy. Courtney 
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said that, in spite of what the Government claimed, there 

was no military danger in retreating from the Sudan, and 

if Britain destroyed the Mahdi, there iirould be a power 

vacuum in the Sudan and England would inevitably be drawn 
36 

to annexation. 

Despite his criticism of their policy, Courtney voted 

with the Government, as did most of the Radicals, in order 
37 

to save the Liberals from a Tory resolution of censure. 

However, the true Radical attitude was expressed in a reso¬ 

lution by John Morley, which, while avoiding an expression 

of opinion of the previous policy of the Liberals toward the 
38 

Sudan, firmly resolved not to smash the Mahdi. Since 

both the Liberals and Tories voted against them, the Radi¬ 

cals were defeated on their motion for retirement from the 
39 

Sudan. Nevertheless, in the long run, Britain made no 

further military operations against the Mahdi simply because 

the dervishes withdrew to the Southern Sudan 'where British 

military operations were impossible. 

Thus we can see that Courtney, after a minor deviation 

from his principles with regard to the crisis at Alexandria, 

had by 188S returned more firmly than ever to anti-imperial¬ 

ism. In the face of violent public opposition, he deter¬ 

minedly defended the right of the Sudanese to protect them¬ 

selves, like any other free people, from British encroachment. 
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II 

Courtney was severely tested, as were most Liberals, 

by the issue of Home Rule for Ireland. Like Harcourt, he 

had been a Unionist since his early career, but unlike 

Harcourt, Courtney was not able to follow Gladstone in 

supporting Home Rule* In November 1884, sensing the in¬ 

creasing Liberal disposition for Home Rule, Courtney sent 

a memorandum stating his position to Gladstone. He told 

the Grand Old Man that if the Irish elections truly re¬ 

presented Irish opinion, then Home Rule would have to be 

granted. But he did not think that Irish elections pro¬ 

vided an accurate picture of Irish opinion, and that pro¬ 

portional representation would reveal large numbers of 
40 

"loyal and rational Irishmen," Consequently, when Glad¬ 

stone adopted Home Rule late in 1885, Courtney refused to 

join him, and, although he lost the support of the Liberals 

in Cornwall, he did not accept Horae Rule for over fifteen 

years ♦ 

Courtney based his Unionism on his belief in political 

democracy. As he told his constituents at Liskeard, he did 

not arrive at his attitude toward Home Rule from English 

considerations. In fact, he said, if Home Rule would be 

41 
beneficial to the Irish, "we ought to hesitate long before 

refusing it on the ground that it would damage ourselves." 



However, he believed that the effect of Home Rule on Ire¬ 

land would be bad government, for just as the eighty-five 

Horae Rulers at Westminster did not correspond to the real 

division of Irish voters, so an Irish Parliament, if 

elected without proportional representation, would not truly 

reflect Irish opinion. He pointed out that at the last 

general election, "barely one-half" the Irish voters de¬ 

manded Home Rule, yet eighty-five per cent of their repre- 
42 

sentatives were Home Rulers. 

Regardless of the faults of the Irish electoral system, 

however, it could hardly be construed by any Unionist that 

the British governors more accurately represented Irish 

opinion than their own representatives. Nevertheless, 

with regard to Ireland, Courtney felt that good government 

was better than self-government. As he told the House in 

1893, the result of the unequal representation in Ireland 

would inevitably be errors of judgement and injustices to 
43 

the Irish people. No doubt he was driven to this con¬ 

clusion by the extremism of the Irish nationalists, who for 

all the moral soundness of their position, were every bit 

as irrational in their tactics as the British landlords. 

These non-imperial considerations led a Radical Home Ruler, 

John Morley, to say that Courtney was "one of the few eminent 

men of his section who, I believe, really desire to remain 
44 

Liberal as well as Unionist." 
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The division that the Home Rule issue established 

between Courtney and the Radical anti-imperialists was des¬ 

troyed early in 1896 when Dr. Jameson invaded the Transvaal 

Republic. Courtney joined the Radicals in expressing dis¬ 

gust with the Raid; however, he remained calm and took a 

relatively moderate position. Like Harcourt, he was con¬ 

vinced by Chamberlain’s quick action against the invasion 

that the Colonial Secretary did not share in the responsi¬ 

bility for its planning or execution, and he cautioned his 

colleagues in the Commons to restrain their vulgar impulse 
45 

to blame somebody, just anybody, for the crime. 

While taking a sane and deliberate attitude, Courtney 

nonetheless firmly condemned the Raid. He told an assembly 

at Liskeard that Britain had no right whatsoever to demand 
46 

immediate reforms in the Transvaal. Likewise, in support 

of Harcourt’s request for an inquiry into the origins of 

the Raid, Courtney said that morality and justice demanded 

absolute internal freedom for the Boers. The British must 

show they did not approve of the Raid, or Britain would be 

guilty of destroying all bases for peaceful relations with 

the Boers, Therefore, he demanded that all members of the 

Chartered Company, particularly Rhodes, be removed from the 

Board of Directors of the Company if they were involved in 
47 

the Raid, 

Since Courtney was not made a member of the special 
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committee to investigate the origins of the Raid, he was 

denied access to the investigations. As we have seen, Court¬ 

ney did not think that Chamberlain was guilty of complicity 

in the invasion, and when the report of the committee was 
48 

debated, Courtney was still careful to acquit Chamberlain. 

At the same time, Courtney said that the main question was 

whether the committee had taken every available step to 

pursue the investigation to the sources of the crime. He 

concluded that they had not, and he said he was "very much 
49 

disappointed at the action of the committee." While he 

realized that the committee had not had ample time to 

investigate completely all aspects of the Raid, he thought 

that they had seriously erred in not recommending their re- 
50 

appointment in order to conclude the investigation. 

At first notice, Courtney’s attitude toward the work 

of the committee seems inconsistent, for while he himself 

publicly excused Chamberlain, he censured the failure of the 

committee to investigate more deeply. But the committee had, 

in fact, investigated almost every aspect of the Raid except 

Chamberlain’s involvement. Thus it would seem that Courtney, 

like most of the Whigs and Liberals, paid lip service to 

Chamberlain's innocence, while he actually suspected the 

Colonial Secretary's guilt. This, however, was not the case. 

At no time did Courtney venture an opinion as to why the 

committee had not pursued their investigations more resolutely. 
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Furthermore, he believed that Bourchier Hawks ley and Ruther- 

foord Harris, tv/o of Rhodes* associates, had tried to black¬ 

mail Chamberlain, who i^as actually innocent, into protecting 

them. Therefore, in Courtney’s opinion, further investiga¬ 

tion would provide not proof of Chamberlain’s guilt, but 

convincing proof of his innocence, a conclusion that for 

the benefit of British honour Courtney wished to see. 

Apparently Courtney was satisfied by this explanation, for 

as late as October 1899, even as the Boer War was beginning, 

he repeated that he was sure that Chamberlain had had abso- 
51 

lutely nothing to do with the Raid* 

Seen in the light of no more than the limited informa¬ 

tion available to Courtney, this was not an unreasonable 

conclusion, if we remember that Courtney always refused to 

condemn a man who was not proven guilty. Me had no evidence 

whatever of Chamberlain’s guilt, and from that point of view 

one can understand how a trusting soul like Courtney could 

resolve the contradiction between Chamberlain's innocence 

and the withholding of vital information. 

Like Harcourt, Courtney was troubled in 1896 by events 

in the Sudan as well as in South Africa. Even in the after¬ 

math of Gordon's death, Courtney had been opposed to a 

campaign in the Sudan, and Kitchener's expedition up the 

Nile seemed to him even more cruel and pointless. At Bod¬ 

min Courtney tried to rally his constituents to oppose the 
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Sudan expedition. He said that Britain must recall Kitchener 

immediately, for ’’when the country was engaged in the war 

the voice of reason was apt to be hushed. If disaster was 

met with, disaster must be avenged; if success was met with, 
52 

it blotted out all recollections of right and wrong." 

Supporting the Italians, he continued, was only incidental; 

the real reason for the expedition was simply to reconquer 

the Sudan for Egypt. Therefore, the essential problem to 

be considered was whether Egypt or the Sudan would benefit 

by the reconquest. Courtney did not think that either 

country would gain, both because the Sudan would be a burden 

to Egypt, and because Egypt was not able to give good 

government to the Sudan. He reminded his audience that 

Egypt had tried to govern the Sudan before, and that the 

attempt had been a failure. There was no reason to believe 

that Egyptian rule would fare any better in the Sudan in 
53 

1896. 

Despite the resistance presented in Parliament and out 

by Courtney and other anti-imperialists, the expedition 

continued, and Kitchener achieved great success at Omdurman, 
54 

Khartoum, and Fashoda. In spite of these easy successes, 

Courtney never became reconciled to the reconquest of the 

Sudan. "Nothing succeeds like success," he bitterly commented 

in the House, "especially military success; and if you can 

add that the military success has been gained cheaply, you 



58 

have achieved the crowning glory." Nevertheless, Courtney 

continued, neither England, nor Egypt, nor the Sudan would 

gain from the Egyptian occupation of the Sudan. The worst 

result of the annexation was that Egypt became less able 

to stand alone than when Britain had first intervened. 

Since the Sudan would be a burden that Egypt could not carry, 

Egypt would be forced to request further British intervention 

and administration. Thus, instead of remembering the British 

pledges to evacuate Egypt, the imperialists were committing 
56 

Britain to a more thorough domination cf Egypt. 

In some respects, Courtney's analysis of the effects of 

Kitchener's expedition was correct. Britain was drawn into 

a more comprehensive domination of both Egypt and the Sudan. 

Moreover, the Sudan did not yield any significant profit to 

Britain. On the other hand, he was not concerned with the 

possibility of French influence on the Upper Nile, even 

though French domination there would ruin the British "Cape 

to Cairo" dreams. Since Kitchener's expedition was at 

least partially inspired by fear of French influence at 

Fashoda, Courtney's objections to the expedition seemed to 

the imperialists to be hopelessly ignorant. However, their 

criticism of Courtney on his failure to consider the French 

threat only serves to show the vast difference between his 

basic assumptions and theirs. After all, the Cape to Cairo 

schemes held no appeal to Courtney, and above all he wanted 
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always to avoid a rivalry with a. European poiv’er. The fact 

that a rivalry with France was a possible result of a 

British campaign in the Sudan was to Courtney only an 

additional reason for Britain not to become involved on 

the Upper Nile. 

Courtney had long been one of the strongest proponents 

of Transvaal independence, and he was considerably agitated 

by the coming of the Boer War. Since he was a serious and 

sensitive man, his sense of justice was deeply touched by 

the pettiness of the grievances which were used by the 

imperialists to goad Britain into the War. To his close- 

friend, John MOTley, Courtney wrote that Britain had no 

right to claim suzerainty over the Transvaal; therefore, the 

weakness of Britain's case led him to believe that Chamber- 
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lain simply wanted to make the Transvaal a British dominion. 

As he disclosed in a letter to the Times, Courtney believed 

the only problem to be that Britain acted according to 

treaties other than the one of 1884, which was the latest 

and which the Boers regarded as the definitive agreement. 

To Courtney this disagreement was no more than a legal dis¬ 

pute of an everyday sort. There were no real obstacles 
58 

to peace, provided, of course, the disputants wanted peace. 

Realizing the possibility of national sentiment driving 

Britain into an unnecessary war, he cautioned the British 
59 

against becoming the slaves of military passion, and he 
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•urged Chamberlain to accept the Boer offer of a five year 
GO 

franchise and to appoint conciliatory negotiators, 

Courtney had analyzed the problem accurately, but the 

disputants did not want peace. As the war began, Courtney 

was roused to his most passionate eloquence. On the day 

the War opened, Courtney reminded a hostile audience at 

Liskeard that he had warned of the consequences' of a failure 

to seek an impartial settlement from a tribunal. The im¬ 

perialists had argued that normal negotiations were not 

proper because Britain and the Transvaal were not equal 

states. They had said that relations between the two coun¬ 

tries were as between a superior and vassal* To this argu¬ 

ment Courtney posed a penetrating answer: 

Principles of morality [he said] know nothing 
of these distinctions, and resolutions which were 
thought tc he good as between European nations, 
between civilized nations, for even Japan was 
represented, are good though it may be true -- 
though that is denied -- that our relation to the 
Boer Republic is that of a sovereign Co its vassal.®1 

It is a bitter sarcasm, he continued, "upon our Christian¬ 

ity that now that the 19th century is about approaching 

its close two Christian peoples should be led into war 

without the voice of reason, of humanity, and of brother- 
62 

hood being heard to bring them together," 

During the bar, there were two stages'- in the development 

of Courtney’s opposition to the policy of the Government. 

At first he simply criticized Chamberlain's pre-war negoti- 
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ations, which he regarded as the cause of the War. This 

line of attack proved ineffective, and as the War progressed, 

Courtney added new tactics, and while he continued to cri¬ 

ticize the pre-war negotiations, he increasingly sought to 

limit the British war aims. As he told L. S. Amery, Courtney 

feared that Chamberlain wanted not a fair and quick settle¬ 

ment, but rather the subjugation of the Boer Republics. 

Against this aggressive aim, he wrote, "I shall continue 

to wage, it may be in vain as far as I am concerned, invin¬ 

cible hostility; feeling persuaded that this engrossing 

arrogance which men call Imperialism will be the ruin of 
64 

our country." Seeing no need for victory over the Boers, 

Courtney as President of the South African Conciliation. 

Committee urged the "consideration as soon as a proper 

opportunity arises, of some peaceable settlement of the 
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great conflict between this country and the Boers Republics." 

Certainly, Courtney realized that Britain would be able 

to defeat the Boers, 'out he also thought that it would 
66 

never be possible to subjugate and rule them. Receiving 

no popular support in his crusade to limit the war aims, 

Courtney, as a last resort to hold Boer bitterness to a 

minimum, protested the farm burnings and unhumane tactics 
67 

used by the British troops. Probably, however, Courtney's 

"pro-Boer" campaign had little influence except among those 

who were already anti-imperialists, for the factor which 
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eventually turned the public against the War was that the 

British were not able to score a quick and cheap victory. 

Courtney suffered political disaster as a result of 

his pro-Boer crusade. The first evidence of a split between 

Courtney and his fellow Liberal-Unionists had appeared in 

1896 When letters to the Times from Liberal- Unionists 

assured Britain that Courtney had "no following whatever" 

among the Liberal-Unionist group in his "Little England" 
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policy. During his struggle against the Boer War, Courtney 

became farther separated from the Unionists. At almost 

every public appearance in Cornwall, he was faced with a 

hostile audience, and in February 1900 the Conservative- 
69 

Unionists of Cornwall asked him to resign from Parliament. 

The final blow to Courtney was delivered in March 1900 when 
70 

the Liberal-Unionists of Cornwall also asked him to resign. 

Courtney v;ould not surrender his stand against imperialism; 

thus, deprived of all his organized support, his defeat in 

the General Election of July 1800 came as no surprise to him. 

Ill 

During the 1890’s Courtney bbgan to theorize about 

imperialism, and though he did not crystallize his specula¬ 

tions into a unified theory of anti-imperialism, his thoughts 

were sufficiently formulated to indicate that his anti¬ 

imperialism was neither more or less than the natural and 

logical product of his mid-Victorian liberal doctrines. 
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The basic doctrine in Courtney’s political and social 

thought v/as individualism. He believed that every man was 

entitled to a fair and unobstructed opportunity in society. 

He also believed that each individual should rely on no one 

but himself and that each individual alone was responsible 

for his actions. According to this concept, independent 

agents like Gordon and the commercial companies of South 

and Central Africa were taking their own risks, and they 
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could expect no help from the British Government. Like¬ 

wise, Courtney visualized each colony as an independent 

entity which naturally possessed the right to develop as it 

pleased. Therefore, all schemes of federation in the 

Empire had to be products- of the colonies themselves, or, 

to Courtney, they were artificial and despotic impositions. 

Furthermore, the allegiance of the colonies to England was 

commendable only if it was a natural expression of colonial 

sentiment. As for expansive imperialism, Courtney’s violent 

objection to the annexations of the period, such as Egypt, 

the Sudan, and the Transvaal, arose at least in part from 

his belief that each country was free and independent, en¬ 

titled to the same rights as England. 

Like Harcourt, Courtney did not think that Britain 

possessed an innate cultural superiority that entitled her 

to dominate other countries. Nor did he believe that the 

British were possessers of such unique administrative skills 



that other countries were fortunate to be governed by 

British proconsuls. For example, Courtney felt that both 

India and Egypt would be better governed by their own people 

Even in the case of Ireland, Courtney thought that the 

Irish could govern themselves if the Home Rule oligarchy 

could be balanced by a true representation of the Irish 

people. To Courtney, the idea of a British mission to 

civilize the world was unrealistic; in fact, he thought that 

British rule would work only where there was already an 

established civilization through which the British could 

operate. 

Instead of regarding imperialism as an opportunity for 

a bulging British economy and population to expand, 

Courtney believed that expansion had already strained 

British financial and human resources beyond their limits. 

Expansion cost blood and treasure; moreover, imperial 

enterprises were not likely to return a profit. In Courtney 

estimation, mere exploitation of natural resources could 

not provide sufficient economic return to offset the necess¬ 

ary expenses. Trade was the only profitable product of 

imperialism, but only in an already highly-civilized 
72 

nation could imperial trade be sustained. 

Courtney could not understand the motives of the 

imperialists; hence, he attributed their acquisitiveness to 

the simple fact that they were extremely selfish. To him, 

their only motivation appeared to be a greed for domination 
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of land and people. He believed that Britain had become 

"so weak with swollen Empire that we are hostages for at 

least twenty years to cone. The weary Titan has become a 

fat Falstaff, obese and floundering, gorged beyond digestion, 
75 

incapable of action.” There was no doubt in Courtney's 

mind why the European powers distrusted Britain, for what 

had Britain been doing for twenty years? 

Snatching at continents [he said] ’pegging 
out claims,’ interfering as missionaries of 
order and peace, and then settling down in perman¬ 
ent possession; in short, making up those 2,600,000 
miles of 'undigested Empire' which satisfy so 
powerfully the Imperialistic instinct and reduce 
us to abject impotence. 

Courtney was a wise and courageous man, but he did not 

understand the imperial spirit. Just as his political 

philosophy became outdated, his attitude toward imperialism 

became separated from the climate of opinion in England 

toward the Empire. His inability to substitute a new pop¬ 

ular program for the Jingo spirit was symbolic of the 

decline of the old mid-nineteenth century laissez-faire 

anti-imperialism. Courtney was, like other Liberals, forced 

to resort to arguments of morality based on individualism 

in an age which increasingly took as 

power of the nation. 

its moral standard the 
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John Morley: The Last of the Cobdenites 

Both William Harcourt and Leonard Courtney were pri¬ 

marily political figures. The fame of each rests mainly 

on the part he played in specific contemporary situations. 

In John Morley one encounters a man of more far-ranging 

capabilities and interests. While he too played a very 

influential role in the day-to-day political struggles, 

Morley also achieved considerable lasting importance as a 

literary critic, social critic, and historical biographer. 

Morley was born in Blackburn in 1838. As a youth he 

was a brilliant student, and in 1856 he won an open scholar¬ 

ship to Lincoln College, Oxford. His father had intended 

John to become an Anglican priest, but while at Oxford, 

Morley became an agnostic and abandoned the idea of entering 

the clergy. This apostacy cost him the support of his father 

hence, Morley had to leave Oxford in 1859 with only a pass 

degree. 

For the next seven years Morley made a meagre living 

in London as a free-lance journalist. During this important 

period in his life, he met and became the disciple of John 

Stuart Mill. An early strain of utilitarian liberalism in 

Worley’s philosophy was confirmed by association with Mill 

and his little group of followers, which at that time in¬ 

cluded Herbert Spencer, Leonard Courtney, Henry Fawcett, and 
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John E, Cairnes. His philosophy took on most of the basic 

characteristics of Mill and the English positivists: a method 

of rational investigation, a materialistic epistemology, and 

an emphasis on humanism. During those seven years, Morley 

also won considerable fame as an author and critic, and 

through the influence of an old Oxford friend, Cotter Morri¬ 

son, he was appointed editor of the Fortnightly Review in 

1867. 

The fifteen years of Morley's editorship of the Fort¬ 

nightly were very busy and productive ones for him. He 

turned the Fortnightly away from conservatism and made it a 

bold, brilliant, and original, radical journal. In addition 

to his literary achievements, he stood unsuccessfully for 

Parliament in 1869 and 1880. In 1869 he was made editor of 

the Morning Star, a moribund paper which not even Morley 

could save from a quick death; and in 1880 he accepted in 

addition to his position on the Fortnightly the editorship 

of the Pall Mall Gazette. 

In 1883 Morley entered Parliament as a Liberal member 

from Newcastle-on-Tyne. Already an important man in politi¬ 

cal circles, he soon joined Joseph Chamberlain and Charles 

Dilke in the leadership of the Radical group, helping them 

to compose in 1885 the famous Radical Programme. In 1886 

and 1892 Gladstone selected Morley to be Chief Secretary for 

Ireland, a thankless and difficult position 'which Morley held 
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with distinction. 

Morley achieved probably his greatest political success 

as Secretary of State for India from 1906 to 1910. In co¬ 

operation with the Viceroy, Lord Minto, Morley brought about 

the Morley-Mintc reforms, which gave the Indians greater 

representation on both the Secretary’s executive council 

and the Indian Legislative Council, Appointed Viscount 

Morley of Blackburn in 1908, Morley continued to play an 

active role in British politics until 1914, when, due to 

his strong opposition to British intervention in World War 

I, he resigned from the Cabinet. 

As full and important as was his political career, 

Morley is perhaps best remembered as a literary critic and 

historical biographer. His series of short sketches on the 

philosonhes -- Condorcet, DeMaistre, Turgot, Voltaire, and 

Rousseau -- were his most valuable early contributions to 

history. In 1881 he published a two volume'biography of 

Richard Cobden, which was a great success and remained his 

finest long work. He also wrote excellent biographies of 

Walpole, Cromwell, and Burke; his monumental Life of Glad¬ 

stone , though not his best literary effort, has won a per¬ 

manent place in English historiography. 

It is not possible in so short a space to do justice 

to Morley’s literary and historical output. It must suffice 

to say that his writings both confirmed and illustrated his 
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political and philosophical radicalism. To the day of his 

death in 1923, he remained a philosophical individualist. 

In the realm of politics he never deviated from the policies 

of free church, free trade, free shcools, free land, and 

free labour. At the same time, however, he was a keen 

student of politics, and in his political career he knew the 

value of compromise -- tiie art of giving a little to gain 

s lot. 

I 

Morley was editor cf the Fortnightly Review when the 

imperialistic drive of the seventies began to develop. 

Although he published a fair number of articles by some of 

the leading imperialists, on the whole he made the journal 

a force for anti-imperialism* In fact, as long as he re¬ 

mained editor, the Fortnightly was probably the strongest 

literary opponent of imperialism in England. In addition 

to setting the editorial policy for the Fortnightly, Morley 

himself contributed a great deal of material to its anti¬ 

imperial repertory. Along ’with several of his articles, his 

editorial series, ’’Home and Foreign Affairs,” constituted the 

most important single body of anti-imperial literature pub¬ 

lished in England after 1870. 

Morley began the monthly editorial series in 1873, and 

although for three years the editorials 'were written by his 
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good friend, Frederic Harrison, Morley retained the dominant 

influence on the policy and content of each article. The 

two collaborated, for example, on two pieces about the 

Ashanti War which may be taken as the expression of the 
1 

opinion of both Morley and Harrison. The writers agreed with 

current imperialist opinion that there were legitimate English 

interests in the Gold Coast and that these interests needed 

British protection. However, the requirements for the pro¬ 

tection of a few forts did not to Morley seem to be reason 

for an aggressive war against the Ashantis, Moreover, the 

Fortnightly said that "protecting a few Europeans from mass¬ 

acre is one thing, and ‘civilizing Africa' is another." 

Thus, while there had been much blustering about Christian¬ 

izing Africa, the real story of missions in Africa had 
3 

consisted "in smashing up barbarous tribes," Britain 

should realize that humanizing Africa "is a very great task, 

utterly beyond the reach of the British empire, and certain- 
4 

ly beyond the reach of the breechloader," 

During 1876 Morley himself assumed the task of writing 

the monthly editorials* With regard to imperial affairs, 

he first turned his attention to the Royal Titles Bill, 

Like Harcourt, Morley felt that since the independent 

princes of India, through itfhom Britain still ruled, did not 

want the new title, there was no reason for it. However, 

Disraeli had claimed that the princes did want the imperial 
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title; and therein, according to Morley, lay the real .im¬ 

portance of the Bill. The campaign for the Bill, he said, had 

been a "series of mockeries from beginning to end." "The 

title itself," he continued, "is a matter of secondary im¬ 

portance compared with the hvpocricies that have accompanied 
5 

its assumption." Likewise, the British public had suffered 

moral damage by its boisterous approval of the title, and, 

to Morley, the title was "a trifle, compared with the de- 
6 

raoralization of public character," 

In October 1878 the policy of the Tory Government toward 

Afghanistan roused Morley*s most vitriolic criticism. In 

the first place, while the Government prepared for an invas¬ 

ion of Afghan territory, Morley felt that they had shown no 

reason whatever for going to war* Furthermore, Britain had 

not treated Afghanistan with the respect due an independent 

state. Only if the Amir of Afghanistan had been a "Muscovite 

tool" 'would Morley have seen sufficient reason for the Bri¬ 

tish to treat him as if he 'were not a sovereign prince. But 

Morley thought that all experience showed that the Amir was 

not a puppet of Russia and that the Afghan people would 
,7 

never allow him to be. Finally, those who advocated war 

against Afghanistan claimed that the Indian frontier had to 

be made secure against the aggression and intrigue of the 

Afghans. In truth, Morley wrote, the frontier was much strong¬ 

er than would be the position of the British as occupants of 
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Afghanistan. 

The inability of the Government to give as a reason for 

the war some "overmastering necessity, or some probable gain 

to the power of England of enormous and vital magnitude” had, 

according to Morley, a profound effect on England itself. 

There was neither necessity for nor advantage in adding 

another political and military obligation to the Empire, which, 

in India, would strain ’’the elastic bands of Empire until 
9 

they will -be in danger of snapping.” Moreover, it appeared 

to Morley that the Government had allowed officials in India 

to dictate English policy. This system of the frontier con¬ 

trol of British policy had the dangerous effect of committing 

Britain before the proper officials had an opportunity to 

consider the alternatives. "We shall have done,” he wrote, 

"what can be dcr.e to fuse the free parliamentary institutions 

of England in the military despotism of India. The Afghan 

War is, then, confessedly the first step in the direction of 

a policy which, while it implies aggression abroad, must 
10 

involve something very like revolution at home." To Morley 

the most significant of all the consequences of the Afghan 

War was the moral effect that the imperial spirit had on the 

English people, for the old traits of honesty and truth had 

been abandoned, and the "standard of honour with our public 
11 

men has been considerably lowered." 

Morley*s- editorials could not forestall the Afghan War, 

and even while it still raged, the war with the Zulus began. 

From the first of his writings on the Zulu War, Morley laid 
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the blame for the war on the annexation by Britain of the 

Transvaal. In his opinion, when Theophilus Shepstone real¬ 

ized that the Boers deeply resented their annexation by 

Britain, he sought to justify it to them by crushing their 

arch-enemies, the Zulus. Therefore, Shepstone had led 

Bartle Frere into the war. Because of his belief in England 

as a great civilizing power, Frere was easily led into the 

forward policy. Frere's dispatches, wrote Morley, abounded 

in edifying phrases about British obligations as a civilized 

and Christian government, and about British national guilt 

in sanctioning elements antagonistic to civilization and 

Christianity* "When I come across such phrases in a blue- 

book,” Morley wrote, "I shudder; they always precede a mass- 
12 

acre.” As he added later, Britain should consider the 

"rank hypocrisy” of Frere's concept, because at the same time 

that England contemplated herself "as a trustee of special 

appointment by the heavenly powers on behalf of the more 

backward races of the earth, we are massacring them by the 
13 

thousands....” 

Following his unsuccessful crusades against the Afghan 

and Zulu Wars, the success of the anti-imperialists at the 

election of 1880, despite his own defeat, caused Morley to 

be jubilant, "The doctrine of Ascendancy," he wrote, "is not 

to the English taste after all, and the results of the 

general election are a formal repudiation of that doctrine 
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14 
and all its works." But when it became evident that 

Frere was to be retained, Morley experienced more than "a 

mere feeling of passing astonishment," for to him the re- 
15 

tention of Frere by the Liberals was akin to betrayal. 

Even more puzzling to him was the continuation by the Liber¬ 

als of the war in the Transvaal that broke out soon after 

they took office. Since 1877 Morley had believed that the 

Transvaal ought to be granted its independence; thus he 

could see no reason for the Liberals to fight to retain 

domination over the Boers, and he criticized the Government 
16 

as severely as he had ever criticized the Tories. The 

excuse given by the Liberals for the forcible retention 

of the Transvaal was that Britain had to protect the natives 

from the Boers. Morley’s solution to that problem was to 

split the Dutch and native populations according to the 

boundaries marked out by the actual distribution of the 
17 

inhabitants. When at last the conflict in the Transvaal 

was brought to a close, Morley was sorry that it had not 

been halted a year sooner, but he had high praise for the 

Government, "or that portion of it which insisted on counsels 

of justice, of moderation, and common sense, for accepting 
18 

plain truth when it was forced on them," 

Although Morley had been against intervention in 

Afghanistan, Zululand, and the Transvaal, he was not simply 

an idealist. No better example of his consideration of 
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practicalities exists than his attitude toward the intervent¬ 

ion in Egypt. Even before the bombardment of Alexandria, 

Morley plainly stated in the Fortnightly that intervention 

was necessary. He thought that until February 1881 the 

English-French Control had established a fairly effective 

and beneficent system. However, he realized that upon the 
19 

revolt of Arabi, the system had collapsed. To Morley the 

policy of the Western powers following the collapse of the 

Control should depend upon the nature and strength of 

Arabics movement; therefore, if Arabi represented a true 

Egyptian national movement* he ought to be left alone. 

Morley believed that Arabi's movement was more than a grab 

for power by a military clique. Despite the excesses of 

the military faction, he wrote, "the fact remains that the 

army was originally in close relations-with sections of the 

civilian population," and that the colonels "really repre- 
20 

sented popular sentiment." However, Morley believed that, 

whatever the original aims of Arabi himself, the military 

had got out of hand. Therefore, by early May 1882, Morley 
21 

agreed that intervention of some kind was necessary. 

However, the essential question was, did the inter¬ 

vention have to come from the English? What did the English 

have to lose by disorder in Egypt? Morley denied that 

British entrepreneurs in Egypt deserved protection or that 

Britain had the right to bully Egypt to keep the cotton 
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mills at Manchester running. He believed that the only 

legitimate British concern in Egypt was the Suez Canal, 

and not because the Canal was a route to India, but because 

it was an international highway for trade. "I do not argue 

for an instant,” he wrote, 

that it would have been worth while to force our 
way into Egyptian politics on this account, but 
being where we are, it would be a distinct derel¬ 
iction of the duty of a civilized power to with¬ 
draw and leave so useful a work at the mercy of 
clouds of Bedouins, or exposed to the organized 
rapacity of some hostile European power.22 

Therefore, British duty in respect to the Canal made Bri¬ 

tain responsible for order in Egypt, 

The bombardment of Alexandria horrified many Liberals, 

but in the Fortnightly Review Morley took a detached and 

calm attitude toward the British action* ”That the bom- . 

bardment was justified in itself,” he wrote, ”apart from 
23 

its political effects, cannot be seriously denied,” The 

officers of the fleet had faced the choice of withdrawal 

or destruction of the forts at Alexandria which threatened 

them* Since withdrawal would have allowed the rebellion tc 

gain strength, and since the destruction of the power of 

the military chiefs was necessary, then the bombardment 
24 

of the forts was the right decision. Thus in the final 

analysis Morley’s attitude tot^ard the bombardment can be 

described by his own words; a "stoical acceptance of an 
25 

unwelcome necessity.” 
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Despite his appreciation of the need for intervention 

in Alexandria, Morley absolutely repudiated the policy of 
26 

annexing Egypt, Undoubtedly his calmness at the news of 

the bombardment of Alexandria was partially derived from 

his confidence that annexation was not ’’within a measurable 

distance of possibility to anv government calling itself 
27 

Liberal,"1 He believed that a policy of extension of 

Empire "will certainly be resisted by one portion of the 

■Liberal party. Whether they will be nmaerically superior, 

we cannot tell; but in energy of conviction they will 
28 

assuredly not be inferior," Unlike Harcourt, Morley’s 

distaste for the annexation or Egypt did not rise from fear 

of European force, for Morley thought that the powers of 
29 

Europe would not go to war if Britain wore to annex Egypt, 

The plain truth about annexation, as he saw it, was that 

Britain could not afford Egypt; it would be a ’’multiplication 

of responsibilities which are already heavier than we can 
30 

successfully discharge." 

Some question may be raised as to the consistency and 

sincerity of Worley’s Egyptian policy. As seen in the light 

of later developments, the policy of bombarding Alexandria 

was not compatible with his ultimate aims of withdrawal from 

Egypt, for, as Morley later discovered, once having inter¬ 

vened in Egypt, the British were not able to withdraw. How¬ 

ever, this line of criticism is very unjust, for there was 
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vention, There can be no doubt that Morley, like the Gov¬ 

ernment, was sincere about not desiring to occupy Egypt 
31 

permanently. In fact, in later years, seeing no reason 

to remain in Egypt, Morley urged the British to withdraw. 

In 1884, for example, lie admitted that he had assented to 

intervention in 1882, but only, he said, because **he ex- 
32 

pected we should come out of it." 

Morley * s contributions to the Fortnightly from 1867 to 

1882 constitute an imposing mass of material ’which was un¬ 

doubtedly very .influential in the formulation of British 

anti-imperial opinion. As always, the influence of one 

man's ideas on the ideas of others is ultimately impossible 

to ascertain; however, it is reasonable to suggest that 

through his journal, Morley had a very pronounced effect on 

anti-imperial attitudes before 1883. Since the Fortnightly 

was the most popular Liberal journal in England, it was 

probably read by all the leading Liberal figures. Moreover, 

the influence of the Fortnightly's editor can be seen in the 

arguments utilized by various anti-imperialists in speeches 

immediately following the publication of a noticeably sim¬ 

ilar argument in the Fortnightly. For example, Harcourt's 

comparison of Tory policy in 1879 to that of Napoleon III 

came just a month after he most surely read the same compar- 
33 

ison in the Fortnightly. Likewise, the accusation by 

Morley that Frere had turned on the Zulus in order to please 
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the Boers was utilized soon after by both Harcourt and 
34 

Courtney. Of course, it is possible that these arguments 

were arrived at independently by the anti-imperialists, but 

it is more likely that Morley’s strong and incisive mind 

played a major role in the formulation of anti-imperial 

opinion. 

One work by Morley not connected with the Fortnightly 

deserves special mention. This was his long review of Seeley's 

Expansion of England, which appeared in MacMillan's Mag¬ 

azine for February 1884 and which became a classic state¬ 

ment of anti-imperial opinion, Seeley had tried to turn 

the attention of his readers away from England and toward 

the Empire. He believed imperial history in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries to be the true history of England. 

To this concept Morley replied: "If the expansion of England 

was important, not less important v?ere other changes vitally 

affecting the internal fortunes of the land that was destined 

to undergo this process. Expansion acquired its significance 
35 

in consequence of what happened in England itself." The 

truly important developments were in the expansion of English 

population and industry; therefore, as a historical work, 

the Expansion of England was for Morley too narrow and one¬ 

sided. 

Desiring the tightening of imperial bonds, Seeley also 

proposed certain alterations in imperial relations. The 
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first of his suggestions was for an expanded, state-con- 

trolled emigration from England. However, recognizing that 

emigration to the dominions would never be a large scale 

process as long as it remained voluntary, Morley felt that 

a state-controlled emigration-would "fail inevitably, 

absolutely, and disastrously.” He believed that mere 

sentiment about the Empire could neither induce nor direct 

the current of English emigrants to the dominions; only if 

material advantages were available would the English emigrants 

settle in British territory. To Morley, this unsentimental 

self-interest of the emigrants was both natural and commend¬ 

able. '‘Patriotism,” he wrote, "is regard for the well-being 
36 

of the people of a country as well as for its flag.” 

Seeley also desired a new imperial political organi¬ 

zation, for which Morley could foresee no practical solution. 

In fact, Morley thought that the consideration of the prac¬ 

tical problems of federation provided sufficient evidence of 

the undesirability of any form of consolidation of the 

Empire. He considered first Seeley’s proposals for imperial 

defense and for an imperial Zollverein. Essentially, 

Morley*s opposition to each of these plans was that the 

interests of the various parts of the Empire were too diverse 

to permit unification. For example, with regard to imperial 

defense, Australia would have no interest in defending 
37 

Afghanistan from Russia* As for the idea of a Zollverein, 
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Morley felt that the diverse financial systems of the 
38 

independent dominions could never be reconciled. 

For the plans to consolidate the Empire by direct poli¬ 

tical machinery, Morley had more respect but no more opti¬ 

mism. The first plan which he considered was the admission 

of colonial representatives to Parliament. Morley believed 

that the concession of colonial legislatures had eliminated 

the possibility of this scheme, because the colonies after 

1776 would not contribute to imperial taxation. Thus, if 

the colonies were represented in Parliament, they would be 

able to vote English money but not their own. Likewise, 

Morley felt it to be hardly just that each colonial legis¬ 

lature would be able to control its own affairs, while 

Parliament could not independently control England. The 

proposed solution of this problem, that the colonial re¬ 

presentatives sit in Parliament only on imperial affairs, 

raised an entirely different question, for there would then 
39 

be both an English Parliament and a Federal Council. The 

fault that Morley thought inherent in an imperial or federal 

council was that the ’'mother of parliaments would sink into 

the condition of a state legislature, though the contribu¬ 

tions of Great Britain would certainly be many times larger 
40 

than those of all the colonies put together.” On the other 

hand, if Britain were to take the political lead in the fed¬ 

eral council commensurate with its power then the old feelings 
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41 
of colonial resentment and grievance would again be raised. 

Morley made no claim to originality for his refutation 

of the Expansion of England. He readily acknowlodged his 

indebtedness to Goldwin Smith, Sir Archibald Forbes, Richard 

Cob den, C. J. Rowe, and Sir Thomas Farrer. Nevertheless, 

Morley*s restatement of anti-imperial theory was important 

as a reply to the growing imperial spirit in England. The 

arrogance and sentimentality accompanying imperialism in 

England was clearly answered by Morley*s statement of the 

realities of imperial consolidation. While the imperial 

spirit ttfas undaunted by Morley’s logic, in the final 

analysis Morley was correct, for each country of the Empire 

eventually judged the value of federation solely on the 

basis of material self-interest. Morley was certain that 

the bond of Empire ’’will have to be a bond of political 

and national interest, and not or sentiment merely, though 
42 

sentiment may serve by way of decoration." As for the 

"Greater England" Jingo sentiment, he wrote, "Any closer 

union of the British Empire attempted with this object 

would absolutely fail. The unwieldy weapon 'would break in 
43 

our hands." 

II 
r 

Soon after Morley entered Parliament in 1883, he was 

drawn into the Liberals’ struggle to hold imperialism to a 
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minimum. His maiden speech was a reply to a motion by 

John Gorst that England intervene in the Transvaal to restore 

peace between the Boers and Basutos. Morley maintained 

that the Boer-Basuto dispute was not a. British affair* 

The Boers, he said, ought to be allowed to do what was 
44 

necessary for them to maintain security on the frontier. 

The intervention in the Basuto crisis fc?as successfully 

avoided, but less than a year later, the revolt of the 

Mahdi in the Sudan initiated much stronger pleas from the 

imperialists for intervention. At first the Tories demanded 

the annexation of Egypt as well as intervention in the Sudan, 

and it vas to the threat of the annexation of Egypt that 

Morley initially turned his attention. He told the House 

that the annexation of Egypt would impose a "moral, material, 

and political weakness" on England, for Egypt, like Ireland, 
45 

would be a "corroded link in the chain of Empire." When 

Gordon became trapped at Khartoum, public attention was 

turned away from Egypt, but Morley could not rest, for he 

felt that the Government was being forced by the violent 

Jingo press into annexing the Sudan, In March 1884 he said 

that "In his view, the Government were in danger of mistaking 

a shadow.and a phantom for public opinion, and of accepting 

for real public opinion an odious compound of financial 

cupiditv, bastard Imperialism, and, worse than all, trucu- 
46 

lent philanthropy," Moreover, in May he claimed that the 
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Government were on the verge of disaster, not because 

Gordon was in danger, but because they threatened the 
47 

"engulfment of interest of this Empire" in the Sudan. 

Even after Gordon was' lost, Morley still maintained 

that the real danger lay, not in military losses, but in 

British annexation of the Sudan. Therefore, he struggled 

to bolster the Liberals against the Jingo cries for revenge 

for Gordon. To his sister he wrote: "If Gladstone is 

really going to plunge us into a Sudan war, he will be 

an apostate of the blackest dye, and I for one mean to 
48 

tell him so to his face," Morley's worst fears were 

well-founded, for Gladstone finally decided that the Mahdi 

had to be defeated. As leader of the Radical anti-imperial 

faction in Parliament, Morley faced a grave problem. He 

could not support the Government in a Sudanese campaign, 

yet he could not allow the Liberals to fall or Gladstone 

himself to resign. Essentially, he believed that since 

the Government intended to withdraw from Khartoum, there 

was no need for a victory over the Mahdi. Yet, while re¬ 

pudiating the Government's policy of smashing the Mahdi, 

Morley also opposed those who would annex the Sudan, because 

in his opinion, the annexation would waste national strength 

on a responsibility that England could not discharge. There 

fore, against a Tory vote of censure, which criticized 

Gladstone for not having promised to annex Egypt and the 
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Sudan, Morley supported the Government. Nevertheless, he 

felt compelled to move a resolution, which, \diile deliber¬ 

ately oiamitting mention of the Government's previous policy 

in the Sudan, regretted "the decision of Her Majesty's 

Government to employ the forces of the Crown for the overthrow 
49 

of the power of the Mahdi." In the end,-Morley achieved 

both his goals, for the government was saved from the Tory 

censure by fourteen votes, while his own resolution gathered 

a token Radical and Irish support of one-hundred twelve 
50 

votes. 

For Morley the dominant problem of the next decade was 

Irish Home Rule. Even during the periods of the most 

intense Irish vandalism, Morley had been opposed to coer¬ 

cion in Ireland, and early in his career, he showed unmis¬ 

takable tendencies toward Horae Rule. In 1881, for example, 

in an essay on England and Ireland, Morley came to the con¬ 

clusion that Ireland would be helped if Parliament abandoned 

coercion and adopted a land bill, but that "Until we have 

re-shaped the whole system of Irish government, so as to 

leave room for an independent and spontaneous growth of 

Irish civilization along its own lines, Ireland will remain 

what she is now, miserable herself, and the torment and 
51 

despair of others," In September 1885, before Gladstone 

committed himself to Home Rule, Morley said that although 

the separation of England and Ireland would be disastrous, 
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"short of separation I will go as far as I can, and I hope 

our party will go as far as it can, to meet the view of 
52 

the Irish nation,**..” Although Morley at that time did 

not describe the way in which the government of Ireland 

was to be reformed, there remained for him only a short 

step to Home Rule. 

When at last Gladstone adopted Home Rule, Morley be¬ 

came his first eind strongest supporter. As Irish Secret¬ 

ary, he had the heavy responsibility of helping Gladstone 

draw up the Home Rule Bills of both 1886 and 1893* In 

Parliament he was Gladstone’s chief lieutenant on Irish 

affairs, and his support for Irish self-government was 

resolute and tireless* Morley*s belief in Home Rule was 

a logical extension of his earlier thoughts on Irish govern¬ 

ment* Convinced by Irish agitation that reorganization of 

the government of Ireland was necessary, he adopted Home 

Rule in 1885 because he believed it to be the only possible 

solution* Yet Morley had not been intimidated by Irish 

terrorism* He sincerely believed that such strong agitation 

must have had a substantial basis in injustices in Ireland, 

and that the Irish would remain agitated until they received 

responsible self-government* To Courtney’s objection that 

Home Rule would result in errors of mis judgement, Morley 

replied that if Courtney believed that Ireland would be 

governed by a "parce1 of rogues,” then the argument for Home 
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Rule was indeed invalid. However, because he did not regard 

Irish terrorism as evidence of a fatal flaw in the Irish 

character, Morley believed that Home Rule would be as 
53 

sensible as any other rule. 

Aside from Home Rule Mor.ley played little part in im¬ 

perial affairs from 1885 to 1895, He occasionally spoke 

against retaining possession of Egypt, but the true extent 

of his concern over imperialism was shown by the rule he 

played in the selection of Rosebery as Gladstone’s successor, 

Morley admitted in. his Recollections that he' did not 
, • ; ; 54. 

support Harcourt because of Harcourt's personality. Ex¬ 

plaining his position to Harcourt in 1894, Morley candidly 

wrote: ’’The thing for us and for the party has a double 

aspect, how we can best carry on our fight in the House of 

Commons between now and the dissolution, and how we can offer 

the best front when the election comes. From the first 

point of vietv you are neither more nor less indispensable; 
55 

from the second, the advantages are v?ith Rosebery,” 

Morley’s solution was to make Rosebery Prime Minister and 

Harcourt leader of the Liberal party in the House of Commons, 

"It seems curious," Morley wrote later, "that none of us 

realized how essentially fatal to the very idea of a sound 

and workable arrangement was the difference between the two 
56 

schools of imperial policy," 

Having lost his seat at Newcastle in 1895, Morley took 



92 

no part in the debates on the Jameson Raid, but after win¬ 

ning a seat from the Montrose Burghs in 1896, he led the 

anti-imperial opposition to Kitchener's expedition on the 

Nile. To him there was no valid reason for the expedition, 

for the Italians did,not really want British relief, nor 

was Egypt in any danger from the Sudanese, nor was there 

any trade or resources to be gained by England from the 
57 

Sudan. However, Morley's main objection to the Sudanese 

expedition was that it farther removed any possibility for 

England to retire from Egypt. At Leeds, for example, he 

told an assembly that 

The one justification for our remaining in Egypt 
is that we are pursuing a humane and beneficent 

V work in Egypti but this movement [the expedition] 
is not carrying out a humane and beneficent work 
in Egypt; it is quite another matter -- it is 
expending in war funds which are sorely needed in 
other directions*58 

Since Egyptian funds would only be squandered on Kitchener's 

worthless enterprise, Egypt would require increased British 

assistance, and Britain would be more tightly bound than 
59 

ever to Egypt. 

As the century drew to its close, Morley, like most of 

the anti-imperialistS, was depressed by the ever growing 

popularity of imperialism. He told an audience in 1896 that 

"there is a sham and a counterfeit and a bastard kind of 

Imperial instinct of which in these days we are hearing too 

much, and which, if you do not keep your eyes open, will 
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60 
land the country in mischief.” His forecast was more 

accurate than even he knew, for in 1899, while he was busy 

in the Gladstone archives at Hawarden, a violent passion 

over the crisis in the Transvaal swept England. 

Morley began his "pro-Boer” crusade at Manchester in 

a spectacular speech, which, if not closely reasoned, per¬ 

manently set the tone and generated the inspiration for the 

anti-imperialists. He spoke at the St* James Hall before 

ten thousand people* The audience had been packed with 

Jingo hecklers, and little knots of men hooted and sang 

”Rule Britannia” as he tried to speak. Only by claiming 

he was ”Lancashire horn and Lancashire bred,” did1 Morley 

manage to win the ear of the assomblv. Thereupon ho moved 

the resolution that the reforms for the Uxtlanders in the 

Transvaal be "secured by pacific means” and by "strict res¬ 

pect for the independence for the South African Republic*” 

Readily admitting that there was a real need for reform 

in the Transvaal, Morley still denied that these grievances 

wore the true cause-of the dispute. The threat to peace, 

he said, ’Itad arisen from demands to govern and settle South 

African problems from the Downing Street point of view,” 

You may carry the fire and sword {ho continued] 
into the midst of peace and industry -- such a war 
of the strongest Government: in the world, with 
untold wealth and inexhaustible resources, will 
bring you no glory* It will bring you no profit 
but mischief, and it will be a wrong. You may 
make thousands of women widows and thousands of 
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children fatherless. It will be wrong. You may 
give greater bouyancy to the South African stock 
and share market. You may create South African 
booms. You may send the price of Mr. Rhodes* 
Chartereds up to a point beyond the dream of 
avarice. Yes, even then it will be wrong.61 

Morley’s moral sensitivity was too strongly offended 

by the coming of the Boer War for him to be concerned with 

problems raised about the conduct of the War; thus, rarely 

dealing with war aims, tactics, or preparations, he devoted 

himself to an eloquent campaign to prove that the War had 

not been necessary, and that it was a '’hideous and ghastly 
62 

blunder.” 

Ill 

In Morley's career as an anti-impeiialist we can see 
i 

two distinct, but not contradictory, sources of anti-imper¬ 

ialism: the moral and the practical. This quality was a 

very basic characteristic of Morley’s intellect. On the 

one hand, he was an idealist; he required from every man, 

including himself, activity based on lofty moral principle. 

On the other hand, he was a man of the world who possessed 

and acted according to an almost unbelievable range of 

information about, not only literary and scholarly material, 

but also about contemporary political and diplomatic real¬ 

ities. What he said of Cobden can i?ith keen accuracy be 

applied to himself: "Nobody knew better how great a part of 

wisdom it is for a man who seeks to improve society, to be 
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right in discerning at a given moment.what is the next 

thing to be done, or whether there is anything to be done 
63 

at all*” 

Worley’s practicality can be detected in nearly all his 

anti-imperial policies. Probably the best examples were 

his reply to Seeley’s Expansion of England and his attitude 

toward the bombardment of Alexandria and toward Kitchener’s 

Sudan expedition. The very basis of his objection to 

Seeley's dreams of imperial federation was that the practical 

problems were too great; the more Worley studied these pro¬ 

blems, the less reason for consolidation could he see. 

Furthermore, as we remember, Worley saw a definite British 

interest in the Suez Canal, and he believed that Arabi was 

no Egyptian Garibaldi but a threat to peace and order in 

Egypt; hence Worley believed temporary intervention to be 

necessary. Likewise, his opposition to the Dongola exped¬ 

ition was not so much moral indignation as a practical fear 

that the bonds to Egypt would be tightened. 

Underlying and giving rise to all his practical ob¬ 

jections to imperialism was Worley's firm belief that England 

was the keystone of the Empire. While imperialists claimed 

that the colonies made England great, Morley continually 

reminded the public that "say what you will, the heart and 
64 

centre of your Empire is in the people of this island." 

Expansion of the Empire could only add to the "taxes, the 
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burdens, the embarrassments and difficulties of a people 
65 

already over-harassed and over-burdened*" Of the imperial¬ 

ists he asked a very significant question: "Mad they thought 
66 

of the relations between Imperialism and social reform?" 

Morley himself believed that "every entanglement abroad is 

an interruption, and a v/icked interruption of social improve- 
67 

ment at home," 

Morley realized that the military adventures of imper¬ 

ialism would always be popular; hence he took great pains 

to remind the British of the duller, more expensive, but 

inevitable consequences of their forward policy. For example, 

he told his friend Frederic Harrison, in regard to the 

Ashanti Mar: "We surely ought to keep clear of all this en¬ 

tanglement with savages -- unless we occupy and administer 

as in India, which we cannot possibly do from the nature of 
68 

the case," Likewise, with regard to Afghanistan, he 

wrote: "If we conquer it, we shall entail all the perils 
69 

and cost of annexation. What other alternative is there?" 

The same theme can be seen in his opposition to the wars in 

the Transvaal, for he believed that once the wars were started, 

the inevitable result would be British occupation of the 
70 

Transvaal, 

Yet, according to Morley, imperialism affected Britain 

in even a more profound way than the loss of blood and 

treasure. The practice of imperialism caused a cultural de- 
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moralization of the British people. It was crime enough for 

the "prancing proconsuls" to be guilty of aggression, but 

it was even ivorse for Britain to retain those proconsuls, 

because it spread the responsibility of aggression to the 

English people and made them accomplices to the crimes of 

the forward policy. Highest on Morley's list of British 

demoralizations was what he regarded to be the hypocrisy of 

imperialism. While the British claimed to be missionaries 

and civilizers, they actually brought only fire and sword 

to the backward races of the world. Morley's bitter analy¬ 

sis of the five steps in the progress of a forward policy 

was an attempt to show that the whole process of imperialism 

was shot through with hypocrisy : 

First, to push on into places where you have 
no business to be, and where you had promised 
you would not go; second, your intrusion is 
resented, and in these wilds resentment means 
resistance; third, you instantly cry out that 
the people are rebels and their act is rebellion, 
in spite of your assurances you had no intention 
of setting up a permanent sovereignty over them; 
fourth you send forces to stamp out the rebell¬ 
ion; fifth, having spread bloodshed and confusion 
and anarchy you declare with hands uplifted to 
heaven that moral reasons force you to stay, for 
if you were to leave, this territory would be 
left in a condition no civilized power would 
contemplate v/ith equanimity and composure, /i 

In a lecture on Machiavelli delivered in 1879, Morley 

struck a subtle •?- but well understood -- blow to the 

imperialists, and in so doing revealed the basis of his own 

moral opposition to imperialism. Machiavelli, he said, 
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was the symbol of the morality based on "reason of state." 

By this standard, "We should never condemn a man for ex¬ 

traordinary acts to which he has been compelled to resort 
72 

in establishing his empire or founding a republic." No 

regard is given to justice or injustice, individual moral¬ 

ity or immorality. The "evolutionary beatitude" -- Blessed 

are the strong, for they shall prey on the weak -- is the 

standard of judgment. To this line of reasoning, Morley 

had the most profound questions: "Is the State means or 

end? For what docs it really exist? For the sake of the 

individual, his moral and material well being, or is the 
73 

individual a mere cog or pinion in the vast machine?" 

Morley knew only too v?ell the answers that the imper¬ 

ialists would give to these questions, and throughout his 

long and vigorous life he strove incessantly to combat their 

views. 
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IV 

Sir Wilfrid Lavas on: The Christian Radical 

As unrealistic and extreme as Harcourt, Courtney, and 

Morley may have appeared to the imperialists of their day, 

these three in fact represented the more moderate and 

temperate element of the English anti-imperialist party, 

for there was also a radical fringe of anti-imperialists 

who never allowed the realities of any situation to temper 

their anti-imperialism. The best example of this extremist 

fringe was Sir Wilfrid Lavas on, whose views serve not only 

as a sample of the faction he led but also as a guide post 

to place the opinions of Harcourt, Courtney, and Morley 

in perspective. 

Born near Brayton in Cumberland in September 1829, 

Wilfrid Lawson was the eldest son of a vaealthy and titled 

land-holder. He was reared and educated on the family’s 

fifteen thousand acre estate near Carlisle, Cumberland. 

Young Lavason was a bright and eager student, but his main 

activities consisted, not in studying, but in riding and 

hunting. Those squirely pleasures filled so much of his 

time that in later years he said, with-some degree of truth, 

that he had.learned everything he knew from a single book: 

Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations. 

Wilfrid’s father, an advanced Liberal, thoroughly 

imbued his son with his own political doctrines. Having 
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political ambitions for Wilfrid, the elder Lawson urged him 

in 1857 to stand for Parliament at Carlisle, which Wilfrid 

did, but was soundly defeated. However, standing again at 

Carlisle in 1859, young Lawson won easily, and with some minor 

interruptions, Lawson represented one of the divisions of 

Cumberland for the next forty-seven years. 

Upon entering Parliament, Lawson took his place with 

the Radical faction of the Liberal Party, but he was more 

democratic in his political policies than even most of his 

Radical colleagues. Like all Liberals, Lawson adopted as 

the core of his belief ’’Peace, Retrenchment, and Reform"; 

however, Lawson also added to these Gladstonian doctrines 

an opposition to the House of Lords, and the advocacy of 

women*s rights and the disestablishment of the Church of 

England. A strict free trader, Lawson advocated the with¬ 

drawal of England from every foreign treaty which might in 

any way involve the English in military conflict. Moreover, 

he detested the military services, and he vigorously opposed 

without exception every proposed increase of the army or 

navy, regardless of size or purpose, as long as he sat in 

Parliament. 

Despite his belief in democracy, Lawson’s confidence 

in the ability of the common citizen to control his own 

affairs crumbled away on the issue cf drink, and temperance 

reform became the passion of Lawson's life. As leader for 
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almost half a century of English temperance reform, Lawson 

introduced a liquor reform bill of some type at nearly every 

session of Parliament in which he was a participant. For¬ 

tunately for the English brewers, Lawson never had much 

success with his temperance reform schemes; in fact, the 

failure of the British to see the great evil in drinking was 

a constant source.of bewilderment to Lawson. 

Lawson was neither a philosopher nor a theorist. 

Always a firm believer in the Christian virtues of brother¬ 

ly love, charity, patience, and tolerance, Lawson arrived 

at his definite and unshakable convictions from the solid 

ground of Christian morality. The Christian ideal also 

came alive in I.awscn's temperament, for he possessed a 

completely happy, jovial, sweet, disposition. He was very 

rarely moved to anger. Considering hypocrisy to he the 

greatest of evils, Lawson exposed a sour tone in his dis¬ 

position only when he believed that the English people, 

a Christian people, were engaged in an un-Christian activity. 

Lawson's primary political advantages were his moral 

fervor and his brilliant wit. Me had the ability to stir 

a crowd or to catch the attention of the Mouse of Commons 

by pointing out with embarrassing accuracy the moral impli¬ 

cations of British policy. Moreover, from the time of his 

first political campaigns, Lawson showed a genuine ability 

to be humourous. He had a marvelous talent for ridiculing 
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any action or statement by extending it to its literal 

extremes. Yet the same qualitites that brought him fame also 

restricted his rise to positions of power, for Lawson 

became known as an impractical, visionary, whimsical person. 

Nevertheless, to the end of his career in 1906, he retained 

the affection and admiration, if not the profound respect, 

of both public and Parliament. 

I 

During the first years of the new imperialism, Sir 

Wilfrid Lawson led a small group in the House of Commons 

which opposed the expansion of England even earlier and 

more strongly than did the followers of Gladstone. Lawson 

led, for example, the Radical opposition in 1874 to the 

Liberal policy of war on the Ashantis. He urged immediate 

withdrawal from all alliances in the Gold Coast that made 

Britain responsible for peace and order. To the Government’s 

argument that British expansion in the Gold Coast brought 

commerce and civilization to the natives, Lawson replied 

that making war on the natives was no way to spread commerce. 

•'Further than that," he continued, ’’the civilization about 

which we bragged so much was simply the means of making money 

out of those wretched people in whatever way we could, and 

what we called improving them frequently meant improving 
1 

them off the face of the earth.” Lawson also regarded as 

false the belief that Christianity would be carried to the 
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Ashantis by British expansion and he warned the Commons 

that if this belief "was endorsed by the Government it was 

very alarming; for if they were to attack all the strong¬ 

holds of Satan, Supplementary Estimates to a very large 
2 

amount would have to be called for." 

Later in 1874 Lax^son turned his brightest wit against 

the annexation of Fiji by the new Disraeli Cabinet. The 

Fijians, Lawson told the Mouse, had been happy cannibals 

until the Methodists had convorted 107,000 of them* He 

congratulated the remaining 20,000 Fijians who had retired 

to the hills and remained cannibals, although, he said, it 

was undoubtedly due to the fear that the 20,000 would come 

down out of the hills and eat the 107,000 Methodists that 

Fiji had been annexed by the British. The first result of the 

British influence on the Fijians, Lawson continued, was war 

and massacre, after which Britain was called upon to teach 

civilization to the natives. Thus he concluded that "we 

were first to kill them and burn their villages, and then 

send them teachers, in conformity, probably, with the old 

notion that the British Army should be regarded as one of 

the branches of the Society of the Propagation of Christian 
3 

Knowledge." 

The Tory policy of war in Afghanistan and Zululand also 

seemed to Lawson to be corrupt with hypocrisy. In regard to 

Afghanistan, he reminded his constituents at Carlisle that 

Christianity was not to be propagated by fire and sword, and 
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that "bringing forward such a plan was simply adding hypo- 
4 

crisy to atrocity." In the House of Commons Lawson even 

opposed the granting of necessary funds to bring the war 

to a quick finish. Since the war, he said, had been waged 

by England for no reason at all, it was "a war with dis¬ 

honour, and dishonour that will long adhere to the name 

for this country." As for Disraeli’s scientific frontier, 

Lawson stated, "I know what that means; it means robbery -- 

neither more nor less.... this rectification which he 

[Disraeli] talked about was nothing more than robbing and 

shooting the Afghans on purpose to get hold of their proper 

ty, to which they have a right, and to which England has 
5 

none.” 

The year 1879 brought additional grief to Lawson, for, 

he said, even while England was engaged in Afghanistan in 

the "most atrocious massacring of human beings that e\rer was 

heard of," the British in South Africa began an "uniust and 
6 

oppressive war" against the Zulus. Like the other anti- 

imperialists, Lawson believed that the war in Zululand was 

unjust because Sir Bartle Frere had been the sole cause of 

the dispute. But the cynicism of the British policy stung 
'. < 

Lawson so profoundly that he was willing to congratulate 

the Zulus publicly for their victory at Isandhlawana, which 

he regarded as a just victory by brave patriots over a law- 
7 

less enemy that was invading their country. 
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Since 1874 Lawson had blamed the aggressive policy of 

the country on the Tories, and he campaigned in 1880 on the 

theory that the Tories had ’’preferred British interests to 

British honour,” and that a Liberal victory would return the 
8 

principles of peace and non-intervention to British policy. 

Having placed such confidence in the Liberals, the retention 

of Sir Bartle Frere thoroughly disillusioned Lawson with 

Gladstone and his party. The good old Liberal cry, he said 

bitterly, of "Peace, Retrenchment, and Reform” to him still 
9 

meant something. He proceeded to attack the Government in 

almost daily harassment for the retention of Frere, who, 

Lawson reminded the Liberals, had killed a thousand Zulus, 

"all with a very good purpose, no doubt; but still it was 
10 

a very wicked action," Furthermore, regarding the Govern¬ 

ment's role in sustaining the War in the Transvaal, Lawson 

said he was "positively horrified at what was going on. They 

were sending out a small army to Africa, What to do? To 

crush an independent Republic, which they had no more right 
11 

to do than they had to put down the French Republic." 

With regard to Gladstone's policy of enforcing the authority 

of the Crown before setting Britain's final relationship 

with the Boers, Lawson said that "to kill the Boers and then 

do them justice was, to say the least, a somevrtiat curious 
12 

doctrine to promulgate." Thus, when Peter Rylands moved 

a resolution regretting "any measures taken by Her Majesty's 



110 

Government with the object of enforcing British supremacy 

over the people of the Transvaal, who rightly claim their 
13 

national independence," Lawson gave his vigorous approval. 

Despite the Radical support, Hyland’s resolution was defeated 

by ninety-six votes, in a division from which the Tories 
14 

abstained. 

In spite of their defeat on Hyland's motion for censure, 

the Radicals supported the Government on their Transvaal 

policy once the War had been brought to a close. In March 

1881, Sir Michael Hicks-Beach gave notice of a motion con¬ 

demning the Government for withdrawing from the Transvaal, 

but Lawson followed immediately with a notice for a motion 

approving the Government’s "peaceful arrangement of the 
15 

Transvaal difficulty." Moreover, in July, when Hicks- 

Beach moved his resolution of censure, Lawson defended the 

Government for having had the fortitude to make peace even 
16 

after the defeat at Majuba* Led by Lawson, Joseph Cham¬ 

berlain, and V/. Rathbone, the Radicals supported the Liberals, 
17 

and the Government was saved from the Tories by'314 to 205. 

However, the rapprochement that had been established 

between the Government and Lawson's Radical allies was 

shattered by the bombardment of Alexandria. As we have seen, 

the intervention in Egypt caused considerable anxiety among 

the Radicals, with the result that some, like John Bright, 

opposed the bombardment, while others, like Harcourt and 
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Morley, stood with the Liberals. Typically, there was never 

any doubt in Lawson's mind as to the right attitude to 

adopt. On the day after the bombardment, he declared that 

it v/as time for those to speak who felt that England had 

been reduced to degradation and dishonour, and lie called 
18 

the bombardment a "cowardly, a cruel, and a criminal act." 

To Gladstone, who had said that England intervened in order 

to protect the rights of the Egyptians, Laws on asked: 

"Why should we, who lived in a free country, interfere with 

these poor Egyptians and prevent them having the Government 
v 19 

they wished?" Although, Lawson said, the English claimed 

to be "Heaven born administrators, who could govern the 
20 

people of Egypt better than anybody else," since Arabi 

was the expression of Egyptian nationalism, Egypt should not 

be an exception to Gladstone's principles of freedom and 
21 

autonomy for all nations. To Lawson, the truth behind the 

intervention in Egypt was that England had acted only in 
22 

order to extract money from tlie Egyptians for the bondholders. 

For almost a year Lav/son opposed every aspect of the 

intervention in Egypt, including the appropriation of funds 

to pay for the bombardment, the execution of Wolseley's 

campaign against Arabi, and finally the presentation of awards 

to the English generals after Tel-el-Kebir, As the Times 
23 

commented, Lawson "led the attack with courage and dash," 

and he managed usually to gather the support of Radicals like 



112 

Henry Richard, Peter Rylands, Sir Joseph Pease, and occasion¬ 

ally, Henry Labouchere, However, it was a futile effort, 

for even Radicals like Chamberlain and Dilke supported the 
24 

Liberal Government. 

Since Lawson believed that Arabi was the leader of a 

great popular movement in Egypt, it is not surprising that 

he also defended the revolt of the Mahdi in the Sudan. After 

the defeat of Hicks Pasha, agitation by the English imperial¬ 

ists grew, but Lawson resisted the pressure for the annexation 

of Egypt and the Sudan* He even said that because the Sudan¬ 

ese were the most oppressed people on earth, it was good 
25 

that the Mahdists were winning. When the Government finally 

decided in August 1884 to send troops to rescue Gordon, 

Lawson resisted the appropriation of money for the expedition. 

Gordon, he explained, had gone to Khartoum at his own risk 

and should have been prepared to take the consequences of 

changing without permission the scope of his mission. 

Besides, Lawson stated, Gordon as a "curious way of showing 

he is a Christian hero." "I do not believe in Christian 

heroes," he continued, "going about the world cutting peo- 
26 

pie’s heads off, and quoting scriptures as they do it." 

Because of the public furore over the alleged Liberal aban¬ 

donment of Gordon, Lawson was somewhat silenced after the 

fall of Khartoum* But in July 1885 Lav;son committed an 

extraordinary and unnecessary political error by opposing 
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the appropriation in a Liberal supply bill of £ 500 for the 

erection of a monument to Gordon, While freely admitting 

that Gordon had been "one of the bravest of men,” Lawson 

denied that the General had done any service for England. 

Instead of setting the Sudan free, said Lawson, Gordon "had 

spent his time in fighting against and trying to coerce the 

Sudanese, a people described bv the Prime Minister as right- 
27 

Iv struggling to be free,” 

Because of his astonishing act of political naivete, 

Laws on was defeated in December 1885 for re-election at 

Cockermouth; vet it was a tribute to his popularity that 
28 

with 7,6 80 votes cast, Lawson lost by only ten, 

II 

During the summer of 1886, in the midst of the Home 

Rule controversy, Lawson was returned again from Cockermouth 

when he defeated a Liberal Unionist, H. F. Curwen. As Law- 

son correctly observed in 1901, "this satisfactory result 

was mainly owing to the Irish votes"; for Laws on had openly 

advocated Home Rule earlier than almost anyone except the 
29 

Irish themselves. For example, in 1874, voting against 

Gladstone and Harcourt, Lawson supported a motion by Isaac 
30 

Butt that the Mouse consider Home Rule. Even the question 

of the separation of England and Ireland did not cause Law- 

son to hesitate in his support for Home Rule, While such 
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enthusiastic Home Rulers as John Morley denied that they 

desired final separation of the two countries, Lawson did 

not consider it a dangerous or undesirable result of Home 

Rule, As he said in 1880, he believed that "if it came 

to a question of separation or subjugation, then far rather 

than see his follow subjects in Ireland drenched in blood 

and crushed down by a military force, he for one would 
31 

heartily go for a separation of that country from England," 

Lawson believed that the Irish would materially benefit from 

Home Rule by the removal from Ireland of 20,000 English 

troops. At the same time, he believed that England would 

also gain from separation from Ireland; as he told his con¬ 

stituents at Carlisle, he was convinced of one thing -- 

that, as surely as I stand here, a disaffected 
nation, hating the rule of the nation that 
governs it, is not a source of strength to that 
country, but a source of weakness to everyone 
concerned in the matter. Suppose you had a 
housemaid who was continually breaking the 
crockery, who went into hysterics once a week, 
and who had to be put in a strait waistcoat, 
and three or four policemen brought in to keep 
her in order, would you keep her? No; you would 
s ay, * Wayward sister, go in peace .^2 

Lai^son rendered considerable service to the Home Rulers 

in the effort to free Ireland, but after 1886, Lawson’s 

political influence and participation steadily decreased. 

He apparently had done significant political damage to his 

career in 1885 by his uncompromising attitude tox^ards the 

Gordon affair, and while he continued to be a very conscien- 
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tious voter, he was gradually replaced as the spokesman for 

the extreme Radicals by Henry Labouchere, a much more astute 

and realistic politician than Lav/son. 

Furthermore, Lawson did not learn in his later years 

to be a better politician than he had been in 1885. He 

further convinced the Commons of his disregard for realities 

by his outburst in December 1888 against the report of fight¬ 

ing at Suakin, where Mahdist forces had attacked the British 

garrison. To Lawson, the defense of Suakin was another 

example of British aggression, and he contentiously asked 

the Government if any effort had been made to negotiate with 
33 

the natives "before an attack was made on them." To Law¬ 

son’s preposterous chargej the First Lord of the Treasury, 

W. II. Smith, calmly answered that Suakin was being attacked, 
34 

not attacking. Yet Lawson replied the next week that 

England ought to be chastised for the shameless slaughter 

of the Arabs, who, he explained, had attacked Suakin only 

because it was their town. "It really came to this," he 

continued, "we were defending a town to which we had no 

right against the people with whom we had no quarrel, and 
35 

for objects which no one could explain." In returning 

to his familiar theme, Lav/son said that he had no doubt that 

the slaughter would be very popular in England, and that the 

soldiers would receive "paeans of praise, brilliant articles, 

and thanksgiving in the churches;" but that Vif this slaughter 

were the outcome of Christianity and civilization, then Christ- 
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36 
ianity was a mockery, a delusion, and a snare." 

Although Lawson took no part in the debates on the 

Jameson Raid, he considered the Raid a terrible crime, and 

he favored severe punishment for all those involved, regard¬ 

less of their position or influence. In writing his memoirs, 

he recalled that to him the most striking development had 

been the state of English public opinion, which had 

thoroughly approved the Raid, Remembering the great popu¬ 

larity of the members of Jameson's band in England upon 

their return in 1896 to stand trial, Lawson wrote: "I 

suppose the bottom of this approbation of these criminals 

was because they had raided the Boers, who years ago had 

defeated us in a fair fight at Majuba, Could anything be 
37 

more utterly contemptible?" As for the Special Committee, 

Lawson recalled that it had become a farce because the mem¬ 

bers of the Committee refused to push the investigations as 

far as the Colonial Office* Likewise, public acceptance of 

the Committee's mysterious dealings and of Chamberlain’s 

statement that Rhodes was a man of honour was to Lawson an 

accurate illustration of the degraded state of public opinion 

in England* "The v/hole of this miserable and mysterious 

performance,” he wrote, "gave the worst impression in South 

Africa, and was a chief cause of that natural mistrust of 

England which smouldered in the Bosom of the Boers and was a 

main factor in producing the frightful war of a few years 
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38 
later.” 

Although he did not participate in the Jameson Raid 

dispute, Lawson actively opposed Kitchener's campaign in 

the Sudan. As the expedition began, Lawson observed that 

it constituted a refutation of the pledges made by Britain 

to retire from Egypt; thus it would cause the nations of 

the world to "look upon the English as a set of contempti¬ 

ble hypocrites, and he was not sure that they would not be 
39 

right.” After Kitchener's victory at Omdurman, Lawson 

complained that England "was in a kind of delirium tremens, 

rejoicing over these slaughters.” The popular excuse, he 

said, for murdering the Dervishes was the avenging of Gor- 
40 

don; "If that were the excuse, it was only worthy of heathens.” 

As he said in the House, Lawson did not hold Kitchener res¬ 

ponsible for the massacres, for in killing 10,800 Dervishes 

in four hours, the Sirdar had only done what England demanded. 

Kitchener had merely done his job well; in fact, so well 

that he had "performed a feat which had never been done be¬ 

fore in battle, for he killed more men than had ever been 
41 

killed before in the same time." 

Since in 1899 he was seventy years old and in poor 

health, Lawson was unable to play an important role in the 

battle against the Boer War. Nevertheless, he took his place 

with the pro-Boers, and voted conscientiously against every 

war measure. In February 1900 Lawson gave in the House of 
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Commons his only significant speech against the War in South 

Africa. Like all his other speeches on imperial affairs, 

his speech on the Boer War was an impassioned plea against 

the horrors of war; but unlike his other speeches, it was 

deadly serious. The War in South Africa, he said, was being 

waged simply to prove Britain to be the stronger nation. 

"Is there any good," he asked, 

that comes from such a policy? We have an 
enormous expenditure ;■ we have a long roll 
of gallant dead; we have our wounded, suffer¬ 
ing, and misery in thousands of homes, and our 
prestige you talk about is gone, 42 

Believing it a disgrace for two Christian nations "to be 

cutting one another’s throats," Lawson urged that the ’War 

be stopped immediately, without the establishment of Bri¬ 

tish authority or predominance. The War may be popular in 

England, he continued, "But if any of us have regard for 

the Prince of Peace, then I implore Members of this House 

and the Government to make ah honest and earnest effort to 
43 

sheath the sword and spare mankind*" 

III 

'Wilfrid Lawson never concerned himself with carefully 

working out a policy from a given set of practical factors; 

nor did he often systematically deduce an argument for a policy 

from rational principles. For him, politics, as everything 

else, was an act of faith; he acted as his conscience 



119 

commanded, and did not ask why. On the subject of temper¬ 

ance, for example, Lawson wrote: "I did not take up the 

question, the question took me up. Why it doesn’t take up 

everybody who has a brain and a heart I never knew, I do 
44 

not know now, and I never shall know.” Similarly, he 

wrote: ’’The longer I live the more incomprehensible does it 

appear to me, how people who call themselves Christians can 
45 

take a pride and pleasure in war***.” This instinctive 

Christian hatred for war provided the basis for the whole 

of Lawson’s anti-imperialism* 

An examination of Lawson’s anti-imperial policies reveals 

that he was never concerned with an imperial tissue unless 

military operations were involved. He never considered, 

for example, the important question of the relationship 

between the self-governing colonies and the mother country. 

On the other hand, Lawson opposed erery case of imperialism 

that in any way involved war, and his main theme of criticism 

invariably concerned the slaughter of native forces, in which 

the machines of modern civilization' were used to mow down the 

natives ’’like rabbits at a battue,” In some cases Lawson’s 

emphasis on the military aspects of an imperial problem dis- 
t 

torted his point of view and provided a false basis for his 

specific anti-imperial policies. For example, he adopted 

the policy of Home Rule for Ireland mainly because England 

held Ireland with the British Army; yet he never considered 
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the essential political and social problems involved in the 

Home Rule controversy. Likewise, Lawson managed to inter¬ 

pret the defense of Sualtin as an attack on the natives of 

the Sudan, when in reality the seige of Suakin was an un¬ 

provoked effort on the part of Osman Digna to drive the 
46 

British from their little outpost. 

Because he could riot separate the concept of imperial¬ 

ism from that of ’war, Lawson absolutely repudiated the be¬ 

lief that imperialism could be beneficial to backward races. 

Me was convinced that the civilization which the British 

brought to the natives consisted only of rum and gunpowder. 

Moreover, Lawson rejected as utter hypocrisy the argument 

that Britain carried Christianity to the heathen races, for, 

as he said of the Ashanti Mar, ’’The only thing we had taught 
47 

these Christians v;as hew to fight*" 

Like Morley, Lawson believed that imperialism was in¬ 

jurious to the British people as well as to the victimized 

races. He thought that it was wrong for Britain to inter¬ 

vene in foreign lands when at home England had "a standing 

army of 1,000,000 paupers, and while our gaols were filled 
48 

in the raidst of our civilization." Moreover, Laws on felt 

that imperialism harmed Britain because the imperialists 

sacrificed British honour to British interests. The most 

important of all the harmful consequences of imperialism to 

England was that it encouraged the growth of the standing 
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army and of the military spirit. As he commented in 1899, 

Lawson spent the whole of his Parliamentary career objecting 

to increases in the army, because, as he had said years be¬ 

fore, he regarded a standing army as "a perpetual source of 

danger, a heavy burden on the resources of the country, and 
49 

a thoroughly unconstitutional institution." Furthermore, 

the standing army gave rise to militarism, which, Lawson 

said, was a "canker eating into all that is best and noblest 
50 

in the national life." As he wrote in 1901, he had no 

reason to regret "the humble stand which I myself have made, 

at times, against the military madness which ever and anon 
51 

attacks this nation." For, if Lawson erred, he erred in- 

the interests of peace. To the charge that a policy of peace 

was unrealistic in an age of national aggrandizement, Law- 

son could have said for himself what he said of Richard 

Cobden: 

He-knew that charity begins at home, and he 
appeared to me to feel that, if he could make 
his own country prosperous, peaceful, contented 
and happy, he was taking the most practical step 
for ultimately also benefitting the world. Me 
was, in short, a "Little Englander."52 
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CONCLUSION 

We have observed that Harcourt, Courtney, Morley, and 

Lawson based their anti-imperial concepts on somewhat 

different foundations: Marcourt on legal and practical 

considerations; Courtney on democratic principles; Morley 

on both practical policy and individualistic morality; 

and Lawson on Christian morality. Likewise, we have seen 

that their specific policies occasionally differed, some¬ 

times tc a significant extent. Yet these four men held 

a number of assumptions in common* and, by abstracting 

these common assumptions, we can derive certain generaliza¬ 

tions concerning the nature of late-Victorian anti-imperial¬ 

ism* 

For example, it seems clear that Harcourt, Courtney, 

Morley, and Lawson considered England to be limited in 

power and resources. Every anti-imperialist, of course, 

believed Great Britain to be a great world power and at 

least equal in strength to any other nation. But the anti- 

imperialists also felt that England could, by excessive 

expansion of her responsibilities, overextend her national 

strength. They thought that England did not possess suffi¬ 

cient economic resources, military strength, or administra¬ 

tive manpower to govern all the diverse and hostile regions 

of the world that the imperialists desired to claim. More¬ 

over, the anti-imperialists felt that expansion overseas 
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necessarily caused a neglect of domestic problems in England. 

With the exception of Harcourt, all of the four anti-imperial 

ists that we have studied were Radicals, and even Harcourt 

leaned towards Radicalism;, hence all were particularly con¬ 

cerned with the social improvement of England. While some 

Radicals, like Joseph Chamberlain, claimed that imperialism 

would benefit the English masses, the anti-imperialists did 

not see any favorable return, either material or moral, from 

imperial enterprise. Therefore, they felt that imperialism 

could only add unnecessary burdens to the English people. 

The imperialists believed their policies to be the 

products of true morality, for imperialism would carry civil¬ 

ization and Christianity to the backward races of the world* 

The anti-imperialists objected to this expansionist, ration¬ 

ale on two counts. In the first place, the anti-imperial¬ 

ists did not think that imperialism was motivated or accom¬ 

panied by altruistic notions; they believed that imperialism 

carried only war and destruction to the native races. In 

the second place, none of the anti-imperialists accepted the 

assumption held by the imperialists that British culture or 

administration was in fact so much superior to that of the 

natives that conquest and domination were outweighed. 

Another characteristic common to Harcourt, Courtney, 

Morlev, and Lattfson was their belief in laissez-faire indiv¬ 

idualism, Since the English Radicals are regarded by many 
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historians as the first political faction to advocate massive 

state intervention in British society, the individualism 

of the anti-imperialists would seern to be a misplaced doctrine# 

Yet while the view of the Radicals as massive intervention¬ 

ists dees apply to Chamberlain and his followers, the type 

of Radicals led by Harcourt, Morley, Courtney, and Lawson 

advocated the use of state intervention only to remove privi¬ 

lege and its abuses from society; they never advocated large 

scale governmental programs of social welfare, (me of the 

effects of individualism on the imperial policies of these 

Radicals was to cause them to repudiate the demands for 

British intervention that came from missionaries, entre¬ 

preneurs, and adventurers on the frontier# As in the classic 

case of General Gordon in the Sudan, the anti-imperialists 

believed that men and corporations were responsible for 

their fortunes and that they had no right to expect govern¬ 

mental support after they had got themselves into difficulty. 

This belief in .individualism also gave rise to the 

anti-imperialistic attitude toward the existing Empire. Un¬ 

like Goldwin Smith, none of the four anti-imperialists herein 

considered believed that the old regions of the Empire were 

too expensive to maintain, nor did they want the Empire to 

disintegrate. But they did believe that nations, like indi¬ 

viduals, naturally possessed the right to control their own 
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development. Therefore, if the colonies desired to remain 

in the Empire, attached to England only by voluntary bonds 

of sentiment and common aims, then the anti-imperialists 

were content to continue these colonial connections. If, 

however, a colony wanted to be free from formal ties with 

Britain, then Britain should not attempt to sustain the 

imperial connection. This attitude toward the colonies 

inevitably dictated the feeling of the anti-imperialists 

toward imperial federation. The basis of anti-imperialis¬ 

tic objections to any scheme cf federation was that the 

countries of the Empire were developing along naturally 

diverse lines; hence federation would constitute a coer¬ 

cion of divergent states into an unnatural pattern. 

Finally, but most important of all, the anti-imperial¬ 

ists were united in complete opposition to the imperialis¬ 

tic notion that the greatness of Britain should constitute 

the ultimate moral standard for British statecraft. The 

anti-imperialists believed that there should be no differ¬ 

entiation between the standards of international and indi¬ 

vidual morality. For example, the anti-imperialists thought 

that Rhodes was in 1896 guilty of a terrible crime against 

the Boers, but they also believed that Britain was no less 

^orally guilty for not having repudiated Rhodes and his 

cynical policy. While Rhodes claimed that he had worked for 
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the glory of England, the anti-imperialists rejected his 

excuses, for to them, Rhodes’ doctrine of raison d’etat 

had no moral validity. 

Although the anti-imperialists were sometimes able to 

win temporary successes against expansion, it should be 

remembered that late Victorian England was indeed the Age 

of Imperialism, Therefore, we should ask why the anti¬ 

imperialists were not able to achieve lasting success or to 

discredit the imperial idea until after the Boer War. 

We must first realize that the anti-imperialists did 

not make effective use of their potential strength, princi¬ 

pally because they lacked political and intellectual organ¬ 

ization. While the Tories remained solidly imperialistic, 

the Liberals were severely divided on the question of imper¬ 

ialism. The Liberals first underwent a separation on the 

issue of Home Home; and most, though not all, Unionists then 

joined the Tories on the other questions of imperialism. 

Next, the Home Rule Liberal leadership split in 1894 on 

imperial policy, with the result that, although the bulk 

of the Liberal party remained anti-imperialist, the full 

weight of the party could never be brought to bear against 

imperialism. Moreover, the anti-imperialists never formed 

any significant organizations like the Imperial Federation 

League or the Primrose League. The only extra-party Liber¬ 

al organization, the Liberal League, was dominated by Rose- 



130 

bery’s Liberal-imperialists. The little group centered 

around Harcourt, Courtney, Morley, and Lawson corresponded 

with each other, frequently voted together, and adhered to the 

same general policies; yet there is no evidence that these 

men or any others ever tried to form an organized coopera¬ 

tive movement, either in Parliament or out, against imper¬ 

ialism, except for the belated South African Conciliation 

Committee of 1099-1900, 

The reason for the anti-imperialists1 failure to 

organize was that they lacked a well-defined anti-imperial 

rationale from which they could draw intellectual support, 

Morley, as we have seen, did work out a refutation of the 

imperial federation schemes, but neither he nor anyone else 

published a work that systematically refuted expansionism or 

Jingoism, Without a clear concept of their common intellec¬ 

tual enemy, concerted organizational effort by the anti¬ 

imperialists was impossible. It seems probable that their 

slowness in arriving at an anti-imperial rationale was a 

product of their inability to separate the concept of im¬ 

perialism from more traditional targets of Liberal attack. 

The imperial spirit was a new phenomenon in Britain, but the 

anti-imperialists until the last years of the century did 

not distinguish it from the spirit of militarism or aggress¬ 

iveness in foreign policy. It was the role of J. A, Hobson 

to bring together the different anti-imperial motives and 
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direct them against a clear and differentiated concept of 

imperialism. 

As a result of this lack of political and intellectual 

organization, anti-imperialism, as the name implies, remained 

a strictly negative force. Before 1900, the anti-imperial¬ 

ists acted only in reaction to forward movements initiated 

by the imperialists. Their tactics, therefore, were doomed 

to be no more than compromises and delaying actions. On 

the level of simple reaction to specific forward policies, 

the anti-imperialists had little chance of overturning the 

imperial idea, because, forced to argue on the terms chosen 

by the imperialists, the anti-imperialists had no effective 

reply to the popular belief that international rivalry 

forced Britain to expand in order to survive. 

Although the anti-imperialists did not efficiently 

use their potential strength, there still can be no doubt 

that imperialism was immensely popular in Britain. The 

basic explanation of the failure of the anti-imperialists to 

gather more popular support is that the fundamental argu¬ 

ments of the anti-imperialists were based on notions which 

were not likely to have much appeal to the great majority 

of people in late-Victorian England. The anti-imperialists, 

as we have seen, based their arguments on a morality that had 

individualism as its philosophic foundation. But the imper¬ 

ial idea, whether it was the result of hyper-nationalism or 
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born of fear of new rival empires, appealed to the existing 

national morality: a morality which took as its standard 

the good of the state. As a result, the anti-imperialists 

were not understood by most Englishmen in the closing 

decades of the century -- a time when politicians success¬ 

fully appealed to the concept of a. "Higher Law" that governed 

states. There can, for example, be little doubt that 

Joseph Chamberlain would have remained a great hero even had 

he been proved guilty of complicity in the Jameson Raid. 

After all, the members of Jameson's raiding party were 

welcomed as heroes in England, because the country believed 

that they had executed the Raid for the good of the Empire. 

Moreover, when in the course of the Doer War, the 

imperial idea began to fade once more, it faded not primar¬ 

ily because of the pro-Boer appeal to morality, but rather 

because the War cost heavily in blood and wealth, and 

because men like Hobson began to demonstrate conclusively 

that the expansionists had worked, not so much for the 

greater glory of England, as for the good of international 

financial interests. Having been permanently disillusioned 

about the ultimate beneficiaries of imperialism by the events 

of 1900-1902, Britain never again invested intellectual and 

emotional capital in an expansionist policy. 
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