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Introduction

It is never a waste of time to study the history of a word.

— Lucien Febvre, 1930

“Liber aLism” is a basic and ubiquitous word in our vo-
cabulary.1 But liberalism is also a highly contentious concept, 
one that triggers heated debate. Some see it as Western civili-
zation’s gift to mankind, others as the reason for its decline. A 
never- ending stream of books attacks or defends it, and hardly 
anyone can remain neutral. Critics accuse it of a long list of 
sins. They say that it destroys religion, the family, the commu-
nity. It’s morally lax and hedonistic, if not racist, sexist, and 
imperialist. Defenders are just as emphatic. They say that lib-
eralism is responsible for all that is best about us— our ideas of 
fairness, social justice, freedom, and equality.

The truth is, however, that we are muddled about what we 
mean by liberalism. People use the term in all sorts of differ-
ent ways, often unwittingly, sometimes intentionally. They talk 
past each other, precluding any possibility of reasonable de-
bate. It would be good to know what we are speaking about 
when we speak about liberalism.
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On that score, available histories of liberalism are seldom 
helpful. First, they are often contradictory. According to one 
recent account, for example, liberalism originates in Christian-
ity.2 However, according to another, liberalism originates in a 
battle against Christianity.3 Second, genealogies of liberalism 
ascribe its origins and development to a canon of great think-
ers, but the cast often fluctuates. John Locke is frequently con-
scripted as a founding father.4 But some speak of Hobbes or 
Machiavelli instead; still others of Plato or even Jesus Christ. 
Some include Adam Smith and a list of economists; others do  
not. None of these early thinkers, it should be known, con-
sidered themselves liberals or espoused anything called lib-
eralism, since neither that word nor concept were available to 
them. And it goes without saying that our notions of liberalism 
will vary according to our choice of key thinkers and how we 
read them. Someone who begins with Machiavelli or Hobbes 
is likely to be a critic of liberalism, one who begins with Jesus 
Christ a defender.

In this book I aim not to attack or defend liberalism, but to 
ascertain its meaning and trace its transformation over time. 
I clarify what the terms “liberal” and “liberalism” meant to the 
people who used them. I illuminate how liberals defined them-
selves and what they meant when they spoke about liberalism. 
This is a story that has never been told.

Most scholars admit that there is a problem defining liber-
alism. They begin their work with an acknowledgment that it’s 
a slippery or elusive term. What’s strange, however, is that most 
of them then proceed to stipulate a personal definition and con-
struct a history that supports it. This, I contend, is to argue back-
ward, and in this book I untangle our thoughts and set the story 
straight. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are my own.

There are additional puzzles and curiosities. In colloquial 
parlance in France and other parts of the world today, being 
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liberal means favoring “small government,” while in America 
it signifies favoring “big government.” American libertarians 
today claim that they are the true liberals. Somehow these 
people are all supposed to be part of the same liberal tradition. 
How and why did this happen? I offer an explanation.

What I propose, then, is, fundamentally, a word history of 
liberalism.5 I feel certain that if we don’t pay attention to the 
actual use of the word, the histories we tell will inevitably be 
different and even conflicting. They will also be constructed 
with little grounding in historical fact and marred by historical 
anachronism.

My approach leads to some surprising discoveries. One is 
the centrality of France to the history of liberalism. We can-
not speak of the concept’s history without considering France 
and its successive revolutions. Nor can we ignore the fact that 
some the most profound and influential thinkers in the his-
tory of liberalism were French. Another discovery is the im-
portance of Germany, whose contributions to the history of 
liberalism are usually underplayed, if not completely ignored. 
The truth is that France invented liberalism in the early years 
of the nineteenth century and Germany reconfigured it half 
a century later. America took possession of liberalism only in 
the early twentieth century, and only then did it become an 
American political tradition.

We will see that many individuals who are relatively un-
known today made significant contributions to liberalism. The 
German theologian Johann Salomo Semler invented religious 
liberalism. The French nobleman Charles de Montalembert 
may have invented the term “liberal democracy.” Yet other key 
players contributed to the American journal the New Republic 
and thus imported and disseminated the concept in America.

Liberals who are usually regarded as canonical, such as 
John Locke and John Stuart Mill, do play important roles in 
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my story, but, as we shall see, they were deeply immersed in 
the debates of their times. They conversed with and were in-
spired by French and German thinkers. They spoke directly to  
their contemporaries, not to us; they addressed the problems 
of their times, not ours. In addition, I highlight figures who 
un  intentionally contributed to the history of liberalism, such 
as the two Napoleons, the Austrian chancellor Clemens von 
Metternich, and many counterrevolutionary figures, who forced 
liberals to hone and develop their beliefs.

Finally, I elucidate what I think is a crucial fact that has 
been lost from history. At heart, most liberals were moralists. 
Their liberalism had nothing to do with the atomistic individu-
alism we hear of today. They never spoke about rights without 
stressing duties. Most liberals believed that people had rights 
because they had duties, and most were deeply interested in 
questions of social justice. They always rejected the idea that 
a viable community could be constructed on the basis of self- 
interestedness alone. Ad infinitum they warned of the dangers 
of selfishness. Liberals ceaselessly advocated generosity, moral 
probity, and civic values. This, of course, should not be taken 
to mean that they always practiced what they preached or 
lived up to their values.

As I also endeavor to show, the idea that liberalism is an 
Anglo- American tradition concerned primarily with the pro-
tection of individual rights and interests is a very recent de-
velopment in the history of liberalism. It is the product of the 
wars of the twentieth century and especially the fear of totali-
tarianism during the Cold War. For centuries before this, being 
liberal meant something very different. It meant being a giving 
and a civic- minded citizen; it meant understanding one’s con-
nectedness to other citizens and acting in ways conducive to 
the common good.
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From the very beginning, liberals were virtually obsessed 
with the need for moral reform. They saw their project as an 
ethical one. This concern for moral reform helps to explain 
their constant concern with religion, and another aim of this 
book is to recalibrate our discussions to make room for this 
important fact. I show that religious ideas and controversies 
drove debates about liberalism from the very beginning and 
that they polarized people into hostile camps. One of the ear-
liest attacks on liberalism called it a “religio- political heresy,” 
setting the tone for the centuries to come. To this day, liberal-
ism is obliged to defend itself against unrelenting charges of 
irreligion and immorality.

The fact that liberals saw themselves as moral reformers 
does not mean that they were without sin. Much recent work 
has uncovered a dark side of liberalism. Scholars have exposed 
the elitism, sexism, racism, and imperialism of many liberals. 
How could an ideology dedicated to equal rights, they ask, 
have supported such heinous practices? I certainly do not deny 
the uglier sides of  liberalism, but by placing liberal ideas in the 
context of their time, I tell a more nuanced and complex story.

My treatment cannot pretend to be exhaustive. Although 
I reference liberalism in other parts of the world, I focus on 
France, Germany, Britain, and the United States. This choice 
may seem arbitrary or overly restrictive to some. Of course, 
other countries contributed to the history of liberalism. But I 
do believe that liberalism was born in Europe and spread out-
ward from there. More specifically, liberalism owes its origins 
to the French Revolution, and wherever it migrated thereafter, 
it remained closely linked to and affected by political develop-
ments in France.

I begin with a chapter on the prehistory of liberalism. 
Starting with the Roman statesman Cicero and ending with 
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the French nobleman the Marquis de Lafayette, in chapter 1 
I explain what it meant to be liberal when its corresponding 
noun was “liberality” and the word “liberalism” did not yet 
exist. This deep history of the word “liberal” is good to know, 
because self- titled liberals over the course of the following 
centuries continued to identify with this ancient and moral 
ideal, and dictionaries continued to define “liberal” in this 
traditional way. In the mid- twentieth century, the American 
philosopher John Dewey still insisted that liberalism stood for 
“liberality and generosity, especially of mind and character.” It 
had nothing to do, he said, with the “gospel of individualism.” 
The first chapter tells the story of how a word initially used to 
designate the ideal qualities of a Roman citizen was Christian-
ized, democratized, socialized, and politicized, such that by the 
late eighteenth century it could be employed to describe the 
American Constitution.

The main part of the book then focuses on four key events 
in the intertwined histories of France and liberalism, namely 
the revolutions of 1789, 1830, 1848, and 1870, and the transat-
lantic debates that these revolutions engendered. The story of 
liberalism effectively begins in chapter 2, which recounts the 
coining of the word and the controversies that surrounded it. 
Some of the topics discussed in this chapter are liberalism’s re-
lationship with republicanism, colonialism, laissez- faire, and 
feminism, all of which are themes that are developed further 
in the rest of the book. Perhaps the most important issue of all 
is liberalism’s fraught relationship with religion, whose origins 
in the radical politics of the French Revolution are discussed 
here as well. Chapter 3 tells the story of liberalism’s evolution 
from 1830 to the eve of the Revolutions of 1848, paying close 
attention to the emergence of new political ideologies like so-
cialism, on the one hand, and conservatism, on the other, and 
to how they inflected liberalism, as France careened toward yet 
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another revolution. Chapter 4 deals with the perceived failure 
of liberalism in the upheavals of 1848, and how liberals sought 
to address this failure. They focused overwhelmingly on in-
stitutions like the family, religion, and Freemasonry in what 
they saw as an essentially moralizing and educational project. 
Chapter 5 turns to the topic of liberal governance and, with a 
focus on Napoleon III, Abraham Lincoln, William Gladstone, 
and Otto von Bismarck, recounts how their leadership engen-
dered new ideas about the relationship between morals, liber-
alism, and democracy. The idea of a “liberal democracy” was 
born. Chapter 6 considers France’s fourth revolution in 1870 
and its repercussions. It describes the battles of the French 
Third Republic against the Catholic Church in the effort to 
create what republicans called the most liberal educational 
system in the world. Chapter 7 recounts how a new liberalism, 
friendly to socialist ideas, was conceived toward the end of the 
nineteenth century and how a “classical” or “orthodox” liberal-
ism was conjured as a response. A great battle took place over 
which of these— the new or the old— was the “true” liberalism. 
Finally, chapter 8 recounts how liberalism entered the Amer-
ican political vocabulary in the early twentieth century and 
came to be seen as a uniquely American intellectual tradition, 
wrapped up also in the notion of American world hegemony. 
Policy makers now debated what exactly American liberalism 
meant in terms of foreign and domestic affairs. In the epilogue 
I offer some suggestions as to why we have come to believe that 
liberalism is so fundamentally centered on private rights and 
individual choices. I discuss how the mid- twentieth- century 
Americanization of liberalism came to eclipse the history re-
counted in this book to the point that many of us today don’t 
remember it at all.
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Ch a pter one

What It Meant to Be Liberal 
from Cicero to Lafayette

Liberal: 1. Not mean, not low in birth, 2. Becoming a 
gentleman, 3. Munificent, generous, bountiful.

— a DiCtionary of the english language, 1768

ask an yone toDay what liberalism means and you’ll get a 
variety of responses. It’s a tradition of thought, a form of gov­
ernment, a value system, an attitude, or a frame of mind. In­
variably, however, people will agree that liberalism is centrally 
concerned with the protection of individual rights and inter­
ests and that governments are there to protect these. Individ­
uals should have the maximum amount of freedom to make 
their own life choices and do as they wish.

The truth is, however, that this focus on the individual 
and his or her interests is very recent. The word “liberalism” 
did not even exist until the early nineteenth century, and for 
hundreds of years prior to its birth, being liberal meant some­
thing very different. For almost two thousand years, it meant 
demonstrating the virtues of a citizen, showing devotion to 
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the common good, and respecting the importance of mutual 
connectedness.

Republican Beginnings:  
A Moral and Civic Ideal

We could begin with the Roman statesman and author Marcus 
Tullius Cicero (106–43 BC). One of the most widely read and 
cited authors in the history of  Western thought, Cicero wrote el­
oquently about the importance of being liberal. The word stems 
from the Latin terms liber, meaning both “free” and “generous,” 
and liberalis, “befitting a free­ born person.” The noun form 
corre sponding to these two words was liberalitas, or “liberality.”

First and foremost, being free in ancient Rome meant 
being a citizen and not a slave. It meant being free of the arbi­
trary will of a master or the domination of any man. The Ro­
mans thought that such a state of freedom was possible only 
under the rule of law and a republican constitution. Legal and 
political arrangements were necessary to ensure that the gov­
ernment focused on the common good, the res publica. Only 
under such conditions could an individual hope to be free.

But to the ancient Romans, being free required more than 
a republican constitution; it also required citizens who prac­
ticed liberalitas, which referred to a noble and generous way 
of thinking and acting toward one’s fellow citizens. Its opposite 
was selfishness, or what the Romans called “slavishness”— a way 
of thinking or acting that regarded only oneself, one’s profits, 
and one’s pleasures. In its broadest sense, liberalitas signified 
the moral and magnanimous attitude that the ancients believed 
was essential to the cohesion and smooth functioning of a free 
society. The English translation of the word is “liberality.”

In On Duties (44 BC), Cicero described liberalitas in a way 
that would resonate over the centuries. Liberalitas, Cicero 
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wrote, was the very “bond of human society.” Selfishness was 
not only morally repugnant, but socially destructive. “Mutual 
helpfulness” was the key to civilization. It was the moral duty 
of free men to behave in a liberal way toward each other. And 
being liberal meant “giving and receiving” in a way that con­
tributed to the common good.

Men are not born for themselves alone, Cicero asserted; 
they are brought into being for the sake of others:

Since we are not born for ourselves alone; since . . . men 
were brought into being for the sake of men, that they 
might do good to one another, we ought to contribute our 
part to the common good, and by the interchange of kind 
offices, both in giving and receiving, alike by skill, by labor 
and by the resources at our command, strengthen the so­
cial union of men among men.1

A century after Cicero, another famous and influential 
Roman philosopher, Lucius Annaeus Seneca (ca. 4 BC– AD 65), 
elaborated on the principle of liberalitas in his book­ length 
treatise On Benefits (AD 63). Seneca took pains to explain how 
to give, receive, and return gifts, favors, and services in a way 
that was moral and thus constitutive of the social bond. Like 
Cicero, he believed that for a system based on exchange to 
work properly, a liberal attitude was needed in both givers and  
receivers, in other words, a selfless, generous, and grateful dis ­
position. Borrowing from the Greek stoic Chryssippus (ca. 280–  
207 BC), Seneca offered an allegory for the virtue of liberality: 
the circular dance of the Three Graces, giving, receiving, and 
returning benefits. To ancient thinkers like Cicero and Seneca, 
liberality quite literally made the world go around— and held 
it together.

Being liberal was not easy. Cicero and Seneca expounded 
at length upon the principles that should inform giving and 
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receiving. Like freedom itself, liberality required correct rea­
soning and moral fortitude, self­ discipline and command. It 
was clearly also an aristocratic ethos. It was designed by and 
for the free, wealthy, and well­ connected men who were in a 
position to give and receive benefits in ancient Rome. It was 
regarded as a particularly praiseworthy quality in the patrician 
class and among rulers, as is shown by many ancient inscrip­
tions, official dedications, and texts.

If liberalitas was a virtue appropriate to aristocrats and 
rulers, so was the liberal arts education that trained them for it 
and required considerable wealth and leisure time with which 
to study. Its primary purpose was not to teach students how to 
acquire wealth or to prepare them for a vocation but to ready 
them for active and virtuous membership in society. It was 
meant to teach society’s future leaders how to think properly 
and speak clearly in public, thus enabling them to participate 
effectively in civic life. Citizens were made, not born. Cicero 
often asserted that the liberal arts should teach humanitas, a 
humane attitude toward fellow citizens. The Greek historian 
and Roman citizen Plutarch (AD 46– 120) wrote that a liberal 
education gave sustenance to a noble mind and led to moral 
improvement, disinterestedness, and public spirit in rulers.2 
It was essential, in other words, to the inculcation of liberality.

Medieval Rearticulations: 
Liberality Christianized

As antiquity gave way to the Middle Ages, this ancient view of 
liberality was not entirely lost but Christianized and further 
disseminated by early Church fathers like Saint Ambrose.3 
Saint Ambrose, who wrote a treatise modeled expressly on Cic­
ero’s On Duties, rearticulated Cicero’s main ideas and prin­
ciples. Any true community rested upon justice and goodwill, 
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wrote Ambrose, and liberality and kindness were what held 
society together.4

Liberality during the Middle Ages was thus overlaid with 
Christian values such as love, compassion, and especially char­
ity, values regarded as necessary not only in republics, but in 
monarchies as well. God, Christians were told, was liberal in 
his mercy, just as Jesus was with his love. Christians should 
imitate God by loving and giving in return. Dictionaries from 
the Middle Ages on, whether French, German, or English, de­
fined “liberal” as the quality of someone “who likes to give,” 
and “liberality” as “the quality of giving or spending freely.” 
Great medieval theologians such as Thomas Aquinas spread 
such notions in their writings.5

The medieval Church continued to regard the liberal arts as 
the ideal educational program for society’s leaders. Frequently 
contrasted with the “servile” or “mechanical arts” that minis­
tered to the baser needs of humankind, such as, for example, 
tailoring, weaving, and blacksmithing, the liberal arts were 
seen to develop intellectual and moral excellence. They pre­
pared young men for active roles in the public sector and for 
service to the state. As in the ancient world, a liberal arts ed­
ucation was also a marker of status, setting the elite apart from 
the rest. Every Christian, rich or poor, was urged to be liberal, 
but liberality continued to be regarded as especially important 
in persons “of a superior social station.”

Renaissance Liberal Arts

Liberality during the Renaissance continued to be an aristo­
cratic, or “princely,” virtue. As one of many Renaissance texts 
explained, avarice was the “sure sign of an ignoble and villain­
ous spirit,” while liberality was the proper virtue of the aristo­
crat.6 The scope of a liberal arts education was now broadened 
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and its prestige grew. The Italian humanist Pietro Paolo Verge­
rio (1370– 1445), an admirer of Cicero, rearticulated many 
classical ideas about education in his treatise “On the Noble 
Character and Liberal Studies of Youth.” First published in 
1402, it passed through forty editions before 1600, becoming 
the most frequently copied and reprinted Renaissance peda­
gogical treatise. A liberal arts education, Vergerio explained, 
elevated those who received it above the “unthinking crowd.”7 
It prepared them for positions of leadership and legitimized 
their claim to such positions. In the company of books, there 
was no greed; young boys learned virtue and wisdom, the du­
ties of citizenship.

The focus on men in Vergerio’s essay was certainly not ac­
cidental, since from its inception a liberal education was con­
ceived with young men and not women in mind. Its associa­
tion with independence, public speaking, and leadership made 
it very hard to imagine its relevance and value to women. Ac­
cording to Spanish humanist Juan Luis Vives (1493– 1540), 
who wrote the major Renaissance work on female education, 
The Education of a Christian Woman (1524), a book that was  
translated into English, Dutch, French, German, Spanish, and 
Italian, the learning of women should focus on their domes­
tic functions and, most importantly, on keeping them chaste. 
While it was reasonable for a man to “be equipped with the 
knowledge of many and varied subjects which will be of profit to 
himself and to the state,” a woman was sufficiently instructed 
when she had been taught “chastity, silence and obedience.”8 
For this purpose, religious texts were deemed especially 
effective.

This, however, does not mean that no Renaissance women 
received a liberal arts education. Evidence shows that some 
aristocratic women became highly educated.9 Several even 
wrote treatises defending the liberal arts. But the prejudice 
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against liberal women helps to explain why, in those rare in­
stances when it was granted, a woman’s education was nor­
mally said to reflect her  father’s liberality rather than her own. 
It conferred honor and prestige on a Renaissance paterfamil­
ias because it showed that he could afford such a luxury and 
need not worry about marrying off an overeducated daughter. 
The educated woman herself, however, was often ridiculed 
and vilified. That an advanced education rendered a woman 
masculine was a common refrain. That it made her a sexual 
predator was another. Even the word “liberal” was problem­
atic when used to describe a woman because it often took on 
a sexual connotation. A liberal woman became sexually pro­
miscuous. Reflecting long­ held prejudices about women’s 
supposed deviousness, sinfulness, and lasciviousness, a ballad 
from around 1500 warns that women are often “liberall . . . in 
secret.”10

Regarding Renaissance boys, however, and especially those 
destined for positions of power and influence, both liberality 
and the liberal arts education that prepared them for it were 
held to be essential. The Dutch humanist, priest, and theo­
logian Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466– 1536) referred to such 
well­ educated boys as the “seed­ beds from which will appear 
senators, magistrates, doctors, abbots, bishops, popes, and 
emperors.”11 His two treatises on education, The Education 
of a Christian Prince (1516) and The Education of Children 
(1529),12 recommended the liberal arts as second in impor­
tance only to Christian piety in the formation of (wealthy and 
male) individuals. “Liberality,” he made sure to clarify, meant 
more than just “handing out gifts”; it meant “using [your] 
power for good.”13 Among Renaissance artists, liberality con­
tinued to be symbolized by the ancient allegory of the Three 
Graces. The humanist polymath Leon Battista Alberti (1404–  
72) referenced Seneca when he explained that “one of the 
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sisters gives, another receives, and the third returns the favor, 
all of which degrees should be present in every act of perfect 
liberality.”14 For Alberti, as for so many other Renaissance 
thinkers, the virtue of liberality was essential to any free and 
generous society.15

The Politics of Giving

Renaissance texts frequently exhorted elites to give careful 
thought to how they acquired and dispensed their wealth. 
Conduct books explained that liberality was a moral virtue 
that moderated men’s “desire and greed for money.” Liberal­
ity was also about spending money “usefully and not exces­
sively.”16 A liberal man used his wealth to support his house­
hold, friends, and relatives; he also helped those who had, due 
to no fault of their own, fallen into poverty. He did not spend 
money to show off.17 Indeed, knowing how to spend was proof 
of a person’s value.18

Such a regard for appropriate spending was considered as an  
especially important quality in rulers. Baldassare Castiglione’s 
Book of the Courtier (1528), the period’s principal handbook of 
aristocratic values, stated that “the good and wise prince . . . 
ought to be full of liberality,” and that God would reward 
him for this.19 But rulers were also advised not to be prodi­
gal. Erasmus advised princes to practice moderation and dis­
cernment in their spending and, especially, never to take from 
the deserving to give to the unworthy.20 With that particular 
blend of realism and idealism for which he became famous, 
Niccolò Machiavelli (1469– 1527) warned that a liberal prince 
should not spend beyond his means because that would only 
drain his resources and force him to raise taxes, which would 
oppress his people and provoke their hatred.21 Similarly, the 
French writer Michel Montaigne (1533– 92), often regarded as  
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the founder of modern skepticism, cautioned rulers that they 
should use justice and deliberation in their liberality lest they 
“pour the seed out of the bag.”22

Well into the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, elites 
and rulers were exhorted to be liberal but not indiscriminate 
in their giving. The French statesman and author Nicolas Faret 
(1596– 1646) made sure to differentiate liberality from promis­
cuous giving. A prince’s generosity should always be guided by 
reason, prudence, and moderation. It should be extended in 
an orderly way to “decent people” and with due consideration 
to rank, birth, age, means, and reputation. Most importantly, a 
prince should never be “perniciously liberal”; that is, he should 
never give in a way that might exhaust his own funds.23 Other 
manuals show a similar concern to differentiate the lavish 
spending of the newly rich from the long­ recognized virtue of 
liberality. The first edition of the Dictionary of the Académie 
française (1694) defined “liberal” as “he who likes to give . . . 
to people of merit”; by its fourth edition it had added “there 
is a big difference between a prodigal man and a liberal man.”

Protestant Developments

The Protestant Reformation altered the Catholic meaning of 
liberality, but subtly, at least initially. Protestant Bibles helped 
spread the notion that liberality was not just a princely or aris­
tocratic value, but a universal Christian imperative. Where 
earlier translations of the Bible rendered the word “generous” 
as “noble” or “worthy to a prince,” the new English and Puritan 
versions dropped the association with high status and substi­
tuted the word “liberal.” In the King James version (1604– 11), 
the word appears several times, each time referring to gener­
ous giving, especially to the poor.24 Moreover, Proverbs 11:25 
suggests that God rewards liberal behavior: “The liberal soul 
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shall be made fat; and he that watereth shall be watered also 
himself.”

A sermon delivered before the English King Charles I at 
Whitehall on April 15, 1628, suggests a subtle change of em­
phasis. John Donne (1572– 1631), a poet, lawyer, and cleric, 
began by reiterating the well­ known principle that liberality 
was essential to kings, princes, and “great persons.” But then 
he added that even the population at large, that is, the people, 
should be liberal. Reminding his congregation that “Christ is 
a liberal God,” Donne declared that it was important for all 
Christians to give freely. And being liberal, Donne added, was 
not only about sharing one’s wealth. It was important to con­
tinuously find “new ways to be liberal.” Following Isaiah 32, 
“But the liberal deviseth liberal things, and by liberal things 
he shall stand,” they should “believe liberal purposes,” “accept 
liberal propositions,” and “apply them liberally.” Donne ex­
horted his congregation to show their liberality by divesting 
themselves of all ill feelings toward others. Being liberal was 
about sharing not simply one’s gold, but also one’s knowledge 
and wisdom. These, Donne urged, should be communicated 
to others, even to the general public. And yet Donne offered 
an important caveat: it was important to be liberal only to 
Christians or one would be guilty of “spiritual prodigality,” a 
transgression.25

The purpose behind the much­ vaunted liberality, endlessly 
encouraged in moral treatises and sermons, was certainly not 
to redistribute property in any significant way or to disturb 
the religiopolitical order. Most Christian preachers, whether 
Catholic or Protestant, taught that one should give according 
to one’s rank in society and not in ways that might endanger it. 
Matthew 26:11 states that “ye have the poor always with you,” 
and this was generally interpreted to mean that poverty was 
an unavoidable part of the social and political order. As one 
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typical English courtesy book explained, “God, in his wisdom, 
discerning that Equality of Conditions would breed Confusion 
in the World, has ordered several states, design’d some to Pov­
erty, others to Riches.” But liberality spread a sense of good­
will, benevolence, and Christian brotherhood; it sustained so­
ciety and held it together.26

In some important ways, then, liberality in early modern 
Europe was meant to preserve the existing sociopolitical and 
religious order. As Cicero, Seneca, and their many disciples 
knew, gift giving was a kind of social cement. Society func­
tioned and cohered through the giving and receiving of “bene­
fits,” in Seneca’s terminology, that is, favors, honors, privileges, 
and services of various kinds. Christian charity and almsgiving 
also spread a sense of community and goodwill. Finally, the 
display of liberality enhanced a person’s dignity and standing 
in society.

American Exceptionalism  
and the Liberal Tradition

And yet Christian liberality, especially in its Puritan manifes­
tations, could and did lead to potentially disruptive positions. 
This can be seen in the famous “City upon a Hill” sermon de­
livered by Puritan preacher John Winthrop (1587– 1649) upon 
his arrival at the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630. Still on 
board the ship Arabella, Winthrop declared that the very un­
usual times through which his Puritan community was liv­
ing demanded “extraordinary liberality” from them. Under 
the very difficult circumstances they were facing, there was 
no such thing, he made a point of saying, as being “over lib­
erall.” Extraordinary liberality was their only recipe for sur­
vival. Liberality was now demanded of the whole community 
toward each other. They must think of the public good before 
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themselves. In the years to come, this sermon would often 
be invoked to support the idea of American exceptionalism, 
whose liberal founding principles were a beacon to the world. 
The colonists should “bear one another’s burdens” and view 
themselves as a “company of Christ, bound together by love.”27

Winthrop’s advocacy of extraordinary liberality was cer­
tainly unusual in the seventeenth century. More common were 
exhortations to a moderate, discriminating, and aristocratic 
liberality less threatening to the aristocratic and monarchical 
status quo. Humans were, in the words of the Dutch natural 
law theorist Hugo Grotius (1583– 1645), sociable and reason­
able creatures by nature. They were both able and morally ob­
ligated to act in a liberal way toward one another. Cicero’s On Du­
ties was published in fourteen English and many more Latin 
editions between 1534 and 1699. It was a basic text at schools 
like Westminster and Eton and at various Cambridge and Ox­
ford colleges. Between 1678 and 1700, a shortened version of 
Seneca’s On Benefits was also edited.28 Young boys in elite in­
stitutions across Europe were taught that society depended on 
their liberality— that is, on their generosity, moral probity, and 
civic values.

Thus, by the mid­ seventeenth century Europeans had been 
calling liberality a necessary virtue for more than two thou­
sand years. If ever there was a liberal tradition this was it.

Thomas Hobbes and John Locke on Liberality

Today, Thomas Hobbes (1588– 1679) and John Locke (1632– 
1704) are often regarded as founding fathers of liberalism. This 
is curious, however, because they never used the word and had 
radically different perspectives on liberality.

Hobbes rejected the liberal tradition described above root 
and branch. Men, he declared, were naturally violent and 
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selfish. “Poore,” “nasty,” and “brutish,” they were driven by mu­
tual fear. War was their natural condition. Human beings, 
Hobbes claimed, were unable to govern themselves or live 
peacefully together without a powerful leader “to keep them 
all in awe, and to direct their actions to the common benefit.” 
A “perpetuall war, of every man against his neighbor” could 
be avoided only by a strong and undivided government in the 
hands of an absolute monarch.29 Liberality played no discern­
ible role in Hobbes’ narrative.

Natural law philosophers, moralists, and religious think­
ers across Europe reacted in horror to Hobbes’ propositions, 
accusing him of atheism and immorality. Tract after tract pre­
sented a more optimistic view of man and reaffirmed the real­
ity and central importance to society of  liberality, often calling 
on the authority of Cicero to do so. Men were both capable 
and duty bound to practice liberality. Human beings had been 
endowed by God to express goodness toward others. Despite 
Hobbes’ animadversions, the belief in the power of liberality 
survived and even prospered.

In France, however, an influential group of Catholic moral­
ists heavily influenced by Jansenism developed views very sim­
ilar to those of Hobbes.30 Blaise Pascal, François de la Roche­
foucauld, Pierre Nicole, and Jacques Esprit all subscribed to a  
very pessimistic view of human nature. Man was, in the words 
of Pascal, a vile and abject creature, whose overriding drive 
was always self­ love.31 Pierre Nicole, another eminent French 
moralist in the Jansenist tradition, asserted that man loved 
himself “without limits or measure,” and that this rendered 
him violent, unjust, and cruel. Without an absolute monar­
chy to contain them, men would be in a perpetual state of war 
with each other. Fear and cupidity were what held society to­
gether.32 For the French Jansenists as for Hobbes, when men 
traded services and civilities with one another, it was not due 
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to any innate capacity to practice liberality, but always out of 
self­ interest.

Curiously, however, the Jansenists did not deny the impor­
tance of liberality. What they did instead was to describe liber­
ality as a false but nevertheless necessary virtue. In their minds,  
it was something akin to politeness, a way that men hid their 
natural sinfulness. In his Falsity of Human Virtues of 1678, 
Jacques Esprit summed up the Jansenists’ way of thinking 
when he said that the most human beings could ever do was 
to “pass themselves off  as liberal.”33 It is noteworthy, however, 
that several of these Jansenist thinkers, and Nicole in particu­
lar, came to the conclusion that even such hypocrisy was nec­
essary for human society to function. Liberality need not be 
sincere for society to cohere.

Other philosophers, theologians, and writers either ignored 
or rejected this pessimism about human nature and its obses­
sion with sinful motives and hypocrisy. One such philosopher 
was John Locke. Locke translated some of Nicole’s essays and, 
in the process, accentuated the positive: “love and respect are 
the bonds of society,” he wrote, “and necessary to its preserva­
tion.” Society depended on “the traffic of kindness.” Without it, 
society could “hardly hold together.”34

The idea that human beings were naturally capable and 
duty bound to behave liberally toward each other was reiter­
ated in almost everything Locke wrote. In his most influential 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689), he argued 
against orthodox notions of original sin and reigning episte­
mological theories by claiming that moral ideas were learned, 
not inborn; therefore, all human beings could and should be 
taught the moral principles by which to lead their lives. In The 
Reasonableness of Christianity (1695), Locke stressed the im­
portance for Christians to engage in good works. Jesus com­
manded, “Loving our enemies, doing good to those that hate 
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us, blessing those that curse us, praying for those that despite­
fully use us; patience and meekness under injuries, forgive­
ness, liberality, compassion.”35

Such ideas about the capacity and duty of human beings  
to be liberal also form the substratum to Locke’s Two Treatises 
of Government (1690), in which he again recognized that men 
had obligations toward their fellows, including, in particular, 
the duty to contribute to the preservation of mankind. In clear 
opposition to Hobbes, Locke argued that it was in large part 
because men could behave ethically that they did not need an 
absolute monarch to rule them. Men in a state of nature were 
capable of knowing and following a moral law. In other words, 
it was precisely because men were capable of liberality that 
they could live under a limited, constitutional monarchy char­
acterized by a significant amount of self­ government.

Locke contributed in other ways to the liberal tradition 
we are recounting here. He wrote, for example, about the im­
portance of teaching children liberality. In Some Thoughts 
Concerning Education (1693) he enumerated a few of the 
most fundamental moral principles that he believed children 
must learn. They should be taught to be “kind, liberal and 
civil” to others. Selfishness should be “weeded out, and the 
contrary Quality [. . . implanted].” Children should learn to 
“part with what they have easily, and freely to their friends.”36 
Such an education, said Locke’s disciple and friend, the Third 
Earl of Shaftesbury (1671– 1731), formed a “generous Tem­
per and Disposition, well­ regulated Appetites, and worthy  
Inclinations.”37

The Scottish theologian George Turnbull (1698– 1748) elab­
orated further on these principles in his widely read Observa­
tions on Liberal Education in All Its Branches (1742). The pur­
pose of a liberal education, he explained, was to train young 
boys to become worthy members of society. For this it was 



What it Meant to Be liBer al [ 23 ]

necessary to teach them “self­ mastership” and what Turnbull 
called “inward liberty,” by which he meant the overcoming of 
selfishness and vice. Young men had to be trained to love the 
right things: justice, truth, and the greater good of mankind. 
This is what it meant to “humanize the mind” and “wake the 
generous affections.”38

Enlightenment Liberality

Today some say that liberalism owes its origins to the Enlight­
enment, but once again it is important to know that no one 
spoke of liberalism during the eighteenth century. The word 
and concept had not yet been conceived. However, liberality 
continued to be championed and, thanks to new forms of com­
munication, disseminated like never before.

Enlightenment liberality remained a virtue mainly asso­
ciated with noble birth and aristocratic elites. Dr. Johnson’s 
Dictionary of the English Language defined the word “liberal” 
as “not mean; not low in birth” and “becoming a gentleman.” 
As before, it was widely assumed that only a select few would 
have access to the education that would form the “generous, 
kindly temper”39 of such a liberal man. John Locke wrote his 
educational treatise with the sons of gentlemen in mind and 
the moral ethos he promoted was aristocratic. He delivered 
lectures on morality for the sons of gentlemen, organized a 
social club for gentlemen, and signed his works “John Locke, 
Gent.”40 According to Shaftesbury, an appropriate education 
for gentlemen should form a “genteel and liberal Character,” 
suitable to the natural leaders of society, but not the “vulgar.”41 
Turnbull addressed his widely read Observations to the young 
sons of the “nobility and gentry.” The purpose of a liberal edu­
cation was to instill in the minds of  young boys of  “good breed­
ing” “a truly liberal and manly temper.”42
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References to gentlemen and manliness are common in 
eighteenth­ century texts on the virtues of a liberal education. 
Hardly anyone at the time thought it a good idea to enlarge the 
minds of girls. François Fénelon’s On the Education of Girls 
(1687) succinctly summarized the reigning consensus. Written 
at the invitation of the Duke and Duchess de Beauvilliers, who 
had nine daughters, it was quickly translated into English and 
German and was frequently reissued during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, making it one of the most popular 
education manuals of the time. The learning of girls, Fénelon 
wrote, should be kept within narrow bounds. It was important 
to “restrain their minds as much as possible,” keeping them 
focused on their domestic duties, that is, “managing a house­
hold, making a husband happy and raising children.” Human­
istic study should explicitly be withheld from women because 
it might “turn [their] head[s].”43

One hundred years later, an enlightened reformer like Adam 
Smith (1723– 90) still thought it commendable that the girls of 
his time were taught only what was useful for them to know,  
and “nothing else.” Every element of their education should pre­
pare them for their predestined domestic roles: “either to im­
prove the natural attractions of their person, or to form their 
mind to reserve, to modesty, to chastity, and to economy; to ren­
der them both likely to become the mistresses of a family, and 
to behave properly when they have become such.”44 By Smith’s 
time, biomedical theories about women’s “nature” were rein­
forcing traditional notions about what constituted a suitable 
education for women by suggesting that sustained intellectual 
labor was harmful to their health.45

Meanwhile, however, the shaping of  liberal male minds was 
ever more prized during the Enlightenment. Smith himself 
benefited from a liberal arts education, which prepared him 
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well for university studies and eventually his position as pro­
fessor of moral philosophy at the University of Glasgow. There 
Smith studied moral philosophy under Francis Hutcheson 
(1694– 1746), whose teachings stressed the importance of lib­
erality, that is, of engaging in “acts of kindness to others.”46 
Hutcheson’s inaugural lecture at Glasgow was on “The Nat­
ural Fellowship of Mankind.” Explicitly refuting the egoistic 
philosophy of Hobbes, Hutcheson asserted that human beings 
were endowed with a moral sense, which made them capable 
of seeing the virtue of compassionate, generous, and benev­
olent affections and encouraged them to behave accordingly. 
The “culture of our minds,” he taught, “principally consists in 
forming just opinions about our duty” and constantly keeping 
in mind the common interest was one of the most important 
duties of all.47 To learn about these duties, Hutcheson recom­
mended that students read Cicero, Locke, and Shaftesbury.

A liberal disposition was often comingled with condescen­
sion, if not outright disdain, for the poor. Certainly this was  
the case in France, where well into the eighteenth century lib­
erality remained closely identified with noble status. As the Cath­
olic bishop and preacher Jean­ Baptiste Massillon (1663– 1742) 
explained in one of his famous sermons, the lower classes were  
less capable of  liberality, while generosity, elevated sentiments,  
and sensitivity to the unfortunate were marks of nobility.48 
John Locke made similar observations. A liberal arts educa­
tion, he said, was not intended for “the greatest part of Man­
kind, who are given up to Labour, and enslaved to the neces­
sity of their mean condition.” He wrote that poor children from 
the age of three could be sent out to work.49 As an agent of 
English colonialism, Locke also helped author texts that sup­
ported slavery.50 Magazines, treatises, and dictionaries well  
into the nineteenth century disseminated such ideas. They 
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described a liberal arts education as “fit for Gentlemen and 
Scholars,” while an education in the “Mechanick Trades and 
Handicrafts” was appropriate for “meaner People” destined for 
“servile” occupations.51

In America, too, the more established gentry tended to 
regard the common people as naturally narrow­ minded and 
bigoted. To Nathanael Greene (1742– 86), one of George Wash­
ington’s generals, “the great body of the People” was always 
“contracted, selfish and illiberal.” They should never be con­
fused with gentlemen, who had more noble natures.52 Wash­
ington himself is known to have spoken of “the grazing mul­
titude,” and John Adams of “the common Herd of Mankind.” 
“Common Persons,” he wrote, “have no Idea [of] Learning, Elo­
quence and Genius.” Their “vulgar, rustic Imaginations” were 
easily led astray.

Enlightenment Transformations

Although the Enlightenment carried forward the importance 
of liberality, it also introduced new uses of the term. Its scope 
was expanded and, in some senses, democratized. It now be­
came possible to speak not only of liberal individuals but of 
liberal sentiments, ideas, and ways of thinking. Such senti­
ments, ideas, and ways of thinking could manifest themselves 
in larger circles of people: writers and scholars, preachers and 
officials, the educated public, and even an entire generation.

While a liberal arts education was still regarded as an im­
portant way to inculcate liberality in boys of the elite, Enlight­
enment philosophes began thinking that one could learn to 
be liberal in other settings too. A person might acquire lib­
erality in any number of social venues, such as gentlemen’s 
clubs, Masonic lodges, salons, and art exhibitions, all of which 
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were proliferating at the time.53 Thus, an eighteenth­ century 
gentlemen’s club in London described its purpose as being the 
“mutual improvement by liberal conversation and rational 
enquiry.” The club saw itself as disseminating throughout the 
country a “liberality of spirit” that its members believed was 
conducive to progress.54 Apparently, one could now become 
liberal by thinking and speaking freely to others. And such lib­
erality would lead to the improvement of all of society.

The Scottish historian William Robertson (1721– 93) took 
obvious pleasure in reporting the diffusion of liberality. Over 
the course of history, he wrote, liberal sentiments were grow­
ing and being disseminated throughout Europe. They were 
causing the manners of Europeans to become more gentle, 
refined, and civilized.55 Liberal tenets, an eighteenth­ century 
German thinker proffered, were principles in sync with the 
reasonable, moral, and progressive forces in history.56 Many 
others agreed. George Washington celebrated the “growing 
liberality of sentiment” of his age, certain that it was having a 
“meliorating influence on mankind.”57

One of the most important ways that liberality was improv­
ing mankind was by fostering religious toleration. This was 
something new. Christian arguments going back at least as 
far as Saint Augustine ( 354– 430) held that the punishment 
of heretics was an act of charity since it helped to save them 
in the eyes of God and prevented society from descending 
into chaos. While the French court preacher Jacques­ Bénigne 
Bossuet (1627– 1704) urged his king to be liberal and “think 
great thoughts” for the “good of mankind,”58 he saw no contra­
diction in also commending the king for his escalating perse­
cution of French Protestants, which included the forcible con­
version, imprisonment, and exile of hundreds of thousands of 
French men and women. There is no evidence that he— nor 
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anyone else at the time— made a connection between the vir­
tue of  liberality and the idea of religious toleration.

John Locke appears to have been the first to make that 
connection. Alarmed by Louis XIV’s mounting persecution 
of Protestants in France, and worried also about continuing 
dissensions among Protestants at home, Locke drew the con­
cepts of liberality and toleration together in his Letter Con­
cerning Toleration (1685). Toleration, Locke proposed, was not 
only “agreeable to the Gospel of Jesus Christ,” but the “chief 
identifying mark of the True Church.” In this way, Locke made 
religious toleration a Christian duty. But merely tolerating 
one another was not good enough, he said. Christians were 
enjoined to be liberal to each other. “Nay,” Locke said, “we 
must not content our selves with the narrow Measures of bare 
Justice. . . . Charity, Bounty, and Liberality must be added to 
it. This the Gospel enjoyns; this Reason directs; and this that 
natural Fellowship we are born into requires of us.”59 Locke 
extended the injunction to be liberal very broadly, at least for 
his time. It applied to all Protestant sects, and even pagans, 
Muslims, and Jews. But liberality for Locke still had limits; he 
did not include most Catholics or atheists.60 Others after him 
would extend it more broadly.

Indeed, over the course of the eighteenth century, religious 
toleration became a core liberal value. Protestant Dissenters— 
Protestants who did not belong to the established Church of 
England— were especially important in its dissemination. Sub­
ject to a number of legal disabilities, they campaigned for the 
repeal of these restrictive laws under the banner of liberality. 
For example, in a sermon on “liberal things,” the Dissenting 
minister Samuel Wright (1683– 1746) declared that being lib­
eral meant standing up to bigots. Liberality enjoined all Chris­
tians to support “Principles of Liberty both in civil and reli­
gious Matters.”61 In this way, liberality became linked not only 



What it Meant to Be liBer al [ 29 ]

with religious toleration, but also with the demand for political 
and legal reform.

Richard Price (1723– 91) was a leader of the Dissenting com­
munity and a friend of both Benjamin Franklin and Thomas 
Jefferson. Price asserted the following about “liberal senti­
ments”: “They extirpate the wretched prejudices which make 
us shy of one another; and enable us to regard, with equal sat­
isfaction and pleasure, our neighbours, friends, and acquain­
tances, be their modes of worship or their systems of faith 
what they will.”62 The Oxford English Dictionary records that 
by 1772 the word “liberal” had come to mean “free from bias, 
prejudice, or bigotry; open­ minded, tolerant.” And by the very 
end of the century, a growing number of liberal­ minded gen­
tlemen advocated increasingly expansive notions of religious 
toleration, calling it the most “just and liberal” policy for gov­
ernments to adopt.63

One such gentleman was George Washington, who, as 
president of the United States, advocated what he called a 
liberal religious policy. By this he meant a generous and tol­
erant policy that accorded freedom of worship not just to the 
various Protestant sects but also to Catholics and Jews. In a 
now famous “Letter to the Roman Catholics in the United 
States of America,” Washington wrote on March 15, 1790, “As 
mankind become more liberal they will be more apt to allow 
that all those who conduct themselves as worthy members of 
the community are equally entitled to the protection of civil 
government. I hope ever to see America among the foremost 
nations in example of justice and liberality.”64 To the Hebrew 
Congregation in Newport (1790), he wrote a few months later: 
“The citizens of the USA have a right to applaud themselves 
for having given mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal 
policy— a policy worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty 
of conscience and immunities of citizenship.”65 Soon America 
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would become famous for its liberal laws regarding religion 
and the separation of church and state seen as a quintessen­
tially American principle.

Liberal Theology and Liberal Christianity

The Enlightenment made another critical contribution to the 
history of liberality: it invented the notions “liberal theology” 
and “liberal Christianity,” which would have a much­ neglected 
influence on the history of liberalism. “Liberal theology” was 
coined by German and Protestant scholars like Johann Sa­
lomo Semler (1725– 91), who first used it in 1774.66 By this term 
Semler meant a religious perspective and way of reading the 
Bible that was enlightened and scholarly, and therefore suited 
to liberal men of an enlightened century.67 It was a theology 
free from dogmatic constraints and open to critical inquiry. 
Semler’s “liberal” approach to the Bible led him to conclude that 
the essence of Christianity was not dogmatic, but moral.

Semler’s ideas inaugurated a long and heated debate about 
religious liberalism’s relationship to orthodoxy. His liberal 
theology quickly gained ground in Germany, becoming the 
dominant theological current by the end of the century. Its 
influence spread even beyond Germany. In 1812, the Ameri­
can Unitarian journal General Repository and Review praised 
Semler effusively, calling him “the most learned [and] most 
enlightened” theologian because he “opened a free range for 
liberal minds” and advocated “bold and liberal notions.”68

The term “liberal Christianity” (as opposed to “liberal the­
ology”) may have been invented in America, where it was ad­
vanced by a small but vocal group of Protestant clergymen 
clustered in the Boston area. Called “liberal Christians,” and 
sometimes the “liberal party,” they eventually adopted the label 
“Unitarian.” Their most famous proponent was William Ellery 
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Channing (1780– 1842),69 whose writings were translated and 
disseminated broadly beyond the United States. Both liberal 
Christianity and liberal theology sparked a heated and endur­
ing controversy that would greatly impact the history of liber­
alism and tarnish it in the eyes of many.

Liberal Christians tended to be well­ to­ do and educated 
gentlemen. Their religion, they said, was appropriate for the 
polite and learned, men of liberal education and good taste. 
Such men abhorred the “deplorable illiberality” of the unedu­
cated,70 those who were susceptible to “enthusiasm” and prone 
to bigotry. A liberal gentleman’s religion was “a calm and ra­
tional thing, the result of thought and consideration.”71 It was 
the very antithesis of the “religious Phrenzy,” “bitter Shriekings 
and Screamings; Convulsion­ like Tremblings and Agitations” 
that characterized various forms of popular revivalism.72

To its advocates, liberal Christianity was an updated and 
much­ needed version of Christianity, more compatible with 
the enlightened values of the age in which they lived. It did not 
dwell on gloomy doctrines about man’s sinfulness, nor stress 
dogmas and the supernatural. Instead it emphasized the im­
portance of moral comportment and belief in man’s ability to 
improve himself. Liberal Christians prided themselves on their 
toleration of other Protestant sects and on being sociable and 
reasonable. They subscribed to a religion that cultivated what 
one of Locke’s favorite preachers called the “free and liberal 
dispositions.”73

Liberality Politicized

Not all Enlightenment thinkers were convinced that society 
was improving under the influence of liberality. As econo­
mies grew, changed, and generated unprecedented wealth, 
some began to worry about the growing inequality, vanity, and 
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selfishness that seemed to be accompanying it. In an essay 
that caused a sensation at midcentury, the Genevan philoso­
pher Jean­ Jacques Rousseau (1712– 88) rejected the idea that  
the liberal arts were ameliorating society. Sounding much like 
the Jansenists who came before him, he claimed that they were 
just masking a deeply corrupt society.74 Men were becoming 
more learned and polite but were also losing their civic values, 
their devotion to the public good. Modern men did not mea­
sure up to the ancient Roman ideal of citizenship, described, 
among others, by Cicero.

Scottish thinkers were particularly troubled by the effects 
of economic change. Adam Ferguson (1723– 1816), a close 
reader of both Cicero and Rousseau, deplored the mercenary 
values that he felt were spreading. Selfishness was threatening  
the very bonds of society, turning Scotland into a “servile na­
tion of  helots.”75 The obsession with commerce and wealth was  
leading to the abandonment of civic duties, creating what his 
more famous compatriot Adam Smith (1723– 90) would call a 
society of strangers.

Rousseau, Ferguson, and Smith were joined by many other 
Enlightenment thinkers who thought deeply about how to 
teach citizens to concern themselves more with the general 
welfare. It seemed to these philosophers that the liberal arts, 
as they were being taught, were not working. Even a scientist 
like Joseph Priestley (1733– 1804) complained that the liberal 
arts education of his time had become too technical— there 
was nothing truly liberal about it. A useful liberal arts edu­
cation should pay more attention to civics, he said. Students 
should learn patriotism, wrote one Scottish reformer, while  
another argued that young boys should learn the love of  liberty  
and public spirit and even zeal for the constitution. Liberal­
ity, Adam Ferguson reminded people, was not a synonym for 
mere refinement or cosmopolitan sociability but meant “that 
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habit of the soul by which we consider ourselves as but a part 
of some beloved community . . . whose general welfare is to 
us the supreme object of zeal and the great rule of our con­
duct.” Truly liberal sentiments concerned themselves with the 
maintenance of a free constitution.76 They encouraged civic 
engagement.

From Liberal Charters to Liberal Constitutions

Since medieval times, kings and emperors had granted char­
ters conferring rights or privileges to towns, companies, or 
individuals. The sovereigns granting them, or the charters 
themselves, were called liberal when the rights they conferred 
were regarded as robust and, for example, involved generous 
economic concessions and considerable self­ government.77 
When Englishmen left their homeland for the New World, 
they brought with them what they often called liberal charters 
establishing the colonies,78 and when tensions arose between 
England and America in the mid­ eighteenth century, much 
discussion revolved around whether the British government 
had the right to change the terms of these charters and im­
pose new regulations and taxes on the colonies. Americans 
insisted that such impositions violated the charters as well as 
the protections accorded to them by the British constitution. 
They were no longer generous, not based on the principle of 
reciprocity; they were no longer liberal.

It was in this highly politicized environment that Adam 
Smith published his famous book, An Inquiry into the Nature 
and Causes of the Wealth of  Nations (1776). Today regarded as 
a foundational text of classical liberalism, it spoke directly to 
American concerns. Smith himself called it a “very violent at­
tack . . . upon the whole commercial system of Great Britain.”79 
Not only did he denounce English trade policies and advocate 
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instead what he called a “liberal system of free exportation and 
free importation,” but he used the economy of North America 
to highlight the flaws of that of England. America illustrated 
the advantages of a system of natural liberty, in which the un­
impeded investment in agriculture was causing rapid progress 
toward wealth and greatness.80 By contrast, Britain’s compli­
cated and corrupt system of tariffs, bounties, monopolies, and  
other legal devices was just enriching the already wealthy while  
leaving the rest of the country impoverished.

Smith’s use of the word “liberal” in his Wealth of Nations 
conjured up a centuries­ old meaning with which we are now 
familiar. It was a word whose moral meaning every educated 
gentleman of his time would have understood. In book IV, chap­
ter 9, Smith favored “allowing every man to pursue his own in­
terest his own way upon the liberal plan of equality, liberty and 
justice.” Smith’s “liberal plan,” his readers would immediately 
have recognized, was about not only freedom but also generosity 
and reciprocity.

It is often forgotten that Smith’s first major and possibly 
most influential work was on ethics. In his Theory of Moral 
Sentiments (1749), Smith wrote that “he is not a citizen who 
does not wish to promote, by every means in his power, the 
welfare of the whole society of his fellow­ citizens.” “The wise 
and virtuous man,” he continued, “is at all times willing that 
his own private interest should be sacrificed to the public in­
terest of his own particular order or society. He is at all times 
willing, too, that the interest of this order or society should 
be sacrificed to the greater interest of the state or sovereignty 
of which it is only a subordinate part.”81 Moreover, Smith en­
dorsed “liberality” as one of the cardinal virtues and the trea­
tise contains a long discussion of gratitude and benevolence.82

The liberal principles Smith advocated in the Wealth of  Na­
tions were “in the interest of the public,” while mercantile ones 
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favored the “mean rapacity” of British merchants and manu­
facturers who, in league with the landowning aristocracy, con­
spired against the public good.83 Smith defended free trade on 
the grounds that it would increase the welfare of “the lowest 
ranks of the people” and work “for the benefit of the poor and 
the indigent.”84

Unsurprisingly, Americans read the Wealth of Nations 
as a vindication of their policy of separation from England. 
Within a few months of its publication, the Continental Con­
gress opened American ports to all foreign vessels and Amer­
ican calls for free trade grew louder. The new country’s very 
survival depended on it. Through the negotiation of new and 
liberal trade agreements with the nations of the world, Ameri­
cans hoped for the advent of a new era of prosperity and peace. 
And on July 4, 1776, the Continental Congress adopted the 
Declaration of Independence by which the United States an­
nounced its secession from the British Empire and its reasons 
for doing so.

Governments, the Americans argued, derived their author­
ity from the consent of the governed. They were instituted to 
secure the unalienable rights of men. Whenever a government 
became destructive toward those ends, it was the right of the 
people to resist and even overthrow it. Men, moreover, were 
created equal and possessed the rights to life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness. All thirteen new states soon provided 
themselves with written constitutions establishing virtually 
the same principle: it was to secure the unalienable rights of 
men that governments were instituted.

Of course, the concern for rights and their protections was 
not new in 1776. The British government itself recognized 
that it had granted charters conferring rights and privileges 
to the colonies. A major difference in the Declaration of In­
dependence was that rights were now seen as natural, equal, 
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and binding. They were no longer understood to be privileges 
granted by a liberal sovereign and thus subject to revocation 
by him.

This inflection in the concept of rights involved a cor­
responding change in the use of the word “liberal.” While it 
had previously been employed to designate the generous and 
freedom­ loving concessions of a sovereign to his subjects, or 
the magnanimous and tolerant behavior of an aristocratic 
elite, it was now used to describe the generous and free consti­
tution of a people who legislated themselves.

America, the Most Liberal Country in the World

In the years that followed, and as Europeans heard about 
America’s constitutions, a debate took take place about which 
was the more liberal form of government, the British or the 
American. Americans often boasted that their own constitu­
tions were the most liberal in the world. Patriotic sermons 
spread the message. American pastors combined Christian, re­
publican, and liberal language to make this point. In a sermon 
commemorating the constitution of Massachusetts delivered 
in 1780, Samuel Cooper (1725– 83), a Harvard­ trained congre­
gational minister in Boston, expressed certainty that America’s 
“most liberal governments [and] wise political institutions” 
would attract immigrants from far and wide.85 Ezra Stiles  
(1727– 95), a Yale­ trained Congregationalist minister who served  
as president of  Yale College, similarly hailed America’s repub­
lican system as the “most equitable, liberal, and perfect” imag­
inable.86 Reverend Joseph Lathrop (1731– 1820) noted that the 
British constitution had at one point been “more liberal . . . 
than most other forms of government in Europe”; but now the 
American Constitution was “still more liberal.”87 Such refer­
ences could be multiplied indefinitely. David Ramsay’s History 
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of the American Revolution (1789) laid down the fundamen­
tal reason why America’s Constitution was more liberal than 
European ones: “The freedom of modern European govern­
ments,” he wrote, was “for the most part, obtained by the con­
cessions, or the liberality of monarchs or military leaders. In 
America alone, reason and liberty concurred in the formation 
of constitutions.”88

In Europe, too, people discussed which form of govern­
ment was more liberal. Richard Price concluded that it was the 
American. His “Observations on the Importance of the Amer­
ican Revolution” was published in 1784 and quickly translated 
into French. America, he wrote, now possessed governments 
“more liberal than any that the world has yet known.”89 Many 
Europeans agreed.90 America’s constitutions made it the land 
of liberty, the most liberal country in the world.

A liberal country was not a democratic one. By any mea­
sure, the United States was not a democracy in the eighteenth 
century. And, in any case, to most people at the time, “democ­
racy” was synonymous with anarchy or mob rule. But neither 
did the United States recognize hereditary privilege. And thus 
it demanded that each citizen display a “truly noble liberality 
of sentiment and affection,” a civic commitment by each indi­
vidual “to embrace the good of all.”91

Their admiration for the US Constitution does not mean 
that Europeans approved of every aspect. Many deplored the 
institution of slavery and denounced it in their writings. In 
1778, Scottish professor of law John Millar (1735– 1801), a stu­
dent of Adam Smith, had already written the following: “It 
affords a curious spectacle to observe, that the same people 
who talk in a high strain of political liberty, and who consider 
the privilege of imposing their own taxes as one of the inalien­
able rights of mankind, should make no scruple of reducing a 
great proportion of their fellow­ creatures into circumstances 
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by which they are not only deprived of property, but almost 
of every species of right. Fortune perhaps never produced a 
situation more calculated to ridicule a liberal hypothesis, or to 
show how little the conduct of men is at the bottom directed 
by any philosophical principles.”92

In the former colonies, too, it became ever harder to recon­
cile “liberal sentiments” with the support for slavery.93 Signing 
himself “A Liberal”— perhaps the first ever use of the word as a 
noun— the author of an article in the Pennsylvania Packet of 
March 25, 1780, came out for the abolition of slavery.94 Another 
writer, under the name “Liberalis,” wrote to the Pennsylvania 
Journal in 1781: “A good whig should consider how inconsistent 
to the people of Europe the citizens of these states must appear, 
who, tho’enlightened to their own rights, are still blind to the 
case of the poor Africans.” Naturally, he declared, “all men [are] 
alike free and equal.”95 And yet, as is well known, the federal 
constitution did not abolish slavery, but protected it.

Moreover, anti­ abolitionists argued that slavery was not at 
all inconsistent with liberal principles. The nation’s liberal and 
founding principles, wrote one, were not antagonistic to the 
institution of slavery. The British statesman Edmund Burke 
(1729– 97), today regarded as a founder of conservatism, also 
did not think slavery impaired the “spirit of freedom” in the 
South. On the contrary, he proffered that it was precisely in the 
South that freedom was “more noble and liberal.”96

Some suggested that liberal principles should apply to 
women. While John Adams was attending the Continental 
Congress in Philadelphia, his wife, Abigail, famously wrote to  
him, “In the new code of laws which I suppose it will be nec­
essary for you to make, I desire you would remember the la­
dies and be more generous and favorable to them than your 
ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands 
of the husbands. Remember, all men would be tyrants if they 



What it Meant to Be liBer al [ 39 ]

could.”97 When she was brushed off by her husband, Abigail 
Adams (1744– 1818) wrote to the political writer Mercy Otis 
Warren (1728– 1814) voicing frustration that there had not yet 
been established “some laws in our favor upon just and Liberal 
principals” so that “the Arbitrary and tyranick” would be un­
able to “injure us with impunity.”98

The establishment of a liberal system of government in 
America did indeed prompt a renewed thinking about the pur­
poses of a liberal education and to whom it should be granted. 
Noah Webster (1758– 1843), famous for his dictionary, spell­
ers, and readers, wanted America to distinguish itself from 
Europe by means of a new system of public education. Citing 
the French philosophe Montesquieu, he argued that a coun­
try’s system of education should be “relative to its principles 
of government.” In despotic governments, people should have 
little or no education; and in monarchies, education should be 
adapted to the rank of each class of citizens. But in republics, 
“where [government] is in the hands of the people,” knowledge 
should be disseminated more broadly, even to “the poorer rank 
of people.” And “when I speak of a diffusion of knowledge,” 
he explained, “I do not mean merely a knowledge of spelling 
books, and the New Testament.” Nor should education merely 
be about science. It was extremely important to Webster “that 
systems of education should . . . implant in the minds of the 
American youth the principles of virtue and of liberty and in­
spire them with  just and liberal ideas of government.”99

The years immediately following the American Revolution 
witnessed a considerable expansion of educational opportu­
nities. Some even believed that women’s education should be 
expanded. “Thoughts upon Female Education” (1787) by Ben­
jamin Rush (1746– 1813), army surgeon­ general and signer of 
the Declaration of Independence, expressed regret that many 
men held such “illiberal” ideas about the education of women. 
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They worried that a liberal education would make their wives 
inattentive to their domestic duties and harder to govern. 
Rush thought all of this was wrongheaded. A better education 
would make American mothers better wives and companions, 
and better educators of their sons. America’s republican form 
of government made it necessary for American women to be 
given a suitable education. In this way, they could better in­
struct their citizens in the principles of their government.

As we can see, by the eve of the French Revolution, and be­
fore the invention of “liberalism,” there existed in Europe a 
centuries­ old tradition of exhorting men to be liberal. A term 
originally used to designate the ideal qualities of a Roman cit­
izen, his love of freedom, generosity, and civic­ mindedness, 
it had been Christianized, democratized, and politicized, 
such that by the eighteenth century it could be used to de­
scribe the American Constitution. A liberal constitution, it 
was said, required liberal citizens— in other words, men who 
were freedom­ loving, generous, and civic­ minded, and who 
understood their connectedness to others and their duties to 
the common good. To learn such values required a liberal arts 
education. Some also believed that it required a liberal form 
of Christianity, tolerant, reasonable, and open to free inquiry 
and science.
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Ch a pter t wo

The French Revolution 
and the Origins of 

Liberalism, 1789– 1830

Disputes about words are always disputes about things.

— MadaMe de Staël, 1810

on auguSt 3, 1787, the Marquis de Lafayette wrote to his 
friend George Washington with some excellent news: “The 
spirit of liberty is spreading in this country at a great rate,” he 
said, “liberal ideas are cantering about from one end of the 
kingdom to the other.”1 Lafayette had served under Washing-
ton in the American Revolutionary War and was a great ad-
mirer of the American Constitution. He was happy to report 
that the French, who had lived for centuries under an oppres-
sive absolute monarchy, were ready for a liberal system of gov-
ernment similar to America’s.

When Lafayette wrote this letter, he was serving on the  
Assembly of Notables, a council called by the French king, 
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Louis XVI, to advise him on resolving a crisis— his treasury 
was bankrupt and his people were demanding reform. Of 
course, Lafayette had no way of knowing that a revolution 
was about to erupt, and that it would give rise to the cluster of 
ideas people would call “liberalism.”

Those of us accustomed to hearing that liberalism is an 
Anglo- American tradition might be surprised to know that it 
actually owes its birth to the French Revolution. The word it-
self was coined only around 1811, and it was men and women 
like the Marquis de Lafayette and his friends, Madame de 
Staël and Benjamin Constant, who first formulated the ideas 
to which it referred.

For hundreds of years, “liberal” was a word used to describe 
the laudable attributes of a member of a ruling elite. In Roman 
times it was a citizen of the republic, in eighteenth- century 
France a nobleman. A Parisian dictionary of 1771 stated what 
was then still a commonplace: liberality was a quality “essen-
tial to the nobility.”2 On the eve of the French Revolution, the 
word “liberal” still described the magnanimous and patriotic 
ideals identified with a ruling class. Being liberal was a kind of 
noblesse oblige and, as such, buttressed a hierarchical sociopo-
litical order based on hereditary privilege. Many French nobles 
would undoubtedly have liked to think of themselves as liberal 
in this traditional sense.

Thanks to people like Lafayette and his circle of friends, 
however, a new and competing meaning of the term was be-
ginning to spread. Some individuals were beginning to use the 
word to describe laudable ideas, sentiments, and even consti-
tutions. Lafayette often praised what he referred to as Ameri-
ca’s “free and liberal” constitution or its “liberal system,”3 and 
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this was one way that the political meaning of the word “lib-
eral” spread.

America’s Constitution became especially relevant in the 
years leading up to the revolution, when the French were de-
bating their own need for political reform. Copies of the US 
federal Constitution reached France in November 1787 and 
engendered lively debates between so- called anglomanes and 
américanistes over which constitution was better, the British  
or the American. These debates only intensified when the rev-
olution broke out in 1789 and a National Assembly began im-
plementing reforms. Lafayette served not only on the Assem-
bly of Notables and the Estates General that followed, but on 
the National Assembly as well, and he was a vocal advocate  
of the American Constitution. His friend Thomas Jefferson, 
then the American ambassador in Paris, offered advice on 
these issues as well. In their circles, the idea of a liberal con-
stitution spread.

The most important of the National Assembly’s early re-
forms was undoubtedly the Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and of the Citizen, a document that Lafayette and Jefferson 
helped to write. In language reminiscent of the American Dec-
laration of Independence, its first two articles stated that men 
were born and remained free and equal in rights, and that the 
purpose of government was to preserve these rights. Other arti-
cles decreed that all sovereignty resided in the nation, and that 
the government’s powers were instituted for the advantage of 
all. Still another article promised every French citizen the right 
to participate, whether in person or through his representa-
tives, in the making of laws. By such simple words, the Old Re-
gime was abolished. France seemed to be heading toward the 
sort of liberal system that Lafayette and others hoped for.

This early and relatively peaceful phase of the revolution 
was met with great enthusiasm almost everywhere in the 
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Atlantic world. In England, the Whig leader Charles James 
Fox famously described the revolution as “the greatest event 
that has happened in the history of the world.” Many liberal- 
minded Britons agreed. France seemed to be abandoning ab-
solutism and adopting a liberal constitution like their own. 
Some sent messages to the French National Assembly prais-
ing the deputies’ “liberal principles” and the “liberal legisla-
tion” they were passing, now beginning to use these relatively 
new and political terms with increasing frequency. The Ameri-
can public was also largely enthusiastic, while many Germans, 
Spaniards, and Italians welcomed the revolution, hoping that 
liberal reforms would come to them as well.

Of course, not everyone was pleased. Soon a fierce dispute 
broke out over whether the reforms being passed were in fact 
liberal or not. The argument produced one of the great texts 
of political theory, Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolu-
tion in France, a pamphlet now regarded as a founding text of 
conservatism.

From the perspective adopted here, one of the most in-
teresting things about Burke’s text is his refusal to concede 
the term “liberal” to the French revolutionaries. He insisted 
on calling them “illiberal” instead. Such wars of words might 
seem trivial to us today, but their ferocity and longevity over 
the course of the nineteenth century are indications of the 
stakes involved. As Madame de Staël explained, “Disputes 
about words are always disputes about things.”4 The battle 
over the word “liberal” concerned more than semantics.

The contest began in Britain on November 4, 1789, when 
the clergyman and philosopher Richard Price delivered a ser-
mon that ignited a firestorm of controversy. Price, as we know, 
was a religious Dissenter and a fierce campaigner for the abo-
lition of the legal disabilities suffered by his coreligionists. He 
was also a friend of Benjamin Franklin and had distinguished 
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himself for his support of the American Revolution. Now, at a 
meeting to celebrate the anniversary of England’s revolution 
of 1688– 89, he used the occasion to propose that Britons take 
inspiration from the American and French revolutions and 
“liberalize” their own founding principles, most likely coining 
the term “liberalize” in the process.5

Addressing himself directly to the British people, Price de-
clared that like the French they too had the right to choose 
their leaders, dismiss them for misconduct, and even change 
their form of government if they so wished. Soon after Price’s 
speech, the London Revolution Society, to which he belonged, 
sent a message of friendship to the French deputies of the Na-
tional Assembly expressing its members’ support for their “lib-
eral and enlightened sentiments.”6 Like Price, they hoped that 
their own constitution would be liberalized as well.

Price’s sermon, published and disseminated widely, trig-
gered a heated debate. Edmund Burke, a prominent Whig and 
member of Parliament, was horrified. Burke was a staunch 
supporter of constitutional limits on the monarchy, opposed 
the persecution of Catholics, and, like Price, had been a sup-
porter of the American Revolution. He would certainly have 
thought of himself as liberal in the traditional sense of the 
word. What was happening in France, however, was alto-
gether different in his estimation. By Burke’s reasoning, the 
Americans had fought for historically existing rights, while the 
French were inventing new ones. He was also deeply worried 
that French ideas of popular sovereignty and natural rights 
would cross the English Channel to Britain. His Reflections 
fiercely defended the legitimacy of aristocratic rule. Berating 
the French legislators’ “presumptuous ignorance” and “sav-
age manner,” he insisted that they were “not liberal.” France’s 
destiny had fallen into the hands of a “swinish multitude.”7 
Burke’s pamphlet became an instant best seller: thirteen 
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thousand copies were purchased within the first five weeks, it 
went through eleven editions in the first year, and the text was 
translated and disseminated across Europe.

What exactly was happening in France that distressed 
Burke so? In the intervening months since Price’s sermon, 
the French deputies had passed a series of reforms that had 
shaken the foundations of the country’s traditional aristocratic 
and religious order. On June 19, 1790, they had declared he-
reditary nobility forever abolished. They had eliminated pri-
mogeniture, put an end to all seigneurial dues and tithes, and 
declared monastic vows no longer legally binding.

Impending fiscal disaster had then moved the deputies to 
take additional steps of momentous consequence. In Novem-
ber 1789, they confiscated virtually all Church property with 
the intention of selling it to pay off the national debt. They 
promised to pay clergy state salaries instead. Deputies then 
followed up with perhaps the most drastic and controversial 
measure of all: the so- called Civil Constitution of the Clergy. 
The measure, passed in July 1790 without prior consultation 
with the pope or French Church leadership, rationalized the 
structure of the Church and placed it under state control. The 
law redrew the boundaries of existing dioceses and eliminated 
more than a third of existing bishoprics. Most astonishingly, 
it decreed that voters would elect their own parish priests and 
bishops. When the deputies encountered resistance to these 
reforms, they responded by requiring all clergy to sign an oath 
of loyalty to the Constitution or they would be forced to re-
sign. In the end, about half of the French clergy refused to take 
the oath and many Catholic faithful, sympathetic to their local 
priests, became hostile to the revolution.

Burke’s Reflections condemned all these measures unequiv-
ocally, calling the deputies fanatical atheists out to destroy 
religion. His very language betrayed his aristocratic outlook. 
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He accused the deputies of vulgarity. They were behaving 
like “sordid barbarians.” They clearly knew nothing of what it 
meant to be gentlemen and, prima facie, could not be liberal. 
In other words, Burke held on to the old, aristocratic meaning 
of the word and used it to assail the French deputies. They 
were nothing but savages and traitors bent on wreaking havoc 
for personal gain.8 He predicted disaster for France.

British readers of the Reflections sympathetic to the French 
Revolution rebuked Burke for his insults and allegations. His 
reference to the swinish multitude triggered violent reactions.9 
The historian Catherine Macaulay scolded him for lacking the 
very qualities he was supposed to be defending; he wasn’t lib-
eral himself.10 Mary Wollstonecraft, soon to become known as 
an advocate of women’s rights, denounced Burke’s aristocratic 
bias and refusal to embrace liberal values, using the term in the 
new way.11 But the political philosopher and activist Thomas 
Paine truly struck at the heart of the matter when, in the first  
part of  his hugely popular Rights of  Man, he argued that Burke’s 
aristocratic leanings rendered him completely insensitive to the 
all- important distinction between “persons” and “principles.”12 
The critical issue, Pain realized, was no longer whether an in-
dividual or group of individuals were liberal, but whether the 
founding principles of a nation were.

By the time the second part of Paine’s pamphlet appeared 
in 1792, France’s National Assembly had passed additional re-
forms. A constitution had been approved in 1791. It created a 
limited monarchy with a unicameral assembly and gave the 
vote to all adult white males over twenty- five years of age who 
paid the equivalent of three days’ wages in direct taxes. Al-
though women were not granted the vote, new laws legalized 
divorce, broadened women’s rights of inheritance, and made 
it possible for them to obtain financial support for illegitimate  
children. The Assembly also overhauled the tax system and 
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passed laws to end feudal obstructions to the economy. It 
abolished guilds and dismantled internal tariffs and trading 
monopolies. It reduced restrictions on imports. After a major 
revolt in Saint- Domingue, it abolished slavery in the colonies. 
Looking back at this early stage of the revolution, Swiss writer 
Madame de Staël praised the deputies for having given France 
the “liberal institutions” necessary to ensure civil liberty to 
all.13 In so doing, she memorialized and placed her own seal of 
approval not only on the reforms but also on the new meaning 
and use of the word “liberal.”

But liberal institutions had powerful enemies, and none 
were more powerful than the Catholic Church and Bourbon 
monarchy. In the spring of 1791, Pope Pius VI made a momen-
tous decision, resolving to denounce the revolution wholesale. 
In his papal brief Quod aliquantum he took aim directly at 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Civil Constitu-
tion of the Clergy and condemned both as vicious attempts to 
destroy the Church and wreak havoc. Three months later, in a 
related decision of far- reaching consequence, Louis XVI tried 
to flee his country to join émigré nobles in Austria who were 
plotting counterrevolution. He left behind a note denouncing 
all the recent reforms. Caught just as he was about to cross 
the border, the king was arrested, brought back to Paris, and 
imprisoned. His attempted flight provoked charges of treason 
that ultimately led to his execution in 1793.

Today historians speak of what happened next as a derail-
ment of the revolution: a relatively moderate and peaceful 
first phase gave way to a second, more radical, and more vio-
lent one. The causes of the derailment are debated, but what 
is beyond dispute is that the escalation of violence— and the 
repeated pressure upon events brought by angry crowds— 
greatly discredited the revolution. In a matter of months, 
France’s ancient monarchy was overthrown and replaced by a 
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republic. The king and queen were tried and executed for trea-
son. An all- consuming war resulted in hundreds of thousands 
of deaths. In the West, a royalist uprising turned into a bloody 
civil war that produced countless atrocities and casualties on 
both sides. The Terror against “enemies of the people” killed 
thousands more by guillotine. To critics, this phase was not a 
derailment of the revolution but its logical outcome. “Liberal 
principles” had led to nothing but mayhem. Burke’s fears and 
predictions seemed to be coming true.

Convinced, not incorrectly, that the Catholic Church was 
their most powerful enemy, radicals launched a brutal dechris-
tianization campaign. Thousands of priests were forced to resign 
their posts, imprisoned, killed, or driven into hiding or exile. 
Public worship was forbidden and visible signs of Christianity 
removed. Churches and religious monuments and images were 
vandalized and destroyed. Towns, streets, and public squares 
were renamed to erase any mention of saints, kings, queens, and 
nobles. The Gregorian calendar was replaced by a republican 
one instituting a ten- day week with no Christian Sabbath and 
marking the beginning of time with the founding of the French 
Republic rather than the birth of Christ. Concerted attempts 
were made to replace Christian ceremonies with civil ones. In 
Paris, the cathedral of Notre- Dame was renamed the Temple of 
Reason. Recognizing no difference between liberal and radical 
phases of the revolution, counterrevolutionary theorist Joseph 
de Maistre denounced it in a way that would resonate for over  
a century. It was, quite simply, “satanic.”14

The Liberal Principles of Benjamin 
Constant and Madame de Staël

The Reign of Terror came to an end in the summer of 1794 
when its most prominent advocate, Maximilien Robespierre,  
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was deposed and executed. A year later, the Swiss couple Benja-
min Constant and Madame de Staël arrived in Paris, and soon es -
tablished themselves as the formidable partnership they would 
remain for seventeen years. Reacting to the pressing circum-
stances brought about by the revolution, they formulated the 
cluster of ideas that collectively came to be known as “liberalism.”

Madame de Staël was born Anne- Louise- Germaine Necker, 
the daughter of Jacques Necker, a famous Swiss banker from 
Geneva who served as minister of finance to Louis XVI during 
the final years of the French monarchy. A precocious and gifted 
young girl, she had been exposed to Enlightenment ideas in 
her mother’s salon in Paris, which attracted the city’s intellec-
tual and political elite. When Madame de Staël met Constant 
in 1794, she was married to the Swedish ambassador to France, 
Eric Magnus de Staël- Holstein, and was running her own Pa-
risian salon for the city’s intellectual and political elite, includ-
ing Lafayette, whom she knew from childhood, and Thomas 
Jefferson. Already a published author and celebrity, she was thor-
oughly immersed in the political debates of the day and deter-
mined to play a part in them.

Benjamin Constant, on the other hand, was a virtual un-
known. Born in Lausanne to a Swiss army captain in the ser-
vice of the United Provinces, he had showed early signs of 
intellectual promise and had been sent to study first at the 
University of Erlangen in Bavaria and then the University of 
Edinburgh. At Edinburgh he had imbibed the philosophy of 
the Scottish Enlightenment and acquired a deep interest in 
the study of religion. When the revolution broke out, he was 
serving as chamberlain at the court of the Duke of Brunswick- 
Wolfenbüttel, where he watched the unfolding events from 
afar. Later, Constant remembered that during these early and 
exciting days he had called himself a democrat and had even 
defended Robespierre; but that would soon change. In any 
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event, like de Staël, Constant was eager to play a part in the 
dramatic events unfolding in Paris.

Upon meeting de Staël in the fall of 1794, Constant fell head 
over heels in love and courted her so intensely that she eventu-
ally surrendered, and the two began what was to be a long and 
stormy love affair. Despite their turbulent romantic life, they 
maintained a lasting intellectual and political partnership for 
nearly two decades. So close were they that it is sometimes im-
possible to differentiate who wrote what.

Smitten by Madame de Staël and ambitious for fame, Con-
stant accompanied her to Paris in the spring of 1795, arriving 
in the city just two months after the fall of Robespierre. The 
political atmosphere in the city was tense and polarized, the 
government besieged by extremism right and left. On the left 
were irreconcilable neo- Jacobins disappointed by the end of 
the Terror. These were joined by Babouvists calling for the ab-
olition of private property. On the right were die- hard royal-
ists and angry émigrés plotting the overthrow of the regime. 
In a set of brilliant pamphlets that launched his career, Con-
stant defended what he and de Staël regarded as the essential 
achievements of the revolution and what he was among the 
first in France to call “liberal principles.”15

At this early stage in his career, Constant did not specify 
exactly which political ideas and institutions he meant by lib-
eral principles. Nor did either he or Madame de Staël ever use  
the word “liberalism,” a term that had not yet been coined. Only  
gradually would they discover the set of precepts we now rec-
ognize as “liberalism”. A few things are clear, however. Both 
wanted to consolidate and protect the main achievements of the  
revolution by preventing both a counterrevolution and a return of  
the Terror. Most pressingly, it was critical to restore peace and 
calm to France. Thus began the thinking that would lead to the 
invention of liberalism.
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Liberalism was forged in an effort to safeguard the achieve-
ments of the French Revolution and to protect them from the 
forces of extremism, whether from the right or the left, above 
or below. In 1795, when Constant and Madame de Staël arrived 
in Paris, “liberal principles” meant defending the republican 
government in place from counterrevolution. They meant  
supporting the rule of law and civil equality, constitutional and 
representative government, and a number of rights, primary 
among which were freedom of the press and freedom of re-
ligion. Beyond that, what liberal principles meant was some-
what vague and debatable.

Another thing is clear: being liberal was not the same 
thing as being a democrat. Today we are so used to speaking 
of  “liberal democracy” that it is easy to conflate the two terms. 
During this early period, however, when liberalism was just 
being born, liberal and democratic principles were often op-
posed to each other. Certainly, neither Constant nor de Staël  
was a democrat in our sense of the word. The Terror only con -
firmed their view that the majority of Frenchmen (not to men-
tion women) were utterly unprepared for political rights. 
Politicized crowds had repeatedly shown themselves to be ir-
rational, undisciplined, and prone to violence. Like the Con-
stitution of 1791, the Constitution of 1795 that Constant and 
Madame de Staël defended included stiff property require-
ments for both office holding and voting. According to Ma-
dame de Staël, they stood for “the government of the best,” 
which should not be confused with democracy.16

Nor did being liberal concern constitutional arrangements 
alone. The primary meaning of the word still referred to a clus-
ter of moral and civic values, such as magnanimity and gen-
erosity, openness and toleration, values that had virtually dis-
appeared during the revolution’s radical phase. At the outset, 
some revolutionaries had naïvely believed that the overthrow of 
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the Old Regime would somehow spontaneously trigger moral 
regeneration.17 Once the shackles of the monarchy, aristocracy, 
and Catholic Church were thrown off, they reasoned, humanity 
would be restored to its natural goodness. To their dismay, how-
ever, the opposite seemed to have come true. The revolution had 
unleashed terrible passions such that public morality appeared 
to be worse, not better.

The politicized poor were not the only problem. All Ma-
dame de Staël could see around her, she lamented, was the 
corruption and selfishness of the upper classes.18 “What we 
need is a lever against egoism,” she wrote; “all the moral force 
of each man is focused on his self- interest.”19 While cold win-
ters and rising food prices were causing the poor unimaginable 
suffering, those accruing fortunes supplying the revolutionary 
armies or speculating on the sale of Church land were engag-
ing in conspicuous consumption and flagrant displays. During 
the winter of 1795, mothers unable to feed their children com-
mitted suicide by jumping into the Seine, while the newly rich 
flaunted their wealth at lavish dinner parties. To de Staël, hav-
ing liberal principles meant showing kindness, generosity, and 
compassion, without which France would be ruined forever.

Her novels were intended to cultivate and spread these nec-
essary virtues. As Constant later explained, Madame de Staël’s 
books were meant to foster “gentle, noble, [and] generous sen-
timents.”20 As far away as America, the transcendentalist Mar-
garet Fuller spoke of their positive moralizing effects.

Fostering morals involved religion; this everyone knew. 
But here the “friends of liberty” encountered a serious prob-
lem. Traditionally, the Catholic Church had taught morality in 
France. For liberals like Madame de Staël and Benjamin Con-
stant, however, its centuries- long support for absolute monar-
chy and an oppressive system based on hierarchy and privilege 
disqualified it from this role. The Church simply could not be  
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trusted to promote the moral regeneration of the republic. This  
also partly explains why the dechristianization campaign con-
tinued during the Directory and why lively debates took place 
about what might supplant Catholicism in the job of moraliz-
ing France.

Madame de Staël and Benjamin Constant took part in 
these spirited discussions. Both had Enlightened Protestant 
backgrounds. Constant had even studied liberal theology in 
Germany and, under its influence, had just begun a major work 
on religion.21 Both believed that Catholicism was an obsolete 
religion and an impediment to their political principles. Its su-
perstitious dogmas and stress on human sinfulness could never 
foster moral improvement; instead it encouraged what Con-
stant called “moral shrinking” and “stupefication.”22 It made the 
French superstitious, passive, and weak. Without a change of 
religion, the republic could not survive, wrote de Staël in 1798.23

Not surprisingly, such ideas drew angry responses. That 
Constant and de Staël could defend the revolution, support 
the Directory, and call their principles liberal struck their mon-
archist adversaries as an outrage. They were taking a term tra-
ditionally associated with Christian and aristocratic values 
and using it against them. The revolution they were defending 
had tried and executed a lawful king, stripped the nobility of 
its age- old privileges, and expropriated the Catholic Church. 
Moreover, the government they were supporting was continu-
ing to pursue a brutal dechristianization campaign and was 
using military force to put down peaceful royalist demonstra-
tions.24 In the minds of counterrevolutionaries and conserva-
tives, such actions could hardly be called liberal.

And the truth is that not all Catholics thought their religion 
incompatible with liberal political principles. A few Catholic 
leaders, including Abbé Henri Grégoire, came forward and in-
sisted the contrary.25 A committed republican from the region 
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of Lorraine, Grégoire had sworn the oath to the Civil Consti-
tution of the Clergy, been elected bishop, and then labored 
tirelessly to build a new and constitutional Catholic Church 
friendly to revolutionary principles. Elected to the National 
Convention convened in 1792, he had somehow even survived 
the Terror and, under the Directory, served on its Council of 
Five Hundred. In his newspaper, Annales de la religion, Gré-
goire celebrated the political system born of  the revolution and 
argued that Catholicism was in “perfect harmony with liberal 
principles.”26

Facts on the ground seemed to prove otherwise, however. 
Grégoire’s constitutional church attracted few adherents, while 
an underground, counterrevolutionary church grew dramati-
cally. But Grégoire inaugurated what would be a very long and 
heated debate about Catholicism’s relationship to liberal prin-
ciples. Was it possible, people would ask, to be both Catholic 
and liberal? What was the relationship between religion and 
liberalism?

Enter Napoleon

Despite all their best efforts, the hopes of de Staël and Con-
stant did not come to pass. The Directory was unable to sta-
bilize France. In 1799, its efforts were halted by Napoleon 
Bonaparte’s coup d’état. Fear of counterrevolution and civil 
war now led many people, including de Staël and Constant, 
to support Napoleon, hoping that he would consolidate and 
protect liberal principles and bring the revolution to a peaceful 
conclusion.

At first, things looked good. The day after his coup, in his 
now famous proclamation of the 19th Brumaire, Bonaparte 
promised to act in defense of “conservative, protective [and] 
liberal ideas.”27 Many took this to mean that he would work to 
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restore peace, safeguard the achievements of the revolution, 
and protect against counterrevolution. Royalists understood 
his words this way, the newspaper L’Ami des Lois observing 
that “from the mouth of Bonaparte, liberal ideas have another 
meaning than from the mouth of aristocrats.”28

In throwing their support behind Napoleon, liberals like de 
Staël and Constant did not think that they were betraying their 
own principles. At this moment, Madame de Staël even called 
Napoleon “the best republican in France [. . . and] the most 
liberal of Frenchmen.”29 But they were soon disappointed. As 
early as 1801, a dejected Lafayette wrote to Thomas Jefferson 
to say that the situation in France had changed radically for 
the worse. The “liberal Seeds” sown early in the revolution 
were being trampled upon.30 Benjamin Constant, who had 
been granted a seat on Napoleon’s Tribunate in 1799, used his 
position to denounce Napoleon’s measures and was summarily 
dismissed. Madame de Staël now made it her mission to ex-
pose his rule as a “monstrous system of despotism,”31 and was 
forced into exile. Constant accompanied her abroad.

Napoleon trampled on liberal principles in a number of 
ways. He revised the French Constitution, placing all real 
authority in his own hands, and further centralized France’s 
administration with a system of prefects responsible directly 
to himself. Almost immediately upon assuming power, he 
announced that Catholicism was essential to “strengthen the 
foundations of good government”32 and began negotiations 
with the pope for a restoration of the Church. These discus-
sions led to the Concordat of 1801, by which he turned the 
Church into an effective ally and supporter of his increasingly 
authoritarian regime.

The new constitution gave all men the vote, but elections 
were carefully managed and manipulated. Napoleon shut 
down sixty- nine out of seventy- three Parisian newspapers and 
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turned the remaining ones into government organs. He closed 
political clubs and used spies and informants to cow any op-
position. He ordered secret agents to follow Constant and de  
Staël. In 1802, he restored slavery in the colonies and, in 1803– 4,  
amended the divorce law making it particularly restrictive 
for women. And, of course, he pursued wars of conquest and 
pillage.

Napoleonic propaganda tried to spread the notion that he 
was the “hero of liberal ideas” and, because of this, the term 
was disseminated wherever his armies went. Italian newspa-
pers at first reported that “liberal men” greeted the French sol-
diers enthusiastically, hoping that they would help free Italy 
from political and clerical subjugation. However, as Napo-
leon’s armies began looting “liberated” areas in Europe, and as 
the leaders he installed there became increasingly oppressive, 
people began changing their minds. Debates took place across 
Europe about what constituted a true liberal man as opposed 
to a false one. Could one be liberal and “Napoleonist” at the 
same time? An Italian dictionary reminded people that being 
liberal meant displaying generosity, benevolence, and the love 
of freedom. In politics, it meant being a supporter of consti-
tutional government. According to this definition, Bonaparte 
and his soldiers were “not liberal.”33

Napoleon’s betrayals continued. In 1804, he had himself 
crowned emperor in the presence of the pope and France’s as-
sembled bishops. A few years later, he established an Imperial 
University under centralized state control. Henceforth instruc-
tion would promote loyalty to the emperor and his dynasty, 
which, according to the university’s founding documents, alone 
safeguarded “the liberal ideas proclaimed in the constitution.”34

In truth, Napoleon created a new kind of authoritarian re-
gime that made a mockery of everything Constant and de Staël 
had fought for and believed in. Recognizing that there was 
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something unprecedented about the dictatorship that he was 
creating, Napoleon’s critics invented new words for it. Con-
stant called it “usurpation.”35 Others would call it “bonapart-
ism,”36 and eventually “caesarism.”37 It was obvious to them 
that it wasn’t liberal, and this prodded Constant to clarify what 
a liberal regime really was and what values it should stand for.

Many saw the emperor’s economic policies as another vi-
olation of liberal principles. Word soon spread that he was 
contemplating the reinstatement of monopolies and prohi-
bitions, and the raising of tariffs and taxes. The situation led 
Jean- Baptiste Say, Adam Smith’s most prominent French 
disciple, to write the Treatise on Political Economy. He used 
Adam Smith’s ideas to attack Napoleon’s policies, sharply crit-
icizing tariffs and prohibitions and advocating what he called 
liberal principles of trade, stressing the advantages of treating 
all nations as friends.38 Like Smith, moreover, he expressed 
strong disapproval of a colonial system based not only on pro-
hibitions and tariffs, but on slavery, which he called a “violent 
method of exploitation.”39 It was a morally abhorrent system, 
he wrote, one that corrupted both master and slave. It con-
ferred few real economic advantages on anyone, while it con-
stituted an unjust tax on the people. Published in 1803, the 
Treatise on Political Economy was a great publishing success. 
It was quickly translated into English and studied in England 
and the United States, thus spreading the early ideas of liberal 
political economy.

Unsurprisingly, Say’s book infuriated Napoleon, who de-
manded that he revise it or be censored. When Say refused, 
he was dismissed from the Tribunate, to which he had been 
appointed along with Constant in 1799. Say was also prevented 
from publishing during the remainder of Napoleon’s reign. To 
counter his ideas, the emperor encouraged the publication 
of books favorable to tariffs and the colonial system, such as 
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François Ferrier’s On Government Considered in Its Relations 
with Commerce of 1805. Ferrier subsequently became Napo-
leon’s director of customs. His book openly mocked Smith’s 
and Say’s ideas, dismissing them as nothing but naïve fanta-
sies.40 Ferrier took the opportunity to denounce the revolution 
as a terrible catastrophe.41 The French, he told a friend, were 
like spoiled children. They should be ruled with a tight rein.42 
The book was reissued several times, only cementing in peo-
ple’s minds the close connection between tariffs, the colonial 
system, and authoritarian rule. It became clear to them that 
liberal trade policy and liberal politics went together.

Napoleon further betrayed liberal politics by the way he 
manipulated and seduced the masses. Liberals saw his manu-
factured popularity as further evidence of the masses’ immatu-
rity, irrationality, and gullibility. It was proof of France’s moral 
degradation, by which the emperor profited and which he, 
in turn, aggravated. Napoleon “destroy[ed] morality,” wrote 
Constant. He bribed people with honors, privileges, and mate-
rial rewards, while he distracted them with military victories. 
Under despotic regimes like Napoleon’s, men “plunge into self-
ishness.” They turn inward, focusing on their private interests 
and pleasures. Moral and political apathy was the result; gen-
erous ideas “dr[y] up.”43

The way Napoleon used religion to prop himself up was es-
pecially distressing. Almost every French bishop had attended 
Napoleon’s coronation and supported his regime. The alliance 
between the Catholic Church and the Napoleonic state cul-
minated in the Imperial Catechism of 1806. It stated that the 
emperor was “the Lord’s Anointed” and that resisting a polit-
ical order “established by God Himself ” would make a person 
“worthy of eternal damnation.”44

Liberals did not give up on their hope that Catholicism 
might be replaced. In some ways their aspirations only grew. 
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Since the revolution had greatly weakened the French Church, 
some sensed an opportunity. What France needed, they said, 
was not Catholicism but an enlightened religion that fostered 
the qualities of mind and character necessary for good citizen-
ship. But which one? Constant and Madame de Staël favored 
a liberal form of Protestantism, and they were not alone. In 
1803, the prestigious Institut de France ran an essay competi-
tion in which contenders were asked to evaluate the long- term 
effects of the Protestant Reformation. Coming so soon after 
Napoleon’s conclusion of the Concordat, it was an opportunity 
for participants to evaluate that agreement. It was not an ac-
cident that the first prize was awarded to an essay that advo-
cated a liberal form of Protestantism and warned against the 
baneful effects of Catholicism.

The author of the essay was Charles de Villers, a friend 
of Madame de Staël’s. Born in France and raised a Catholic, 
Villers had immigrated to Germany during the revolution. At 
Göttingen University, a renowned center for biblical scholar-
ship, he had been won over to some of the most advanced Ger-
man ideas on religion, which he now transmitted to his French 
audience. Some of these ideas can be traced back to Johann  
Salomo Semler, who, as we noted in the previous chapter, coined  
the term “liberal theology” in 1774.

Villers’s essay asked a fundamental question: Could lib-
eral political principles survive without the support of liberal 
religious principles? His answer was no. He warned of the 
dangers that Catholicism, allied with the state, posed. What 
France needed, he wrote, was not a retrograde religion that 
fostered superstition, intellectual apathy, and a slavish respect 
for authority but the “liberal ideas of Protestantism.” Only 
Protestantism encouraged the critical thinking and love of 
freedom necessary for citizenship. Liberal Protestantism, Vil-
lers argued, encouraged values conducive to, and supportive 
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of, liberal moral and political principles.45 Published in 1804, 
Villers’s essay was reissued three times. James Mill, the father 
of John Stuart, admired it so much that in 1805 he published 
an English version, for which he wrote a laudatory preface.

It is unclear how many people believed that France could be 
converted to liberal Protestantism; in any case, it didn’t hap-
pen. The idea of making it France’s state religion was proposed 
to the emperor, but he rejected it. Instead, and to the great 
distress of many, a Catholic revival took place, encouraged by 
counterrevolutionary propagandists like Louis de Bonald and 
Joseph de Maistre. These prolific men led a concerted defa-
mation and vilification campaign against advocates of liberal 
principles while they preached obedience to the established 
order. Catholics like Abbé Grégoire found themselves in a very 
difficult position. It only confirmed in many people’s minds 
that Catholicism and liberal principles of government were 
incompatible.

Liberal Parties and the Birth of Liberalism

While Napoleon’s illiberal domestic policies caused French  
liberals to develop and hone their ideas, his wars gave rise 
to the first liberal parties.46 In 1805, the Swedish King Gus-
tav IV Adolph, a confirmed absolute monarchist and a staunch 
enemy of the French Revolution, led his country into war with 
France. Although Sweden won the battle, wars with France’s 
allies, Russia and Denmark, followed, and Sweden lost a large 
amount of territory. Dissatisfied with the leadership of their 
king, a circle of  high government officials staged a palace coup 
and deposed him in 1809. It was around this time that a group 
calling itself  “the liberal party” came into existence. Not much 
is known about its members except that they were influenced 
by French revolutionary ideas and advocated principles such 
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as equality before the law, constitutional and representative 
government, and freedom of the press, conscience, and trade. 
They were also known as “the liberal side,” or just “the liberals.”

The Spanish liberal party emerged soon after Napoleon’s 
armies invaded Spain in 1808, deposed the Spanish King Fer-
dinand, and replaced him with Napoleon’s brother, Joseph. 
The Spaniards promptly rebelled and established a govern-
ment in Cádiz. In 1810, a group of delegates to the parliament 
there, called the Cortes, took the name Liberales and labeled 
their opponents Serviles, from the Latin servi, meaning slave. 
The Spanish Liberales, like the Swedish liberals, advocated 
principles such as equality before the law and constitutional, 
representative government. A “liberal impulse,” wrote Ma-
dame de Staël joyfully, was sweeping Western Europe.47

The new Spanish Constitution triggered myriad commen-
taries not only in Europe but in the Spanish Americas, where 
it encouraged independence movements based on local under-
standings of what liberal principles should mean in practice.48 
Debates over the Spanish Constitution took place as far away 
as India and the Philippines.49 It was, in some ways, very rad-
ical for its time. It granted the vote “to all men, except those of 
African descent, without need for studies or property,” estab-
lishing a more democratic system than existed in Britain, the 
United States, or France.50 Interestingly, however, and unlike 
liberals elsewhere, the Spanish liberals did not advocate free-
dom of religion. Article 12 of their constitution stated explic-
itly that “the religion of the Spanish Nation is and forever will 
be the one, true, Roman, apostolic, Catholic religion. The Na-
tion protects it with wise and just laws and forbids the exercise 
of any other.”

The hopes of the Spanish liberals were soon shattered 
when, after negotiations with Napoleon, their king was al-
lowed to return to power. Encouraged by conservatives and 
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the Catholic Church hierarchy, he declared the deliberations 
of the Cortes illegal and its legislation null and void. Claiming 
that sovereignty resided entirely in his own person, he restored 
absolute rule and, along with it, the Inquisition. As many as 
twelve thousand liberals were sent to prison or forced into 
exile.51 A vilification campaign was launched against liberals, 
and it was around this time that the word “liberalism” came 
into use.

The first manifestations of the word suggest that it was in-
vented as a term of abuse. The early part of the nineteenth 
century generated an unusual number of such “isms.” These 
new words were most often used to accuse people of heresies, 
like Anabaptism, Lutheranism, or Calvinism.52 And, indeed,  
one of the very first instances of the word “liberalism” found 
in print is in a Spanish newspaper published very soon after 
the appearance of the liberal party, in 1813. The paper asked, 
“What does liberalism mean?” and went on to explain that 
liberalism is a system “founded upon ignorant, absurd, anti- 
social, anti- monarchic, anti- Catholic [ideas].”53 It listed a 
number of heretical sects, including Jansenism, Lutheranism, 
and Calvinism, before concluding that liberalism was just an-
other heresy. Central among its heretical principles was its 
promotion of civil equality and constitutional government re-
sponsible to the people, not to a king, aristocracy, or church.

After what had just happened in Spain, it is no wonder that 
French liberals looked with suspicion upon their own Bourbon 
king, Louis XVIII, when he returned from exile after the defeat 
of Napoleon in 1814 and promised to give them what he called 
“a liberal constitution.”54 The constitution that he and his ad-
visors designed soon became the subject of  heated debate. Also 
called the Charter, it established a representative system of gov-
ernment and recognized key liberal principles such as equal-
ity before the law and freedoms of the press and religion. Its 
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vaguely worded articles, however, left many issues unresolved. 
The precise limits of the king’s powers were unclear, as were 
the role of the representative assembly and the extent of indi-
vidual liberty guaranteed by the constitution. The Charter also 
contained a number of contradictions. It recognized freedom 
of religion, but declared Catholicism the national religion. It 
proclaimed freedom of the press, but stated that laws could 
be made to curtail it. And while liberals argued that the new 
constitution should be regarded as a social contract between 
the king and the French nation, the constitution was instead 
said to be “granted” by the king as a gift to his people. This, 
of course, suggested that the Charter could legitimately be re-
voked. These factors stimulated, broadened, and deepened de-
bates about what a “liberal constitution” really meant, debates 
that attracted commentators from far and wide.

Debates about liberal constitutions only intensified with 
Napoleon’s return from exile during the so- called Hundred 
Days (March 29– July 8, 1815). Escaping from his captivity on 
the island of Elba on February 26, 1815, the former emperor 
landed near Cannes in the South of France with nearly a thou-
sand soldiers and made his way to Paris. As he marched, he 
recited powerful anticlerical rhetoric: “I have come to save 
Frenchmen from the slavery in which priests and nobles wish 
to plunge them. . . . Let them take guard. I will string them up 
from the lamp posts!” In response, he was greeted with cries 
of “Down with the priests! Down with the aristocrats! Hang 
the Bourbons! Long live liberty!” More soldiers joined him, 
and when he neared Paris he was accompanied by what looked 
like an entire army. Louis XVIII fled and Napoleon returned 
to power.

Napoleon’s dramatic return was followed by another sur-
prise. He now promised to govern constitutionally and invited 
none other than Benjamin Constant, one of  his staunchest and  
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most vocal critics, to help draft a new constitution. Although 
Constant had attacked Napoleon viciously only a few days be-
fore, he agreed to collaborate with him. The resulting docu-
ment was called the Additional Act to the Constitutions of the 
Empire and nicknamed the Benjamine in honor of its author. 
Constant’s flip- flop in the matter of Napoleon earned him the 
epithet “the Inconstant Constant,” which dogged him for the 
rest of his life.

Liberalism Theorized

But Constant had not abandoned his liberal principles. The 
Benjamine promised a more democratic franchise, expanded 
liberties, and, crucially, no longer decreed Catholicism the reli-
gion of state. Describing the new constitution to his friend, the 
Marquis de Lafayette, Constant boasted that “there has never 
been one that is more liberal.”55 He also produced a book that 
was meant to serve as a companion piece to the constitution: 
The Principles of Politics Applicable to All Governments, now 
rightly celebrated as a founding text of liberalism.

The Principles shows how much Constant’s views had 
evolved and crystallized since his time in Brunswick, when 
he had admired Robespierre and called himself a democrat. 
Constant had learned the lessons of the Terror and Napoleon’s 
authoritarian rule. He had seen how easily popular sovereignty 
could ally itself with dictatorship. One of his main goals, there-
fore, was to prevent a dictatorship based on popular sover-
eignty from masquerading as a liberal regime.

The first sentence of the Principles states clearly that the 
new constitution formally recognizes the principle of popular 
sovereignty. Very soon thereafter, however, Constant argues 
for the need to limit this sovereignty. Unbounded power, he 
writes, whether exercised in the name of a people, a king, or 
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an assembly, is a very perilous thing. This is because when 
sovereignty is unlimited “there is no means of sheltering in-
dividuals from governments.” He lists a number of necessary 
intermediary institutions and guarantees that should curtail 
the authority of government, no matter whose hands it is in.  
Primary among these were what came to be regarded as essen-
tial liberal freedoms: freedom of thought, freedom of the press, 
and freedom of religion.

It was less the  form of government that mattered, Constant 
wrote, than the amount. Monarchies and republics could be 
equally oppressive. It was not to whom you granted political 
authority that counted, but how much authority you granted. 
Political power is dangerous and corrupting: “Entrust [unlim-
ited authority] to one man, to several, to all,” “you will still find 
that it is equally an evil.” “All the ills of the French revolution,” 
he said, stemmed from the revolutionaries’ ignorance of this 
fundamental truth.56 These are the ideas that have accorded 
Constant a prominent place in the canon of liberal thinkers. 
One might even call him the first theorist of liberalism.

As always, moral apprehensions pervaded Constant’s think-
ing, and his ideas were “liberal” in that sense too. The Princi-
ples testifies to his persistent worries about selfishness, vanity, 
and the love of luxury. He spoke of the need for courage, gen-
erous ideas, and devotion to the public good. Self- sacrifice, he 
never tired of saying, was necessary to sustain a liberal regime.

Constant also spoke eloquently about religion. He articu-
lated a point that he would emphasize throughout his career: a 
liberal government could not survive without religion. Religion, 
he said, was an essential moralizing force. It inspired selfless-
ness, high- minded principles, and moral values, all crucial in a 
liberal society. But it mattered which religion, and it mattered 
what its relationship was to the state. In the end, the problem 
was not so much religion, he explained, but its association with 
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power. In the hands of authorities, political or religious, it be-
came an oppressive political tool. This fatal problem led Con-
stant to pronounce what was to become a founding principle 
of liberalism: the separation of church and state. Religion and 
the state are two distinct things, he said. A liberal constitution 
should guarantee freedom of religion to all.

Liberalism Confronts Reaction

Before Constant’s constitution could be implemented, the 
Prussian general Marshal Blücher and the British Duke of 
Wellington defeated Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo. Al-
lied armies entered Paris on July 7, 1815, and Louis XVIII re-
turned to the throne, under the old Charter, which, among 
other things, meant that Catholicism was reestablished as 
France’s state religion. A wave of reprisals punished those who 
had served Napoleon during the Hundred Days. Constant fled  
to England and returned only after being assured that he would 
not face punishment.

Three months after the return of the king, the so- called 
Holy Alliance of Russia, Austria, and Prussia was signed, inau-
gurating a period of reaction disastrous for liberal principles. 
In France, ultra- royalists worked in alliance with the Catholic 
Church to reduce the Charter’s importance and narrow its pur-
view.57 Liberals tried to safeguard its importance and broaden 
its applications. Running for election as a member of what he 
now referred to as the “liberal party,”58 Constant promised to 
fight for the extension of the Charter to “its fullest scope.”59

The ostensible purpose of the Holy Alliance was to instill 
Christian values in European political life. The monarchs of 
Orthodox Russia, Catholic Austria, and Protestant Prussia 
promised to act together to further “justice, love and peace” in 
both domestic and international affairs. In practice, however, 
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the Austrian foreign minister, Clemens von Metternich, turned 
the alliance into a weapon in the battle against liberal re-
forms of any kind. For this purpose, he encouraged collabora-
tion with traditional religious authorities.

Royalists across Europe received critical support from the 
Catholic Church for their battle against liberals. In France, 
Catholic missions disseminated a combined religious and po-
litical message: having sinned during the Enlightenment, and 
having been punished by the revolution, Christians were now 
being offered a chance of redemption if they promised obedi-
ence to their Church and king. Between 1815 and 1830, more 
than fifteen hundred missions were undertaken in France alone.  
Mission priests erected giant crosses, offered mass instruction 
in Catholic doctrine, and attacked the revolution relentlessly. 
Hellfire sermons promised eternal torment for those who re-
sisted. Often the meetings involved throwing the works of fa-
mous philosophes onto giant bonfires. In 1816, a reinstituted 
Spanish Inquisition condemned Constant’s Principles of Poli-
tics for containing “perverse doctrines” subversive to the state 
and religion,60 in the process only proving that Constant had 
been right about the collusion of church and state.

A torrent of reactionary articles and pamphlets spewed 
forth, lambasting anyone who spread liberal ideas. Liberals ev-
erywhere were accused of trying to destroy religion, monarchy, 
and the family. They were not just misguided but wicked and  
sinful. Peddlers of  heresy, they had no belief in duty, no respect  
for tradition or community. In the writings of counterrevolu-
tionaries, liberalism became a virtual symbol for atheism, vio-
lence, and anarchy.

Pamphlets and articles with titles like “On the Abuse of 
Words” appeared. They endlessly repeated the charge that lib-
erals were twisting the meaning of the word “liberal” to de-
ceive people. In the old days, wrote the counterrevolutionary 
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theorist Louis de Bonald, “liberal” described a person who  
made noble use of his fortune. Now, however, evil people were  
misusing the word to play a trick on the country.61 La Quo-
tidienne, one of the first reactionary newspapers of the Res-
toration, accused liberals of misleading people with high- 
sounding words: “For some time there has been a lot of talk of 
liberal ideas. What is understood by that word? The Academy 
has not approved it in its Dictionary; It is evident that the 
word is very modern and that it was born during the revolu-
tion. The era of it is origin must make it suspect.”62

Such accusations forced liberals to defend themselves, and 
in so doing, they honed their principles and disseminated them 
to an ever growing public. Liberals, they insisted, were fighting 
for the good of everyone. They stood for equality before the 
law, and constitutional and representative government. Their 
adversaries, on the other hand, favored despotism. Priests, in 
cahoots with absolute monarchs, peddled superstitions to keep 
the people docile. Claiming the high ground, liberals repeat-
edly reminded people of the Latin origins of the word and its 
principled, moral, and communitarian meaning. One typical 
pamphlet stated that a political idea was liberal when it was 
“directed toward the advantage of all, toward the public good 
and not toward the particular good of an individual or a class; 
when it favor[ed] generous, elevated, patriotic sentiments and 
not vanity, cupidity and weakness.”63

Germans, who are so often left out of histories of liberalism, 
participated energetically in these verbal battles. Many of Ger-
many’s intellectual elite had welcomed the early stages of the 
French Revolution hoping that reforms would come to them 
as well. However, many if not most lost their initial enthusi-
asm during the Terror, the revolutionary wars, and Napoleon’s 
domination of Germany. Edmund Burke’s Reflections, which 
appeared in German translation in 1793, also played a role.
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The French defeat of Prussia in 1806 led to some important 
reforms that resembled in many ways those made in France 
between 1789 and 1791, especially in the economic realm.64 
Guilds and corporations were disbanded, and peasants eman-
cipated. Some internal tariffs and tolls were abolished and a 
more uniform tax burden imposed. Prussia’s administrative 
structure was streamlined and a limited amount of munici-
pal self- government was granted. But in contrast with what 
happened in France, these reforms were imposed from above. 
That fact gave hope to reform- minded Germans that they 
could work with their governments to make further reforms 
while avoiding revolution and violence. After the defeat of 
Napoleon and the granting of the Constitutional Charter in 
France, there were Germans who hoped that they might be 
granted what they called “liberal constitutions” as well.65

After Napoleon’s second defeat, however, and the estab-
lishment of the Holy Alliance, what happened in the rest of 
Europe happened in Germany as well: political reaction set in. 
While Germany had been for years the incubator and exporter 
of liberal theology, rulers now began to lend their support to 
a movement of neo- orthodoxy in an obvious attempt to shore 
up their own power. In part itself a reaction to the French Rev-
olution, this movement stressed man’s sinful nature and his 
religious duty to subordinate himself to the God- given order. 
Its leaders promised to fight with all their might what they 
called the “liberal Zeitgeist.” The writings of French reaction-
aries Maistre and Bonald were translated and disseminated.

In response, German liberals defended their principles, 
always with one eye trained on France. Like their French 
counterparts, they faced a very hostile climate. German lib-
erals were especially vulnerable because such large numbers 
of them were government employees and thus depended on 
the state for their livelihoods. Placed in this difficult situation, 



FrenCh revolution and liber aliSM [ 71 ]

they worked within the system to effect gradual change. They 
insisted that they wanted not revolution but peaceful reform 
and progress. They stood for principles such as equality before 
the law, constitutional government, and freedom of thought 
and religion. Like French liberals, moreover, they often de-
scribed what they stood for rather vaguely: a liberal tenet, one 
German liberal explained, protected “the rights of the citizen 
against illegal caprice”; it ensured “public liberty” and “encour-
age[d] the best for everyone.”66

As elsewhere, German liberals were accused of encourag-
ing license, sin, and upheaval. They were charged with employ-
ing a kind of  “abracadabra” to distract and blind people from 
their trickery.67 Again and again, and from wherever they 
came, liberals were charged with preaching heresy. They pro-
moted license, sin, and upheaval. They hated God.

In Britain, conservatives tried to vilify liberal ideas as for-
eign and dangerous. In a speech delivered in the House of 
Commons in early 1816, the Tory foreign secretary, Viscount 
Castlereagh, condemned the “Spanish Liberales” as “a French 
party of the very worst description.” They were, he said, a 
“Jacobinical party,” because they insisted on the principle of 
popular sovereignty.68 An 1816 article in the Tory Quarterly 
Review tried to denigrate their adversaries, the reforming 
Whigs, by calling them “British Liberales.”69

And yet liberal ideas coming from France also had British 
defenders. Around 1817, the Edinburgh Review, the Quarterly 
Review’s principal rival, informed its readers of the emergence 
of a French liberal party in a favorable way.70 Founded in 1802 
by a group of young Scottish intellectuals, the periodical aimed 
to defend “liberal, enlightened and patriotic policy” and spoke 
particularly well of Benjamin Constant, a man knowledgeable 
enough, the Review said, to convey instruction even to the 
British.71
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We can see, then, that liberal political ideas were every-
where regarded as quintessentially French. In America, too, 
the word “liberal” in its political meaning most often appeared 
in newspapers in conjunction with reports on French events. 
Here, as in Britain, an “e” was frequently added to the end of 
the word, “liberale,” or it was italicized to indicate the word’s 
novelty and foreignness. Sometimes papers spoke of the “so- 
called liberals.” But generally, they also expressed support for  
them and their ideas. Around 1817, American newspapers be -
gan reporting that their great hero, the Marquis de Lafayette, 
and a man called Benjamin Constant were “the leaders of the 
Liberals.” The two men were engaged in a noble battle against 
the forces of reaction.72

Liberal Insurrectionism

A series of politically motivated assassination attempts soon 
gave conservative forces in Europe a pretext for reaction. On 
March 23, 1819, in Mannheim, Germany, a student activist 
murdered the conservative poet and journalist August von 
Kotzebue. A few weeks later, an attempt was made on the life 
of Nassau president Karl von Ibell. Conservatives now inten-
sified their defamation campaign, accusing liberals of insti-
gating assassinations as a prelude to revolution. “Liberalism is 
progressing,” Metternich fumed, “it’s raining murderers.”73 On 
September 20, 1819, he issued the Carlsbad Decrees requiring 
the thirty- eight German member states to root out the subver-
sive ideas circulating in their universities and newspapers. The 
decrees banned student associations, removed liberal univer-
sity professors from their positions, and expanded censorship. 
They also established a permanent committee with spies and 
informers to investigate and punish any liberal organization.
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A few months later, a mentally disturbed man named 
Pierre Louvel assassinated the presumptive heir to the French 
throne, the ultra- royalist Duc de Berry. Liberals were blamed 
and a fierce reaction followed. One ultra- royalist declared, “I 
have seen Louvel’s dagger; it was a liberal idea.”74

The stakes were raised when a revolution erupted in Spain 
in 1820, forcing King Ferdinand VII to restore the Constitu-
tion of 1812 and reconvene the Cortes. This revolution then 
inspired liberals in neighboring countries to demand consti-
tutions as well. A military revolt broke out in Naples against 
King Ferdinand, who was forced to promise a constitutional 
monarchy on the Spanish model. A similar uprising obliged 
Vittorino Emmanuele I of Piedmont to abdicate. Prince Carlo 
Alberto, who was appointed regent, accepted the demand of 
the revolutionaries for the Spanish Constitution of 1812 and 
the Inquisition was once again abolished. The same year, Sar-
dinia obtained a constitutional monarchy thanks to revolu-
tionary action. Comparable insurrectionary movements took 
place in Portugal, Sicily, Greece, and Russia. “These events,” 
wrote one panicked commentator, “have all served to keep up 
the hopes and spirits of the great confederation of European 
Liberals.”75 But the events didn’t just affect Europe. In the 
Spanish Americas, local liberals combined calls for constitu-
tional government with demands for self- determination and 
autonomy. Similar movements touched Goa and Calcutta in 
India and other places in Asia such as the Philippines. “Liber-
alism,” in other words, went global.76

The liberal revolutions triggered a new avalanche of books, 
pamphlets, and newspapers that discussed the closely en-
twined political and religious questions involved. The Spanish 
Constitution gained popularity across the globe and ignited 
debates, not just between liberals and absolutists, but among 
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liberals themselves.77 Benjamin Constant’s multivolume 
Course in Constitutional Politics,78 which included his Princi-
ples of Politics, was also translated and disseminated. Liberal 
newspapers employing Spanish, Italian, and English writers 
and funded by political refugees further spread liberal ideas. 
In response, liberalism was denounced as an international 
conspiracy against legitimate sovereigns everywhere.

Although anxious rulers and their supporters often exag-
gerated the liberals’ ability to coordinate their activities across 
borders, they did, in fact, constitute an international network 
that engaged in both legal and illegal activities.79 Secret soci-
eties like the Freemasons and their offshoot, the Carbonari, 
were instrumental in organizing the rebellions of 1820– 21. 
The Carbonari established covert cells throughout Western 
Europe that plotted the overthrow of repressive regimes. The 
prominent Spanish liberal Evaristo San Miguel later recalled 
that Masonic lodges became “liberal and conspiratorial jun-
tas.”80 Lumped together with philosophes, Jacobins, Freema-
sons, and Carbonari, all  liberals were denounced as dangerous 
subversives and atheists conspiring to provoke revolution and 
anarchy.81 In fact all liberals were not plotting insurrection, 
though some were.

Paris was one of the main centers of the liberal network, 
and one of its most important leaders was the Marquis de La-
fayette. Himself a supporter of the secret society of Carbonari, 
Lafayette boasted that the uprisings were part of a vast and 
spreading liberal movement that had begun with the Amer-
ican Revolution and whose leadership had now passed to 
France. It was in this context that he wrote joyfully to Thomas 
Jefferson: “France Holds the Honor to be a kind of political 
Head Quarters for liberalism. Much attention is paid to Her 
debates as if there was an instinctive universal Sentiment that 
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on Her Emancipation depends the solidity of Every other Suc-
cess in the Cause of Europe.”82

The international liberal movement did not last long, de-
spite the liberals’ best efforts. Russia, Austria, and Prussia 
signed a protocol in November 1820 that proclaimed their 
right to intervene militarily in other states with the purpose of 
suppressing revolution. Austrian troops soon crushed the rev-
olutions in Naples and Piedmont and drove more Italians into 
exile. Two years later, and over the loud protestations of  liberal 
deputies in the Chamber, the ultra- royalist French government 
sent an army into Spain to restore Ferdinand VII to absolute  
rule.83 Ferdinand once again abolished the Cortes, annulled its  
acts, imprisoned many liberals, and reinstated the Inquisition. 
Upon the news of the French invasion of Spain, a coup in Lisbon  
reestablished the Portuguese absolute monarchy.

But the counterrevolutionaries were unable to quash the 
liberal movement entirely. England became a favorite desti-
nation of many political refugees and another center of the 
European- wide liberal network. Most prominent Spanish 
liberals fled there in 1823 after their movement was crushed. 
With this influx of political refugees, English conservatives 
grew ever more fearful that revolution might spread across 
the channel. A writer in the Morning Chronicle had already 
in 1822 denounced the “influenza of liberalism” afflicting 
Europe, calling it a “moral plague.”84 An Essay on Liberal-
ism condemned what it called the “universal Liberalism” 
that was spreading confusion and chaos everywhere. France, 
it noted, was the “fountain head of liberalism.” Its revolu-
tion had created the vile and dangerous ideas that were now 
spreading to the rest of Europe. Thanks to France, the word 
“liberal” no longer meant “a man of generous sentiments, of 
enlarged, expansive mind . . . [but] a person [professing] 
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political principles averse to most of the existing governments  
of Europe.”85

English conservatives continued to use the French spelling 
(liberale) to suggest that liberal ideas were foreign and revo-
lutionary. They derided the new term as continental jargon 
and accused liberals of using high- sounding words to deceive 
people.86 By this duplicity, they had “produced such a Babel of 
confusion” that people could no longer distinguish right from 
wrong. The truth, they said, was that liberals were neither 
noble nor generous; they were proud, selfish, and licentious. 
They were interested primarily in the “unbounded gratifica-
tion of their passions,” and refused restraints of any kind. Lib-
eralism, one British writer noted, was the very opposite of 
liberality.87 It was simply another word for Jacobinism and 
deliberately intended to sow confusion and disorder. Liberal-
ism, another writer declared, “is the very principle of Satan.”88

Such vitriol occluded the fact that liberals in fact favored 
a broad spectrum of political, economic, and religious ideas. 
They argued over many issues, such as how broad a franchise 
should be, whether they favored a constitutional monarchy or  
a republic, and whether to plot insurrections or not. Critics  
spoke derisively of a “liberal cocktail” of people.89 John Stu-
art Mill, who was just beginning to make a name for himself 
during the 1820s, observed that “the libéraux comprise every 
shade of political opinion” from moderate to radical.90

Much of Benjamin Constant’s work can be seen as an effort 
to unite and educate European liberals as to peaceful, consti-
tutional principles. He campaigned tirelessly to disseminate 
liberal ideas and to elect liberals to office. He published books, 
pamphlets, and articles, and gave countless speeches within  
and outside the Chamber of Deputies. The subtitle of one of  
his most substantial publications, published in 1818– 20, 
speaks for itself: A Kind of Course in Constitutional Politics. 
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The book was quickly translated into both Spanish and Italian, 
and several editions followed. It was read as far away as Mex-
ico and Argentina.91 Constant also worked hard to develop 
the networks necessary to ensure liberal electoral success.92 
Because of this, he was under police surveillance for most of 
his career as a member of Parliament. The counterrevolution-
ary propagandist Louis de Bonald called Constant the “choir 
leader” of  the liberal party.93 But Constant’s campaign to unite 
liberals behind certain agreed- upon principles and legal tac-
tics was never quite successful. At the end of his life, he com-
plained bitterly that his fellow liberals were not listening to 
him and that he was tired of repeating himself. United in their 
abhorrence for the Old Regime, liberals disagreed on many is-
sues. Early liberalism was neither monolithic nor unchanging.

By 1824, and with the defeat of liberal revolutions, liberals 
everywhere in Europe were on the defensive. In France, the 
right possessed a majority in the legislature since 1820, and 
when new elections were held in February 1824, they won all 
but 19 seats in the 430- seat Chamber. Some prominent liberals 
were now forced to shut down their journals and go into exile.  
A number went underground to join secret societies. Lafa-
yette joined such a group; Benjamin Constant did not. 

Eventu ally Lafayette embarked on a trip to America, hop-
ing that the publicity generated would help the liberal cause in 
France. His voyage triggered a spurt of publications that de-
scribed him as “the hero of two worlds” and America as the land 
of “really great and liberal institutions.”94 But his enemies just 
repeated the same mantra: liberals were atheist anarchists who 
would wreak havoc everywhere. Such accusations were supported 
by the papal bull Ecclesiam a Jesu Christo, which denounced the 
“multitude of wicked men . . . united against God and Christ.”

German liberals did not see Catholicism as the only prob-
lem; Orthodox Protestantism was an obstacle as well. After the 
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revolutions of the 1820s, reactionary political forces stepped 
up their collaboration with Protestant churches, calling them-
selves orthodox, to combat the spread of liberal principles, 
whether religious or political. An example is Ernst Wilhelm 
Hengstenberg, professor of theology at the University of Berlin 
and editor of the neo- orthodox Evangelische Kirchen- Zeitung.

Hengstenberg became a grand strategist of a reinvigorated 
Prussian Throne and Altar alliance. His aim was to purge the 
Protestant Church of liberal theology and to root out all possi-
ble opposition to the will of the king. “Our politics,” he wrote, 
“consists in unconditional obedience . . . to the God- given 
order.” In his newspaper, as in other German venues, liberalism 
was endlessly denounced as a foreign import, which, if allowed 
to spread, would result in atheism and anarchy. Obedience to 
God meant obedience to one’s “worldly masters.” Alarmed and 
frustrated, German liberals struck back. They denounced the 
“shameless use of religion by the ‘sons of darkness.’ ”95

It was this highly polarized situation that gave rise to what 
appears to have been the first ever history of liberalism, by the  
Prussian professor of philosophy Wilhelm Traugott Krug in 
1823. Born in Radis, Prussia, Krug had succeeded Immanuel 
Kant in the chair of logic and metaphysics at the University of 
Königsberg, before moving to Leipzig where he taught philos-
ophy and became a well-known publicist.

Krug’s Historical Depiction of Liberalism confronted the 
reactionaries head- on by giving liberalism unimpeachable 
Christian and German credentials. God himself had created 
liberalism, Krug claimed, and he had done so by implanting the 
desire for freedom in all human beings. The desire for freedom 
had been given to man, Krug added, in order to encourage his 
progressive self- improvement and the related gradual reform of 
institutions like the Christian Church.
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According to Krug, the most important freedom was free-
dom of thought. His history recounted how the love of this partic-
ular freedom passed from God to the ancient Greeks and on to 
the early Church fathers, all of whom were “liberal” in their gen-
eral orientation. But because they engaged in critical thinking, 
they encountered fierce resistance from established authorities.

Germany played an essential role in Krug’s history. It was 
none other than the German Protestant reformer Martin Lu-
ther who had invented “religious liberalism.” And religious 
liberalism, he wrote, was essential to the improvement of  
the human institutions wanted by God. Protestantism liber-
ated Christians from the serfdom of  “blind faith” and encour-
aged the critical thinking essential to progress. Unfortunately, 
however, the Reformation led to battles between liberal and 
illiberal principles. Some continued to cling to outmoded re-
ligious dogmas.

Political liberalism, Krug went on to explain, emerged 
among the Whigs of England. While Tories believed in the di-
vine right of kings, Whigs derived sovereignty from the people. 
From England, liberalism traveled to the North American col-
onies, where it found fertile soil, and then on to France, where 
it was radicalized. There was now a terrible battle taking place 
across Europe between liberalism and antiliberalism. But the 
progress of liberalism, Krug concluded, was unstoppable. It 
was wanted by God.

Krug’s history of liberalism was quite obviously a rejoinder 
to the pretensions of the so- called Holy Alliance. It was liber-
alism, and not reaction, that was holy. But Krug also warned 
liberals not to be seduced by radicalism and provoke revolution. 
Only “a few idiots,” he said, espoused “ultraliberalism” and en-
gaged in “exaggerations.” There was no need for that. The future 
belonged to the gradual and “thoughtful” kind of liberalism.96



[ 80 ] Chapter two

Liberal Economic Principles

The ultra- royalists who dominated the French Chamber during 
the mid- 1820s also pushed through regressive economic poli-
cies. Large landowners, manufacturers, and colonial planters 
joined together to form a powerful protectionist lobby. They  
clamored for a return to tariffs, especially on wheat and sugar. 
They also demanded the restitution of France’s colonies and 
the official restoration of the slave trade. Despite having agreed 
to its ban in 1815, the Bourbon kings in fact encouraged the 
trade surreptitiously and repressed abolitionist publications. 
The protectionist lobby also fought for the restoration of pri-
mogeniture and entail.

The government had already imposed a tariff on imported 
grain in 1819. Two years later, a new ultra- royalist majority 
followed up by imposing an outright prohibition on the im-
portation of grain below a certain price. The following year, 
it pushed through another law that steeply increased tariffs 
on foreign sugar, iron, and cattle. The writings of François 
Ferrier and Jean- Baptiste Say now became more relevant 
than ever. Ferrier’s treatise mocking liberal principles of trade 
was republished in 1821 and 1822. Say’s Treatise on Political 
Economy, which, as we have seen, denounced tariffs, protec-
tions, the colonial system, and slavery, was reprinted as well. 
Benjamin Constant denounced the new laws from the floor 
of the Chamber, calling them cruel, unjust, and self- serving. 
He denounced the rich for using the government to enrich 
themselves further, at the expense of the laboring poor, not to 
mention slaves. A giant publicity campaign was organized to 
disseminate liberal ideas of political economy and to put pres-
sure on legislators. Constant published a text trying to rally 
liberals around a policy of  “laissez- faire, laissez- passer.” But  
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he did not succeed in convincing everyone. Liberals were never 
of one mind on the issue of tariffs.

Constant also made speeches denouncing the slave trade 
and demanded that the government enforce the ban. The 
right wing of the Chamber regularly heckled him for this.97 
He joined other liberals in showcasing the success of Haiti, 
the first black independent nation in the Americas. He praised 
the constitution its black citizens had produced.98 According 
to his friend Jean- Charles- Léonard Sismondi, “the sons of Af-
rica” had proved that they deserved to be free and that all Af-
ricans had the potential to become “civilized.”99

Constant was, of course, aware that, due to electoral laws 
of the Restoration, legislative power in France lay in the hands 
of large landowners and wealthy merchants, the same com-
bination of men that Adam Smith had warned against in the 
Wealth of Nations. Wealthy businessmen, with the support 
of aristocratic landowners, were “an order of men, whose in-
terest is never exactly the same with that of the public, who 
have generally an interest to deceive and even to oppress the 
public, and who accordingly have, upon many occasions, both 
deceived and oppressed it.”100 Constant was also well aware 
that customs agents composed 20 percent of the total of state 
agents employed by the Restoration government, and that 
they included the secret police as well as a network of infor-
mants and spies. He himself was under police surveillance for 
much of the 1820s. Customs agents, it should be known, were 
charged with inspecting all imported books to make sure that 
“they contained nothing contrary to the government or the in-
terest of the state.”101 In April 1816, an ultra- royalist majority 
of the Chamber had adopted a number of measures ostensi-
bly against smuggling, blaming it on the immorality suppos-
edly spread by the “disastrous Revolution.” These measures 
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increased the powers of the customs administration to search 
travelers, merchants, and private homes in an area that was 
extended to twenty- five kilometers inland from France’s bor-
ders. The laws also augmented penalties for smuggling. When 
liberals like Constant advocated laissez- faire, laissez- passer, 
they had such measures in mind too.

Their shared commitment to the free circulation of goods, 
ideas, and persons did not mean that laissez- faire liberals op-
posed all government intervention in the economy. Contrary 
to what is often said today about nineteenth- century liber-
alism, early liberals were not doctrinaire about laissez- faire. 
They did not stress property rights or celebrate the virtues of 
unbounded self- interest. What today is called “classical” or 
“orthodox” liberalism did not exist.

Constant believed that private property was not a natu-
ral right but merely a social convention and therefore under 
the jurisdiction of society. Say recognized explicitly that gov-
ernments had the right to regulate any type of industry and 
believed that regulation was useful and proper in many cir-
cumstances. It was entirely appropriate, for example, for gov-
ernments to intervene to help workers made redundant by 
introduction of machinery in industry. Governments could le-
gitimately restrict the use of new machines and find work for 
the unemployed. “Without a doubt,” Say wrote, a government 
“must protect the interests of workers.”102 It was the duty of 
every government, Say declared, “to aim at the constant ame-
lioration of its subjects’ condition.”

But, as always, liberals did not always agree. Charles Comte 
and Charles Dunoyer, who were the editors of the liberal jour-
nal Le Censeur européen, endorsed laissez- faire to extremes 
not found in either Smith or Say. Dunoyer opposed govern-
ment involvement in education, public works, and even mail 
delivery. Sismondi, however, advocated more government 
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intervention, not less. In 1803 he published On Commercial 
Wealth, in which he argued for the absolute freedom of com-
merce and industry. But by 1819, with the publication of New 
Principles of Political Economy, he had changed his mind, ex-
plaining that he was obliged to modify and develop his earlier 
ideas because of the shocking facts that were emerging about 
the conditions of workers in industrializing economies— 
particularly England. Government, Sismondi now said, should 
intervene to protect the weak from the strong. Most liberals 
advocated freer international trade, and a freer domestic cir-
culation of people and goods, but they could disagree on the 
legitimate and desirable bounds of government intervention 
in the economy. They could argue over what constituted “true 
liberalism,” “liberalism” being a word in any case used rarely 
by liberals, most likely because it had negative connotations.

Evidence from outside France confirms that liberals as a 
rule did not endorse a strict version of laissez- faire. In Ger-
many, Spain, Italy, Spanish America, and India, self- identified 
liberals endorsed a spectrum of views on the economy that de-
pended on local circumstances. In the period so often referred 
to as the heyday of  laissez- faire, there was no united position on  
the question, and the term “economic liberalism” was not used. 
Though Krug spoke favorably of  “religious liberalism” and “po-
litical liberalism,” he did not mention anything called “economic 
liberalism.” In America, where the term “liberalism” was anyway 
extremely rare, it did not designate an economic policy.

Liberal Exclusions

As we know, early liberals were not democrats. Endorsing popu-
lar sovereignty did not mean endorsing universal suffrage. Their 
reticence on this issue owed much to their experience with 
the Terror and the Napoleonic regime. Universal suffrage was 
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introduced in France in 1792 for the election of a National Con-
vention, the same Convention that launched the Reign of   Terror. 
Napoleon’s dictatorship was approved by plebiscite. Universal 
suffrage was associated on one hand with mob rule, violence, 
and disorder and on the other with gullibility, poor judgment, 
and submissiveness. For Constant— as for most liberals at the 
time— the right to vote was a trust and not a right. They thought 
that property ownership was necessary to give people the inde-
pendence and leisure time to acquire the knowledge and charac-
ter they needed to make informed political decisions.

This helps to explain why not one of the liberals mentioned 
in this chapter, with the notable exception of Mary Wollstone-
craft, advocated voting rights for women. Women were, after 
all, legally dependent persons, with little access to the property 
and education deemed necessary to exercise the vote. Only a 
handful of texts published between 1789 and 1793 even men-
tioned political rights for women.

Those who did advocate such rights often used recogniz-
ably liberal language to support their cause. They compared 
women to slaves and marriage to a form of despotism. An Oc-
tober 1789 petition addressed to male legislators exclaimed: 
“You have broken the scepter of despotism; you have pro-
nounced the beautiful axiom [that] the French are a free 
people. Yet still you allow thirteen million slaves shamefully 
to wear the irons of thirteen million despots!” They accused 
legislators of being selfish, that is, illiberal, for ignoring them.

Wollstonecraft was a fervent supporter of the liberal princi-
ples of the revolution, as we know from her Vindication of the 
Rights of Men (1790) and her critique of Edmund Burke. Two 
years later, she followed up with the Vindication of the Rights 
of Woman, in which she urged French legislators to correct 
their constitution by giving voting rights to women. This text 
reads like one long refutation of the notion that the French 
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deputies could call themselves liberal when they ignored half 
of the human race. Instead, they were selfish and protective of 
hierarchy. Mary Hays, Wollstonecraft’s disciple, derided them 
for sitting on a “self- erected throne” from which they kept 
women in chains. “How long,” she asked, “will man refuse the 
liberty he claims; how long will he cherish, with narrow policy 
and superstitious veneration, the maxims of tyranny, and the 
institutions of  barbarism?”103 In denying women the vote, lib-
erals were contradicting their own principles.

Lawmakers generally ignored such pleas, and in October 
1793 a decree prohibited women from even attending clubs 
where politics was discussed. Its language focused on women’s 
domestic duties. Speaking on behalf of the Committee of Gen-
eral Security, deputy Jean- Baptiste Amar declared that women 
should not be allowed to meet in clubs because “nature” dic-
tated that they tend to their families and homes. They should 
stick to “the private functions to which women are destined by 
nature itself.”

This is a somewhat curious and misleading line of argu-
ment, since few if any advocates of women’s rights challenged 
the idea that women had domestic duties, or that their natures 
were different from men’s. Wollstonecraft herself never ques-
tioned this. Most advocates of reforms for women did not even 
request political rights. They asked for things like increased 
access to education, better jobs, and control of their own prop-
erty. They requested the right to divorce and for laws to make 
marriage more egalitarian. A greater degree of equality within 
marriage, they argued, would allow for friendship and collabo-
ration in the carrying out of a couple’s “duties to humanity.”104 
A more companionate marriage would help regenerate the na-
tion, improve morals, and encourage the citizenly virtues.

Although Madame de Staël never advocated voting rights for 
women, her novels celebrated female courage and intellectual 
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capacity. Women, she wrote, could help heal and regenerate 
France because they “are the ones who animate everything 
relating to humanity, generosity, delicacy.”105 De Staël’s own 
novels were intended to do just that, in other words, to fos-
ter feelings of compassion and kindness in her readers, moral 
values that she thought were essential to modern and liberal 
regimes. Delphine, published in 1802, centered on a beauti-
ful and brilliant woman who was victimized by society’s anti-
quated principles. It praised both divorce and Protestantism.

Counterrevolutionaries opposed the right to divorce for 
the same reason that Madame de Staël and other liberals sup-
ported it. The stability of a state, they said, depended on the 
superior authority of the husband and the indissolubility of 
marriage. In his pamphlet On Divorce, originally published in 
1801, Louis de Bonald rejected its legalization as something 
that would create “democracy in the family” (clearly an abom-
inable thing)— and thus would provoke a second revolution.106 
Joseph de Maistre also held that the stability and strength of 
the state depended on women’s subordination to their hus-
bands.107 With the return of the monarchy in 1816, such ideas 
provided the rationale for abolishing the right to divorce over 
the vehement objections of liberals in the Chamber.

On September 16, 1824, Louis XVIII died and his brother, 
Charles X, ascended the throne. A devout Catholic and staunch 
counterrevolutionary, Charles promptly asserted his inten-
tions to restore the authoritarian and Catholic monarchy. With 
the help of ultra- royalists in the Chambers, he passed a series 
of laws that horrified liberals.

One of the most controversial of these measures compen-
sated former émigrés for property lost during the revolution. 
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Charles also tightened the Throne and Altar alliance and in-
tensified efforts to re- Catholicize the country. He passed two 
religious bills, one legalizing religious orders that had been 
banned during the revolution and another criminalizing re-
ligious “sacrileges,” very vaguely defined. 

Liberals protested loudly, more than ever convinced that 
the Catholic Church was their most formidable enemy. They 
counterattacked with a well- organized propaganda offensive, 
flooding the country with political pamphlets, cartoons, songs, 
and cheap editions of anticlerical texts. It has been estimated 
that over the span of seven years, 2.7 million anticlerical books 
were published, including Constant’s De la religion. 

By 1827, the political pendulum had swung back in their 
favor. Increasingly panicky ultra- royalists feared that liberal-
ism was winning the battle.108 They accused liberals of being 
“republican, anarchist and seditious gazeteers who, for more 
than twelve years, have relentlessly attacked all that is true  
and good . . . [and who] long ardently for a new revolution, 
more complete than the first.”109 

Faced with the growing popularity of the liberal opposi-
tion, Charles’s government became increasingly desperate and 
turned to colonial ventures to regain popular support. Using 
a minor diplomatic dispute with Algeria as a pretext, the king 
sent an expedition to seize the capital city of Algiers. After a 
quick military victory, he then moved against liberals at home 
with the July Ordinances, suspending freedom of the press, 
dissolving the Chamber, and raising property qualifications for 
voting. These actions triggered the three- day insurrection that 
overthrew him.
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Ch a pter three

Liberalism, Democracy, 
and the Emergence of the 
Social Question, 1830– 48

The whole problem of modern society will be worked out, as I 
have long thought it would, in France and nowhere else.

— John Stuart Mill, 1849

led by liber al journalists and politicians, the people of 
Paris rose up in late July 1830 and overthrew their government. 
What came to be called the July Revolution took only three days 
and was relatively bloodless. The reactionary King Charles X 
abdicated and his more liberal cousin, Louis Philippe, Duke of 
Orléans, replaced him on the throne.

These Three Glorious Days marked a clear victory for lib-
eralism. Expressions of joy flowed in from around the world. 
John Stuart Mill rushed to Paris to observe events firsthand. 
The American ambassador sent home a favorable report and 
both President Jackson and Secretary of State Van Buren of-
fered congratulatory messages. German liberals called it a vic-
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tory for all of Europe, if not the world. As far away as India, 
newspapers reported on what was transpiring in France. The 
Bengali reformer Rammohan Roy celebrated the ascension of 
the French citizen- king, Louis Philippe.1 As one foreign ob-
server remarked, “the whole world is influenced by all that is 
done in Paris.”2

François Guizot, who became a leading spirit of the new 
government, issued a jubilant proclamation. The heroic popu-
lation of Paris had won the battle against absolute monarchy. 
According to Adolphe Thiers, another leading light of the pe-
riod, liberals had finally “arrived” and constitutional monarchy  
was now safe.3 From the floor of the Chamber, Benjamin Con-
stant expressed special pride over the role of workers in the 
uprising.

Very soon, however, these very same liberals would confront 
a formidable new adversary, known by the term “socialism.”

The Liberal Government Turns Conservative

Early excitement over the July Revolution quickly gave way 
to disappointment. Sharp disagreements arose among French  
liberals over what policies they should pursue now that they 
were in power. They stood for constitutional government, 
but what else? They favored popular representation, but how 
much? How should they deal with growing worker unrest? 
These issues divided and weakened liberals and exposed them 
to new attacks this time from not just the right, but also the left.

The first fissure arose over the question of the franchise. 
King Louis Philippe and François Guizot, saw the July Revo-
lution as a defensive movement meant to protect the Charter. 
They opposed those who saw it as an opportunity to undertake 
further reforms and, in particular, a meaningful expansion of 
the electorate. The liberal deputy Odilon Barrot’s Memoirs 
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recount that “men of movement” like himself pushed for pro-
gressive reforms, but that they were constantly thwarted by 
“men of resistance” like the king and Guizot.

Eventually, the resistance liberals won the battle. The new 
constitutional charter differed little from the one it replaced. 
Property qualifications for the suffrage were lowered only min-
imally, so that the right to vote and stand for office in na-
tional elections remained the privilege of a very small group  
of wealthy notables. The electorate under the Restoration came 
to 140,000 voters out of a total population of over 26 million; in 
the July Monarchy, the number rose to not more than 241,000.  
England, with a much smaller population, had a little over 
400,000 voters after 1832. The French king defended this mod-
erate expansion of the electorate by saying that it would wisely 
maintain a “juste milieu [just middle]” between the excesses 
of democracy and the abuses of royal power. Guizot described 
the juste milieu position as both “liberal and conservative,” ap-
parently seeing no contradiction in that.4 Charles Rémusat fa-
mously declared: “We are the government of the bourgeoisie,” 
at a safe distance from both aristocratic rule and democracy.5

Left-wing critics denounced it as just another type of aris-
tocracy— this time one of money. Deputy Etienne Cabet voiced 
the sense of outrage felt by many former supporters. The new 
constitution was not liberal, he protested. It was “illiberal” 
since it placed power in the hands of a moneyed elite that was 
even more selfish and disdainful than the nobility it had re-
placed.6 Accused of treason, Cabet was dismissed from his po-
sition as a civil servant in Corsica and fled to England.

Frustrated, some radicals began to advocate the overthrow 
of the monarchy and the establishment of a republic based 
on universal suffrage. Their supposedly liberal government 
responded with laws restricting freedom of the press and the 
right of association. Between July 1830 and February 1832 there 
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were four hundred government prosecutions of newspapers. 
In April 1831, a strict new law against public demonstrations 
was passed. When, a year later, republican groups in Paris tried 
to turn the funeral of one of their leaders into an uprising, the 
liberal government imposed a state of siege on the capital. It 
became illegal to call oneself a republican.

Many former supporters now accused the liberals in power 
of betraying their own principles. In the Chambers, Benjamin 
Constant expressed his deep disappointment. Lafayette re-
signed in protest from the command of the National Guard. 
Charles Comte and Charles Dunoyer, who had taken jobs in 
the new government, gave up their posts. Alexis de Tocque-
ville, as yet relatively unknown, left for America. Having ini-
tially welcomed the new regime, he soon came to despise it.

The resistance liberals’ conservative turn distressed the 
young John Stuart Mill. Ten years earlier, he had visited Paris 
and lived in the home of political economist Jean- Baptiste Say. 
He had been introduced to many leaders of the liberal party 
and, as he later recalled in his autobiography, had acquired a 
“strong and permanent interest in Continental Liberalism.”7

Hearing the news of the outbreak of the July Revolution, 
Mill rushed to Paris. There he met and befriended the Marquis 
de Lafayette and other movement liberals, with whom he de-
veloped a close rapport. Letters home to his father show that  
Mill quickly grew disappointed with the direction that the 
revolution took. The new government showed little interest in 
real reform. France, he lamented, had become a “monied . . . 
[and] narrow Oligarchy.”8

After returning to England, Mill continued to follow de-
velopments in France closely, producing a series of articles for 
the Examiner. He called France’s new leaders a “stationary or 
stagnation party,” and labeled them “so- called liberals” since 
they were mainly interested in maintaining the status quo.9 
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They showed an aversion to reform, especially to help the 
poorest classes. They cared only about their selfish interests. 
They were betraying the liberal cause.

Such disappointment was deep and widespread. As early 
as 1831, journalists in the United States lost their enthusi-
asm and reported that the liberal government in France had 
turned conservative. A rift had developed between those who 
wanted more reforms and those who did not; “trouble [was] 
brewing.”10 The Encyclopedia Americana, edited by German  
the émigré Francis Lieber, reported that a breach had occurred 
in the French liberal party between conservatives and progres-
sives. A twenty- seven- page article on liberalism in the German 
Staats- Lexikon expressed regret and displeasure. Any liberal 
government should, by definition, be about movement, it said. 
Liberals were supposed to promote the common good and not 
the selfish interests of a party or privileged class.11 By such cri-
teria, the French liberals in power were no longer liberal.

Liberals on Democracy

Such dissensions among liberals should not make us think that 
even “movement liberals” favored democracy in our modern 
sense of the term. Since the very beginning, liberals worried 
about the “incapacity” of the masses, whom they thought were 
irrational, prone to violent behavior, and unaware of their own 
best interests. Most liberals continued to favor strict property 
qualifications for both voting and office holding. Liberal reform-
ers wanted a reduction in these qualifications, not necessarily 
their abolition. Representing the will of the people, they rea-
soned, was not the same as giving them the vote. 

The “true majority,” wrote one German liberal, should be dis-
tinguished from the “majority by head count.”12 A liberal gov-
ernment was not the same thing as government by plebiscite, 
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said another. It was important to differentiate between equal-
ity before the law and universal suffrage.

Our understanding of  liberalism’s relationship with democ-
racy is complicated by the fact that neither word had a fixed or 
agreed- upon meaning and both were used in ways unfamiliar 
to us today. The word “democracy” did not necessarily desig-
nate an electoral system based on universal suffrage. It could 
also mean a type of society— for example, a society that recog-
nized civil equality and in which social mobility was feasible. 
In that sense, it was possible for many European liberals to  
accept and even celebrate democracy while simultaneously op-
posing universal suffrage. 

Democracy in the sense of equality under the law was one 
of the proudest achievements of the Revolution of 1789. And  
it was in this sense that the liberal deputy Royer- Collard, in  
an 1822 speech delivered in the Chambers, asserted that de-
mocracy “is everywhere in France.”13 Today, that seems a 
rather strange thing to say about a country in which not more 
than 140,000 of 26 million had the vote. But it is perfectly in-
telligible when you realize that the word “democracy” did not 
necessarily mean an electoral system.

This fact also helps to explain some otherwise rather odd 
conflations. In 1825, Thomas Jefferson lumped liberals to-
gether with democrats as if there were little difference between 
them. Explaining the political divide that exists in every coun-
try, he reasoned that “some are whigs, liberals, democrats, call 
them what you please. Others are tories, serviles, aristocrats 
etc. The latter fear the people, and wish to transfer all power 
to the higher classes of society; the former consider the people 
as the safest depository of power in the last resort; they cherish 
them therefore, & wish to leave in them all the powers to the 
exercise of which they are competent.”14 Jefferson was here not 
necessarily suggesting that liberals and democrats advocated 
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what we mean by democracy today. Whigs, liberals, and dem-
ocrats, he says, wish to leave in the people as much power as 
they are competent to exercise. Exactly how much or what kind 
of power is left unclear.

It is also worth pausing a minute to consider the fact that 
Jefferson was here explaining European politics to an Amer-
ican interlocutor. The word “liberal”, as a political term, was 
virtually unknown in America at the time. The entry “liberal” 
in the Encyclopedia Americana of 1831 states that the word’s 
new and political meaning comes from France. In that coun-
try, the article explains, the word now stands for “equal rights” 
and “democratic principles.”15 What exactly “democratic prin-
ciples” means is left unexplained. The encyclopedia contains 
no entry on “liberalism.”

The liberal leader François Guizot, who was, in many ways, 
the very symbol of the July Monarchy, saw universal suffrage 
as completely incompatible with liberty. With the French Rev-
olution of 1789 and Napoleon in mind, he was certain that  
it led inevitably to dictatorship. But Guizot was not an advo-
cate of placing power in the hands of a heredi tary aristocracy 
either. Instead, he favored the  juste milieu— a system by which 
the propertied middle class ruled through representative insti-
tutions. Like many other liberals at the time, he believed that 
the franchise should be given only to men with the requisite 
degree of education, judgment, and leisure to be trusted with 
something as important as the vote. He could accept democ-
racy as a type of society but not as a form of government.

These discussions about democracy provide the context for 
Alexis de Tocqueville’s masterpiece, Democracy in America, 
the first volume of which appeared in 1835 to great acclaim. 
Born in 1805 to an old and aristocratic Catholic family, the 
young Tocqueville studied law and, at the age of twenty- two, 
earned a judgeship in the lower courts. He welcomed the July 
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Revolution at first, but soon became disenchanted. In 1831  
he therefore requested an assignment to travel to America os-
tensibly to study its prison system. The request was granted, 
and he took the opportunity to travel widely and study other 
things besides. The result was Democracy in America.

Today regarded as one of the great classics of liberalism, 
Democracy in America was at its time meant to deliver some 
pointed lessons to Guizot’s  juste milieu government. As the 
book shows, Tocqueville shared the conservative liberals’ 
concerns about democracy, whether social or political. He 
worried about the masses’ lack of capacity. He was especially 
concerned about democracy’s tendency to foster egoism or 
individualism, as he also called it. “Egoism blights the seeds 
of every virtue,” he wrote. Like Constant and others, however, 
Tocqueville believed that the forward march of equality was 
unstoppable. Political democracy was therefore “a providential 
fact.”16 Under the circumstances, the best that could be done 
was to prepare France for the inevitable: the population had 
to acquire capacity. 

Preparing France for democracy meant adopting some of 
the political institutions, practices, and values he had found in 
America. Among these were administrative decentralization, 
freedom of association, and church/state separation, some of 
the very reforms that the Guizot government was firmly resist-
ing. Such liberal measures, Tocqueville suggested, could per-
form the necessary role of “educating democracy,” in a sense 
neutralizing, or at least minimizing, its dangers. Liberals 
should work not to stop democracy but to instruct it and tame 
it, so that it did not threaten liberty and devolve into the new 
kind of despotism France had seen under Napoleon.

Democracy in America earned Tocqueville great celebrity 
and helped get him elected to the Chamber of Deputies in 
1839. There, he joined the opposition to the government of 
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Louis Philippe and Guizot, who never followed his advice. As 
for Tocqueville himself, he became more and more pessimistic 
about democracy in the years to come.17

Liberals and Insurrection, Again

Liberal worries about democracy were closely related to fears 
of popular violence. And yet evidence shows that some liber-
als continued to advocate popular insurrection to overthrow 
repressive regimes across Europe. The majority of liberals de-
nounced such liberals as “ultraliberal,” “exalted,” or “extremist” 
and distanced themselves from them.

When the July Revolution of 1830 broke out, there were 
liberals in Italy, Poland, and Germany who hoped to receive 
help from the French government in support of their own rev-
olutions. However, despite the intense lobbying of liberals like 
Lafayette, the new French government would do little to upset 
the European status quo. Except for in Belgium, where France 
helped establish a lasting constitutional monarchy, the juste 
milieu government refused to intervene, and the uprisings in 
Italy, Poland, and Germany were easily squashed.

Some liberals went underground from where they continued  
to plot insurrections. The Italian revolutionary Giuseppe Maz-
zini was one. Born in the Republic of Genoa in 1805, Mazzini 
joined the Freemason-like secret society, the Carbonari, as a  
young man. The Carbonari’s main goal was to overthrow abso-
lutist regimes throughout Europe and replace them with consti-
tutional ones. In 1830, Mazzini and his Italian comrades hoped 
for French help in this endeavor. But none came. Instead, Maz-
zini was arrested, imprisoned, and forced into exile. He even-
tually made his way to London, where he continued to plot in-
surrections in coordination with counterparts across Europe. 
Today heralded as a pioneer of  “liberal internationalism,”18 
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Mazzini was at his time a highly unusual type of liberal whose 
insurrectionary tactics and democratic ideas were rejected by 
most others.

Radical liberals such as Mazzini saw no contradiction be-
tween advocating liberal principles and encouraging insurrec-
tion. After all, liberalism owed its very origins to the French 
Revolution. Liberals of Mazzini’s ilk regarded all liberals 
as part of a family fighting for the same thing and regularly 
appealed to established governments for help. In London, 
Mazzini made friends in the liberal community, where he was 
widely esteemed. John Stuart Mill, who first met Mazzini in 
1837, expressed great admiration for him. He called him “one 
of the men I most respect” and “in every way a superior man 
among all the foreigners I have known.”19 In fact, admiration 
for Mazzini was widespread among British liberals and the 
population at large. Lord Morley, ministerial colleague and 
biographer of William Gladstone, called Mazzini “one of the 
most morally impressive men I ha[ve] ever known.” When  
Morley was in Mazzini’s presence, he could hardly resist “this 
feeling of greatness.”20

But this admiration for Mazzini did not mean that liberals  
necessarily approved of his methods or all his ideas. Support 
for insurrection was exceedingly rare. Although Mill expressed 
respect for him, he also professed not to like “his mode of work-
ing.”21 Indeed, the majority of  liberals rejected his “exaggerated” 
liberalism. More moderate liberals continued to believe that the 
best way forward was to cooperate with existing European gov-
ernments and to press them for gradual reforms. In Italy, some 
of these moderates placed their hopes in rulers like Charles 
Albert of Piedmont or even Pope Pius IX, who was elected in  
1846 and soon acquired the reputation of being a liberal pope.

Certainly, most German liberals wanted to distance them-
selves from those who were plotting insurrections. We have 
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already seen that the liberal professor Wilhelm Krug, in his 
1823 Historical Depiction of Liberalism, derided the “few 
idiots” who espoused what he called an exaggerated form of  
liberalism. The Staats- Lexikon, a veritable compendium of 
liberal beliefs, also took a firm stand against “ultra- liberals” 
and instead advocated a measured and gradual approach to 
reform.22 The very purpose of the encyclopedia, its foreword 
stated, was to furnish “sane” political ideas with which all 
reasonable and mature liberals could agree. Its goal was cer-
tainly not to encourage either insurrection or political democ-
racy. German liberals like Krug and the writers of the Staats- 
Lexikon were dedicated to fighting the extremism of  both the 
right and the left, both absolutism and radicalism.

The long entry on liberalism in the Staats- Lexikon is re-
vealing. Written by Paul Pfizer, a liberal politician, journalist, 
and philosopher from Württemberg, it responded forcefully 
to attacks coming from the right. Liberalism, it asserted, was 
being unjustly impugned. Liberals were being described as de-
ranged, sick, and crazy. They were being accused of inciting 
violence and mob rule. But this, Pfizer insisted, was a gross 
misrepresentation of the facts. True liberals deplored radical-
ism, violence, and mob rule. What they wanted, the Staats- 
Lexikon declared, was simply movement in the direction of 
constitutional and representative government. They stood for 
piecemeal reform and progress and did not wish to proceed 
too quickly. Liberals strove for improvements appropriate to 
Germany’s historical circumstances.

Like their counterparts in Italy, Germans labored under 
very difficult circumstances. They had no united nation. The 
leading German states had no parliaments, and where they 
existed, they had very limited power. The population was un-
schooled politically and many feudal, military, and bureau-
cratic privileges remained. The draconian Carlsbad Decrees 
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had been renewed in 1832. King Frederick William IV of Prus-
sia, who ascended the throne in 1840, condemned liberalism 
as a disease and vowed to make no concessions whatsoever to 
liberal demands, or what he referred to as “French” forms of 
government. He wished instead to revive medieval notions of 
divine monarchy.

While writers for the Staats- Lexikon were anxious to as-
suage their right- wing critics that German liberals did not want 
revolution, they also wished to unite liberals under a moder-
ate banner. While it was true, Pfizer said, that there existed 
some “ultra- liberals” who were willing to per petrate excesses, 
real  liberals were not revolutionaries. And it was also true that 
revolutions were more often provoked by governments’ foolish 
resistance to change. If rulers wanted to avoid revolution, they 
should embrace liberal reforms. Sounding quite like Tocqueville 
and Krug, the Staats- Lexikon asserted that liberalism was in 
any case unstoppable because it was willed by providence.

Most German liberals tried to distance themselves from the 
violence associated with the French Revolution. Many instead 
sought ways to identify their liberalism with England and its 
peaceful and gradual political evolution. They attempted to 
argue that Germany’s political evolution could and should re-
semble England’s. To that effect, they revived and utilized the 
Anglo- Saxon myth: the idea that England owed its liberal po-
litical institutions to German origins.

The idea that the English form of government was in-
debted to the “Old- Saxon” tribes, who migrated to England  
in the early Middle Ages, was an old legend, widely dissemi-
nated in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The influ-
ential French philosopher Montesquieu, who greatly admired 
England’s constitution, traced it back to the forests of Germany, 
using Tacitus’s Germania to support his views. In her On Ger-
many, Madame de Staël expressed admiration for the traits  
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of character and spirit of independence of the ancient Ger-
mans, to whom she also thought the English constitution was 
indebted. In England itself, it was a common belief that the 
country’s political institutions stemmed from Saxon times and 
owed much to the early German tribes.

It was not peculiar, then, that nineteenth- century German 
liberals should express admiration for the English constitution 
and the way it supposedly incorporated the ancient institu-
tions of the Old- Saxon tribes. “Large bands of Saxons,” wrote  
F. C. Dahlmann, a liberal from Schleswig- Holstein, were “thor-
oughly imbued with legal concepts of freedom” and brought  
these concepts to Britain, where they made their way into the 
English constitution.23 For German liberals to campaign for lib-
eral principles of government was entirely natural, since these 
principles had deep roots in their own history. At least that is 
what German liberals wanted their fellow Germans to believe.

Liberals Face the “Social Question”

Related to liberal fears of democracy and revolution were anx-
ieties about the so- called “social question.” Here again the 
French led the way. During the 1830s and 1840s, Paris became 
a gathering place of radicals and revolutionaries and the place 
where some of the most advanced socialist thinking in Europe 
took place. Not for nothing did Karl Marx make it his home in 
1843 until he was expelled by the Guizot government in 1845. 
In Paris Marx immersed himself in some of the most radical 
thinking of the time.

The importance of the July Monarchy to the history of so-
cialism was noted by the liberal professor Lorenz von Stein in 
his widely read book, Socialism and Communism in Contem-
porary France, published in 1842. Born in Schleswig-Holstein, 
von Stein rose to become one of the most influential scholars 



liber aliSM and deMoCr aCy [ 101 ]

in the new field of sociology and has been credited with intro-
ducing the term “social movement” into scholarly debate. A 
resident of Paris from 1841 to 1842, he was clearly influenced 
by the political discussions going on in the city.

The 1830 Revolution, von Stein wrote, was a great water-
shed in the history of mankind. It destroyed forever the idea 
of the divine right of kings. This, in itself, was a great step 
forward. The problem was, however, that the selfishness and 
shortsightedness of the liberals brought to power by the rev-
olution were giving rise to a self-conscious, politicized and 
angry working class. If libe rals did not implement serious re-
forms, they should expect an  other revolution.

France’s government did not heed such warnings. It did 
very little to alleviate the distress of French workers, whose 
condition had only worsened since 1789. The revolution had 
destroyed the guilds that traditionally protected them and 
forbidden any new forms of worker organization that might 
enable them to bargain collectively with their employers. Na-
poleon’s Penal Code of 1810 imposed heavy fines for violations 
of this rule and instituted a new system of passports— the 
livrets— which enabled authorities to monitor workers’ move-
ments. From roughly 1827 to 1832, a depression caused food 
prices to soar, while a cholera epidemic hit Paris. Urban pop-
ulation growth under these conditions contributed to a miser-
able situation for workers. Extreme poverty, unemployment, 
and disease were widespread.

During the years leading up to the July Revolution, the 
workers had identified with the liberal cause. They had built 
and manned the barricades during the Three Glorious Days. 
Having lent such crucial support, they expected assistance 
from liberals when the revolution was over. Soon after the new  
regime was installed, they began to hold peaceful demonstra-
tions and sent delegates to the government. They asked for 
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shorter workdays, higher wages, and a ban on the new machin-
ery that was threatening their livelihoods.

Once in power, however, the liberals did little to answer the 
workers’ needs. They exacerbated matters by speaking about 
them in condescending and even disdainful ways. Some lib-
eral newspapers called workers “barbarians” and “savages” or 
accused them of  behaving like children. They were lectured on 
the “laws of the economy.” “In the ordinary course of events,” 
Guizot explained, the relations between capital and labor “set-
tle themselves.” Any attempt to intervene with the freedom of 
industry would be ineffective or even harmful.24

Some liberals said that government programs to help the 
poor bred laziness. Raising wages or reforming conditions of 
work would not improve anything but just inhibit the develop-
ment of the values and habits that workers needed to acquire. 
The problem, it was often said, was that workers were indolent 
and degenerate; they spent their money on alcohol and prosti-
tutes rather than on their homes and families. Intervention by 
the state should therefore be avoided as much as possible. It 
would simply exacerbate the situation and might also encour-
age workers to think that they could demand aid as a right.

The truth, moreover, is that the liberals in power did inter-
vene in the economy, but it did so selectively and in ways that 
favored themselves and their class. They supported employ-
ers against workers, repeatedly sending out troops to suppress 
strikes and demonstrations. They imposed censorship on their 
critics, and persecuted and exiled political adversaries. They 
imposed taxes that hit the poor disproportionately hard and 
maintained a high tariff regime that favored wealthy produc-
ers and landowners. The only nominally social law passed 
by the July Monarchy was an 1841 prohibition on the labor 
of children under eight years of age and the employment of 
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children younger than thirteen for nighttime work. The law, 
however, was routinely flouted.

Despite their illegality, strikes took place frequently during 
the July Monarchy. One such strike was by the silk weavers 
of Lyons in 1831. Rendered desperate by a reduction in their 
wages, the weavers rose up in protest. They mixed economic 
demands with political ones and changed chanted republican 
slogans, provoking violent retaliation. The government sent in 
an army to restore order. In 1834, there was another strike in 
Lyons. This time the confrontation escalated. Close to three 
hundred persons were killed in two days of fighting. Hundreds 
of  leaders were tried, condemned, and exiled.

Feeling insulted and betrayed by their liberal government, 
and forbidden by law to associate, workers began meeting in 
secret. They founded newspapers of their own. In the years 
1839 and 1840, several socialist treatises also appeared, includ-
ing Louis Blanc’s The Organization of Labor, Pierre Leroux’s 
On Humanity, Pierre- Joseph Proudhon’s What Is Property?, 
and Etienne Cabet’s Voyage to Icaria. These were some of the 
works that Karl Marx read while he was in Paris.

It was in this context that the word “socialist” was intro-
duced and disseminated. Originally, the term described any-
one who sympathized with the plight of the working poor. 
Marxism was still many years away, and at the time there was 
no necessary contradiction between being liberal and being 
socialist. The word seems to have come from England, where 
it was associated with the wealthy industrialist and reformer 
Robert Owen. As early as 1815, Owen was writing about a new 
“social system” that he hoped would replace the current system 
that was causing such hardship for the poor.

Owen was certain that his socialist ideas were “truly lib-
eral” since they were generous, enlightened, and designed to  
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advance the common good. He hoped to convince men of  “en-
larged, liberal habits of thought”25 to embrace his socialist 
ideas. His followers similarly addressed themselves to “liberal- 
minded persons of different classes and parties,” and thought 
it completely natural and logical to be both liberal and social-
ist, in the sense of sympathizing with workers and wanting to 
help them.26

But the July Monarchy changed all that. Accusations came 
from all around that liberals were incorrigibly selfish. They 
cared only about their own class and not at all about the poor.  
They were good at making speeches about equal rights, free-
dom, and reform, but were really only playing “word games.” 

Liberals were devoid of any generosity, heart, or feeling.27 
The policies they pursued, wrote one critic, were liberal only 
in appearance, but “murderous” in reality.28 A small number 
of rich people were growing richer, while for the rest, life was 
“a social Hell.”29 Liberals, some began to say, had served their 
purpose: they had toppled the Old Regime but offered no solu-
tions to the problems now afflicting France.

Soon Friedrich Engels, the close friend and associate of 
Karl Marx, expanded on von Stein’s critique of liberalism. In 
an essay for the Deutsch- Französische Jahrbücher published in  
1844, Engels denounced the “sham philanthropy” and “sham 
humanity” of  liberalism, calling it blatant hypocrisy.30 In 1845, 
he published The Condition of the Working Class in England, 
based on his own research in Manchester. It was not only the 
French liberals who were an abomination, he asserted, but 
English liberals too. They were narrow- minded, shortsighted, 
and selfish. Thanks to them, workers were being treated as 
brutes and in some ways were even worse off than slaves. The 
liberal system of government justified a war of each against all, 
from which only liberals benefited.
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What was happening in England and France, Engels pre-
dicted, would soon afflict Germany since their social systems 
were essentially the same. Three years later, Engels coauthored 
with Marx their famous Communist Manifesto, in which they 
warned of a coming revolution. Its opening lines denounced 
the French liberal minister François Guizot, who had by then 
become the very symbol of the liberalism Marx and Engels 
wished to overthrow. The Manifesto was published in London 
on the eve of the Revolutions of 1848.

Laissez- Faire and Liberalism

From this socialist critique of liberalism, it would be wrong 
to conclude that all mid- nineteenth- century liberal thinkers 
believed in laissez- faire or that liberal governments pursued 
strictly laissez- faire policies. Liberals across Europe and the  
Atlantic world were divided on the best way to grow the econ-
omy and remedy “pauperism,” a new word important from En -
gland at this time.31 There simply was no unified liberal posi-
tion on economics.

Some liberals believed that the best way to help workers 
was to lower the price of bread. In Britain, during the thirties 
and forties, such liberals campaigned for the abolition of the 
so- called Corn Laws, duties on grain imposed at the end of 
the Napoleonic Wars. The laws excluded foreign wheat until 
the price of domestic wheat reached a certain level. Like the 
French Corn Laws, passed around the same time, they were 
seen as benefiting primarily the aristocratic, landed elite while 
causing the poor to suffer.

French free traders were irritated when their new govern-
ment made only meagre efforts to lower tariffs. They accused 
the “so- called  liberal party” of acting in contradictory ways and 
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tried hard to make it change its policies.32 They founded the 
Political Economy Society in 1841 and launched the Journal 
économique, which relentlessly demanded “truly liberal leg-
islation,” particularly a more “liberal system of commerce.”33  
The very fact that they argued over what “truly liberal legisla-
tion” meant is a clear indication of the sharp divisions that ex-
isted within the liberal camp.

The French free traders’ most articulate spokesman was 
Frédéric Bastiat. Today Bastiat is a revered by American lib-
ertarians for his strong advocacy of what they call “classical 
liberalism.” At the time, however, he represented a minority 
point of view and had little if any success convincing liberal 
governments to implement his ideas. And, of course, he did 
not see himself as the founder of, or even an advocate for, clas-
sical liberalism, which didn’t exist.

Born in the South of France to a prominent business fam-
ily, Bastiat became politically active after the 1830 Revolution. 
He made his public debut as an economist in 1844, when his 
first article was published in the Journal économique. There-
after he became perhaps Europe’s most famous and certainly 
most enthusiastic proponent of  laissez- faire. Among his bet-
ter known works is Economic Sophisms, published in 1846, 
which contains a satirical parable known as the “candle makers’ 
petition”: candle makers lobby their government to block out  
the sun to prevent its unfair competition with their products.

Bastiat became politicized when, in the early 1840s, he 
learned about the British Anti- Corn Law League. In 1838, a 
number of merchants in Manchester had joined together to  
form this group of free traders. It launched a vigorous public-
ity campaign to educate electors to the benefits of free trade. 
Many claimed to be disciples of Adam Smith. They advocated 
the establishment of  “Smithian societies” throughout England 
and often cited sections of Smith’s writings that supported their 
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cause. Their societies, they hoped, would contribute “to the 
spread of liberal and just views of political science.”34 Thanks 
to their initiatives and propaganda, Adam Smith’s message 
was disseminated broadly, but also truncated and distorted. 
He was turned into an extreme proponent of  laissez- faire, as 
if he had said nothing else, which, as we know, is far from true.

Bastiat visited England and was well received by the Anti- 
Corn Law League. Upon his return to France, he published his 
first book, Cobden and the League, and became the nation’s 
most energetic propagandist of liberal trade policies. More 
publications followed. In 1846 he formed the National Associ-
ation for Free Markets, which had among its members Horace 
Say, the son of Jean- Baptiste, and Charles Dunoyer. Bastiat 
toured the country speaking about the benefits of laissez- faire.

Ultimately the free traders were unsuccessful. Liberal pol-
iticians refused to listen to the liberal political economists. 
They disagreed about what constituted a liberal economic pol-
icy. Adolphe Thiers, minister of commerce, derided Bastiat’s 
“so- called liberal” ideas.35 “Liberty of commerce,” Thiers said, 
was “a theory that should stay in the books where it belongs; 
policy must be determined by reference to facts.”36 Whether 
one was a protectionist or not should depend on circum-
stances, he said, and not on abstract theories of little relevance 
in the real world. Many French liberals agreed. One of their 
arguments was that England had economic advantages that 
France could not duplicate. Allowing French manufacturing 
to compete with the English without the protection of tariffs 
would lead to the collapse of French industry and massive un-
employment. The “so- called liberal” ideas of the free traders 
would hurt, not help, French workers.

Undeterred by such reasoning, French free traders became 
more doctrinaire. Dunoyer opposed government involvement in 
education, public works, mail delivery, and even the regulation 
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of child labor. The only legitimate role of the state, he said, 
was to provide internal and external security. Bastiat was only 
slightly less extreme. Running for election, he explained what 
the word “liberal” meant to him: fighting to keep govern ment 
within the most narrow limits of its functions.37 The best pol-
icy was one of the strictest laissez- faire.

Critics increasingly calling themselves socialist now joined 
conservatives in denouncing liberals for their “liberalism,” a 
term both sides used interchangeably with laissez- faire. The so -
cialist Louis Blanc, for example, denounced the “narrow and an -
archic doctrines of  liberalism, the catechism of laissez  faire.”38 
Anticipating Marx, he called liberalism a mere reflection of  
the political power of the bourgeoisie.39 It referred to the fatal-
istic economic policies that led to pauperism. The responsibil-
ity for pauperism was said to lie with Adam Smith’s French dis-
ciples, for whom individual interests ruled the world. 

On the eve of the Revolution of 1848, liberalism was thus 
being attacked from the left and right for some of  the very same 
reasons: it was a selfish, immoral, and anarchical doctrine that 
was dissolving the social fabric only to line the pockets of a fa-
vored few. This may be the reason why liberals themselves used 
the word “lib eralism” so sparingly. It had very bad connotations.

The Many Necessary Functions of Government

When socialists attacked liberals for advocating laissez- faire 
and caring nothing for workers, they were neither accurate 
nor fair. European liberals were divided on the issue of  laissez- 
faire. Few were doctrinaire on the issue. While socialist and 
reactionaries tended to lump them together and accuse them 
all of “liberalism,” liberals themselves disagreed about what 
true liberalism entailed. Given the grave problems caused by 
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industrialization and urbanization that were growing ever  
more visible during the July Monarchy, a growing number lib-
erals began to say that the government needed to intervene.  
Indeed, there is abundant evidence that liberals in France, En-
gland, and Germany saw no contradiction in being liberal and 
favoring government intervention of one type or another. The 
idea that the nineteenth century was a heyday of  laissez- faire 
is an oversimplification and distortion of history.

Take, for example, Tocqueville. He struggled with the ques-
tion of government intervention and was not entirely consis-
tent on the issue. His writings on political economy are some-
what vague and even contradictory. Shortly after starting 
work on Democracy in America, he visited England, where he 
had occasion to observe the working- class neighborhoods of 
Manchester. Appalled by the large numbers of impoverished 
people, he wrote a Memoir on Pauperism. Like many other lib-
erals, Tocqueville worried that the unintended consequences 
of such programs such as the Poor Laws would be to erode 
the motive to work and encourage idleness, which in turn 
would breed crime and immorality. He condemned what he 
called “legal charity,” that is, state- sponsored public assistance  
programs. But he also accepted the idea that some public as-
sistance programs, for example, those for the aged, the insane, 
and the ill, were necessary.

A few years later, in the second volume of Democracy in 
America (1840), Tocqueville called for increased state interven-
tion to help the poor. Private charity was not enough, he now 
declared; “public charity” was necessary. He worried about the 
emergence of an “industrial aristocracy.” Factory owners were 
growing ever richer, more powerful, and more arrogant while 
the workers became increasingly demoralized and dehuman-
ized. “This man resembles more and more the administrator 



[ 110 ] Chapter three

of a vast empire,” he wrote, “that man a brute.” Because of the 
painful effects of industrialization and the division of labor, 
Tocqueville now concluded that workers required “the special 
consideration of the legislator.” The government needed to ad-
dress endemic problems such as “the helplessness of infancy, 
the decrepitude of old age, sickness, insanity,” and it should 
furnish aid “in times of public calamities.” “It is at once neces-
sary and desirable,” said Tocqueville, “that the central power 
that directs a democratic people be active and powerful. There 
is no question of rendering it weak or indolent, but only of 
preventing it from abusing its agility and force.”40

In Britain, parliamentary reformers held a range of views 
on laissez- faire and government intervention. They could also 
be self- contradictory, arguing for one kind of intervention one 
day and another the next. And when certain circumstances 
arose— for example, when they became convinced that eco-
nomic distress somewhere in the country had become too  
important to ignore and local government was unable or un-
willing to remedy the situation— they frequently called on Par-
liament to intervene.

This helps to explain why scholars have a hard time catego-
rizing Mill. Some call him a liberal, others a socialist. In fact, 
however, his thought on the matter of intervention was not all 
that different from that of contemporary liberals. He provides  
a perfect example of the pragmatic, nonideological, and non-
doctrinaire liberalism that dominated in the nineteenth cen-
tury. At midcentury it was possible for a liberal to be socialist.

By the time Mill published his Principles of Political Econ-
omy, he had acquired considerable renown as a philosopher. 
His Logic of 1843 had been recognized as a work of major im-
portance. His Principles was equally influential, if not more 
so. The first edition was published in April 1848 and sold out 
within a year, leading to a second edition in 1849, and then 
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five more when it became established as a text in American 
and British universities. There was also an inexpensive 1865 
people’s edition, which sold more than ten thousand copies.41

There were, in Mill’s estimation, many necessary functions 
of government. Although he defended a “general practice” of 
laissez- faire, he also acknowledged that exceptions were often 
required “by some great good” and the “public interest.” Govern-
ment should play a role in the protection of the less able, for ex -
ample. It should institute regulations for the conservation of 
forests and water, as well as “all other natural riches, above and  
below the surface.” Government might also legitimately under-
take functions such as the coining of money, the standardization 
of weights and measures, the making or improving of harbors, 
and the building of lighthouses. It should provide for obliga-
tory public education. Examples of such necessary government 
functions, Mill noted, “might be indefinitely multiplied.”42

The liberal Edinburgh and Westminster Reviews encour-
aged their readers to trust the market but also approved of 
new economic regulations, and became more accepting of 
them over time. John McCulloch, a leading political econo-
mist who wrote for the Westminster Review, advocated not 
only laws to protect child labor, but also statutory poor relief, 
government- sponsored land reform programs, and public ed-
ucation.43 “Freedom is not,” he wrote, “the end of government: 
the advancement of public prosperity and happiness is its end: 
and freedom is valuable in so far only as it contributes to bring 
it about.”44 The Westminster Review ran articles on police re-
form, factory legislation, mining conditions, school aid, and 
the regulation of asylums, in which it described government 
as an instrument of benevolence. As the Times explained, the 
legislature was not just empowered but obliged to interfere 
with the rights of individuals, when “the general advantage of 
the community requires it.”45 Such thinking persuaded many 



[ 112 ] Chapter three

members of Parliament to vote for government action again 
and again. Just how and when the government should inter-
vene was decided in an ad hoc and pragmatic fashion.

In America, the leading advocate of laissez- faire was the 
editorial writer William Leggett, whose faith in the unbridled 
market was certainly extreme. The interest of the community, 
he wrote, was always best served by trusting the “simple order 
of nature.” The most effective policy for governments to pursue 
was to abide by the “laissez- nous  faire maxim,” in other words, 
allowing for free competition between individuals and restrict-
ing government intervention within the narrowest limits.46

As elsewhere, however, such ideas were contested by other 
influential writers. Francis Lieber, the editor of Encyclopedia 
Americana and a respected professor of political economy, 
thought well enough of Bastiat to translate him into English. 
But he apparently saw no contradiction in simultaneously as-
serting that a strong state was “essential to the full develop-
ment of  [man’s] faculties” and that its purpose was to pursue 
“the highest ends of man and society.”47 “Generally speak-
ing,” Lieber wrote, the object of the state was “to aid society 
in obtaining the highest degree of civilization or the greatest 
possible development of man, both by removing obstacles, or 
assisting directly.”48

All this goes to show, once again, that “classical liberalism” 
did not reign supreme during the nineteenth century. In fact, 
the concept that plays such a role in today’s discussions of lib-
eralism never actually existed during the period under con-
sideration. Liberals held a spectrum of economic views, were 
often inconsistent, and themselves hardly ever even used the 
term “liberalism” to designate their economic views.

This fact is perhaps especially useful to know when con-
sidering German liberalism. Today Germany is often treated 
as an outsider to the liberal tradition, and this has much to do 
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with German liberalism’s perceived statism. But the fact is that 
German liberals were much like their counterparts elsewhere 
in Europe; they were divided on the issue of economic policy 
and government intervention. They could advocate laissez- 
faire in some cases and not in others. There were free traders  
among them as well as champions of protection. Most believed 
that economic policy should relate to specific circumstances and 
be adapted to particular situations.

Like liberals elsewhere, the Germans worried about the “so-
cial question.” Here too advocates of strict laissez- faire were a 
distinct minority. German liberals knew about the deplorable 
conditions of workers in England and that were spreading to 
France. By the 1830s, the effects of industrialization were be-
coming visible in Germany as well, and many began to express 
alarm over a domestic pauperism crisis. This was the context 
for von Stein’s Socialism and Communism in Contemporary 
France, which was meant as a warning to German liberals.

One spokesman for laissez- faire was John Prince Smith, a 
naturalized Prussian born of English parents. Smith moved to 
eastern Prussia in 1831 and became the leading figure in the 
German free trade movement. He was a great fan of Bastiat 
and wanted to establish a movement similar to the Anti- Corn 
Law League in Germany. Much of his work was aimed at con-
vincing German liberals of the desirability of free trade. Other 
staunch advocates of laissez- faire included Karl Heinrich Rau 
and David Hansemann.

But most German liberals rejected extreme laissez- faire 
ideas. They used the derisive terms “Smithianism,” “Manches-
terism,” and the “pseudo- system of liberty” to designate what 
we today call laissez- faire economics.49 The liberal Friedrich 
List, who had spent time in Paris in 1830– 31 and was one of 
the founders of the Staats- Lexikon, accused laissez- faire and 
free trade economics of being nothing but “Individualismus,” 
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that is, selfishness. It sacrificed the welfare of the national com-
munity to the individual acquisition of wealth.50

Writers for the Staats- Lexikon expressed nuanced and of -
ten vague or even contradictory views. Robert von Mohl, a 
professor of political economy, wrote that “laissez  faire, lais-
sez passer must not be misunderstood. For it is one thing to 
interfere at the wrong place, and quite another to offer help 
where it is needed.”51 Limitations on freedom were perfectly 
acceptable when they were “for the higher purpose of the en-
tire community.” Von Mohl listed a long list of acceptable gov-
ernment interventions— schools for the training of workers, 
insurance, low- interest loans, government- sponsored savings 
banks, and benevolent associations. He recommended that the 
government outlaw child labor and excessively long working 
hours and suggested that the state might legitimately attempt 
to establish minimum wages.52

Nor did German liberals regard property rights as sacred or 
inalienable. Karl Rotteck’s article on “Property” defended the 
rights of property, but also disapproved of  “unlimited freedom 
of enterprise,” which he equated with a “war between every-
one and everyone else.” Like other German liberals, Rotteck 
opposed the accumulation of wealth in the hands of an “ugly 
aristocracy of money.” He advocated laws to regulate trade and 
industry and believed that the state had an obligation to help 
the poor.53

In other words, the great majority of nineteenth- century 
liberals, whether British, French, or German, were not all that 
adverse to government intervention. Nor did they advocate 
absolute property rights. And they certainly did not believe  
that individuals pursuing their own self- interest would spon-
taneously create a healthy wealth distribution or social har-
mony. They denounced selfishness and individualism at every  
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opportunity. The minority of liberals who advocated strict 
laissez- faire principles were sternly criticized by others.

Liberals on Colonies

Some liberals thought that the acquisition of colonies could 
help solve the social question. Their position on colonialism,  
however, is more complicated than it might at first seem. Just 
a glance at the attitudes of lib erals in Britain and France, the 
two main colonizers in the mid- nineteenth century, shows 
this. It turns out that liberals could be both for and against the 
acquisition of colonies.

French liberals protested loudly when, on the eve of the 
Revolution of 1830, Charles X invaded Algeria in what looked  
like a deliberate move to curry favor with the public. They 
equated colonies with both aristocratic and autocratic govern-
ment. The liberal deputy, Amédée Desjobert, a disciple of Jean- 
Baptiste Say, denounced French rule in Africa from the very 
beginning. In the Chamber of Deputies, he repeatedly asserted 
that it was morally abhorrent and fundamentally incompati-
ble with liberal political principles. Frédéric Bastiat was also a 
virulent critic of colonialism, calling it “revolting.” Henri Fon-
frède, another leading liberal publicist, called the colonization 
of Algerian territory “shameful.” The French were not civiliz-
ing, he said; they were exterminating.54

Such thinking aligned French critics of colonialism with 
British free traders like Richard Cobden and John Bright, 
leaders of the Anti- Corn Law League. They too denounced 
an empire based on violent conquest that served the inter-
ests of only a small minority of the population. In Bright’s fa-
mous words, the empire was “a gigantic system of out- door 
relief for the aristocracy.” Similarly, according to a writer for  
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the Westminster Review, colonialism was “part and parcel of 
the general plot by which the aristocracy of England are to be  
supported by the commonality.”55 As if to confirm this liberal 
point of view, Tory conservatives understood the attack on Brit-
ain’s colonies as attempt to “bring about [a] social revolution.”56 
Liberalism was an “extensive democratic movement,” an attack 
on the constitution, and an attempt to destroy the aristocracy.57

But liberals could also display a good deal of inconsistency 
and hypocrisy on the issue of colonies. After loudly denouncing  
Charles X’s taking of Algeria, many of them changed their minds 
once they came to power. Many of them even approved of the 
Algerian conquest after it encountered fierce local resistance 
and involved the killing of innocent civilians, the expropri-
ation of property, and the burning of farms and silos. Some 
publicly dismissed the brutality as “unfortunate necessities.”58 
One such liberal was Alexis de Tocqueville.

Liberals justified the possession of colonies in a number of 
ways. Their arguments tended to differ from those of conser-
vatives and ultra- royalists. To be sure, liberals also spoke of the 
honor and glory of France; but it was a different France that 
they claimed to be honoring. To them colonies were no longer 
about enhancing the status of the monarchy and aristocracy 
but about improving the lives of the middle and poorer classes. 
At least that is what they said.

Some argued that Algeria would provide expanded markets 
for French manufactured goods and sources of raw materials, 
which would aid industry. It would offer an outlet for France’s 
urban poor and unemployed, thus lessening their threat to 
public order at home. Tocqueville and other liberals believed 
that the acquisition of colonies could serve as an antidote to 
the moral and physical degeneration they thought France 
was suffering under the July Monarchy. They argued that to 
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survive and thrive in the colonies it was necessary to be indus-
trious, and the culture of  hard work would transform French-
men into manly, patriotic, and law- abiding citizens. Some lib-
erals also spoke of France’s “civilizing mission,” a phrase that 
first appeared in French dictionaries around 1840 with specific 
reference to the colonization of Algeria.59

By the late thirties and forties, many Britons came to be-
lieve that the best way to maintain Britain’s leading position in 
the world was not through conquest and exploitation, but with 
a new kind of empire based on free trade. They argued that 
because of England’s industrial predominance, its economy  
would not be hurt if it gave up its colonies; on the contrary, it 
would allow Great Britain to achieve a virtual industrial mo-
nopoly, and to maintain it more cheaply too. Joseph Hume, 
a liberal member of Parliament, reasoned that there was no 
problem in granting Britain’s colonies independence, since 
free trade would in any case “render all the world tributary to 
us.”60 Hearing such arguments, the German economist Fried-
rich List called free trade a neo- mercantilist strategy for Brit-
ish domination of the world.

Other British liberals claimed that Britain needed both an 
“informal” and a “formal empire,” free trade as well as with 
“settler colonies.” Many were won over by the ideas of colonial 
theorist Edward Gibbon Wakefield. Wakefield argued that the 
economies of advanced commercial states like England were  
in constant danger of stagnation and decline. They tended to-
ward overpopulation, overproduction, and surplus capital. 
They therefore needed new lands for their populations, mar-
kets for their goods, and new territory in which to invest. Only 
through settler colonies (like Australia, New Zealand, and 
Canada) could an industrial Britain keep growing and avoid 
social upheaval.
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Wakefield’s ideas resonated broadly among British liberals. 
John Stuart Mill regarded himself a disciple and paid tribute 
to Wakefield in his Principles of Political Economy. If one- 
tenth of Britain’s workers and capital were transferred to the 
colonies, Mill said, wages and profits would benefit.61

Many French liberals also favored this new kind of empire. 
In 1814, Say had already been pleased to predict that “the old 
colonial system will fall apart everywhere.”62 But this did not 
mean that he rejected colonialism altogether. Rather, Say fa-
vored what he and others called “true colonization”63 based on 
settler colonies. He apparently thought that this new and “true” 
kind of colonization would not require conquest, but could be 
effected through their superior enlightenment. Because of their 
sheer entrepreneurial genius, he wrote, Europeans were des-
tined to rule the world.

Most European liberals took for granted that they had the 
right to subjugate “backward” populations, which were “still 
barbarous.” However, as Mill explained, this did not give them 
license to do whatever they wanted with them or to pursue 
limitless aggrandizement at their expense. The rule over an-
other people, Mill wrote, was “a legitimate mode of govern-
ment in dealing with barbarians, provided the end be their im-
provement and the means justified by actually affecting that 
end.”64 Moreover, the objective of colonial rule, for Mill, was 
the natives’ self- government. It was justified if it were an ed-
ucative enterprise designed to create self- governing societies 
everywhere, at which point there would be no need for impe-
rial powers.

The Liberal Battle with Religion

While socialism and demands for democracy were a growing 
threat, mid- nineteenth- century liberals continued to fear the 
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reactionary forces of the right. In France, the threat of coun-
terrevolution remained very real, and as always, right- wing 
enemies of liberalism received crucial help from traditional 
churches, whether Catholic or Protestant. The period brack-
eted by the Revolutions of 1830 and 1848 was therefore one of 
deep thinking about the tense and often hostile relationship 
between liberalism and religion. Growing numbers of liberals 
rejected the idea that traditional religions, Catholic, Protes-
tant, or Jewish, could ever be compatible with liberal political 
principles.

liberaliSM and the CatholiC ChurCh

The last years of the French Restoration saw a tightening of the 
Throne and Altar alliance. An ultra- royalist Assembly passed 
regressive laws that were deeply resented by liberals. One was  
a measure that compensated former émigrés for property lost 
during the revolution. Two bills legalized religious orders that 
had been banned during the revolution and criminalized reli-
gious “sacrileges,” very vaguely defined.

These regressive laws were very unpopular with the public 
and triggered a strong backlash. Rumors spread of a plot led 
by priests intent on establishing theocracy. Capitalizing on such 
fears, liberals launched a major propaganda offensive. They 
flooded the country with political pamphlets, cartoons, songs, 
cheap books, and anticlerical tracts to denigrate and discredit 
the Church. Cheap editions of  Voltaire’s anticlerical works and 
copies of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy were disseminated. 
The Courrier français issued a typical warning when it called 
the Catholic clergy “the enemy of  liberal constitutions, of so-
cial guarantees, of all that emancipates human intelligence.”65

Popular anger over the Church’s collusion with absolutism 
led to repeated anticlerical outbursts during the July Revolution 
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and the days that followed, tacitly permitted by the liberal gov-
ernment. There were therefore reasons to believe that it would 
pursue an anticlerical course. There were hopes that it would 
dismantle the church- state agreement negotiated under Na-
poleon, the Concordat.

On this issue as well as so many others, however, the hopes 
of many liberals were dashed by their new, supposedly liberal 
government. The new constitution did downgrade Catholi-
cism from state religion to “the religion of the majority,” and  
promised religious toleration and freedom of association, but 
it did not dismantle the Concordat. The special relationship 
between church and state remained in place with the gov-
ernment maintaining its support and control of the Church. 
Pope Greg  ory XVI eventually felt satisfied enough with the 
July Monarchy to ask the French clergy to say prayers for the  
new king.

But did this mean that the pope thought Catholicism com-
patible with liberal principles of government? Was it possible 
to be a good Catholic and a liberal after all? One group of  vocal 
Catholics answered the question with an emphatic yes. They 
were led by the priests Hughes- Félicité de Lamennais and 
Henri- Dominique de Lacordaire and the nobleman Charles 
de Montalembert.

Shortly after the July Days, the three men launched a news-
paper called L’ Avenir (the Future). On its masthead, the paper 
claimed to be both Catholic and “truly liberal.” One of its ear-
liest articles even declared that “it is contradictory not to be 
liberal when one is Catholic.”66 But many remained skeptical.

L’ Avenir had three main goals: to woo the Catholic clergy 
away from conservatives and counterrevolutionaries, to con-
vince Catholics that they could be liberal, and to persuade 
the current government to give up its control of the Church.  
L’ Avenir writers accused their government of not being liberal 
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enough. Only if left free from government control and inter-
ference could Catholicism thrive. Only then could it play its 
destined role of  bringing stability and order to France.

After all, liberal Catholics had before them the example of 
Catholic Belgium. Belgium’s constitution, obtained during its 
revolution in 1830, separated church and state, and yet Cathol-
icism in the country was visibly thriving. Belgium was proof 
that Catholics could be liberal and that the Catholic Church 
could prosper under a liberal system of government.

France’s Church hierarchy publicly censored these views, 
and L’ Avenir lasted only one year. Then, in an act that would 
have momentous consequences for the history of liberalism, 
Pope Gregory XVI released his encyclical Mirari Vos (1832), 
reprimanding all Catholic liberals. Not mincing his words, he 
called liberalism a deadly “pestilence” because it led to reli-
gious indifference and caused people to question the obedi-
ence they owed their governments. The pope explicitly con-
demned the separation of church and state and freedom of 
conscience; he even defended book burning. 

By these actions, the pope sent another powerful message 
around the world: liberal principles of government were fun-
damentally incompatible with Roman Catholicism. The open 
schism between the Church and liberalism that had begun with 
Pope Pius VI’s condemnation of the French Revolution was 
widened.

Mirari Vos struck a devastating blow to Catholic liberals 
everywhere. In obedience to the pope, some abandoned the 
fight and went quiet. But his condemnation did not quash the 
Catholic liberal movement forever. Montalembert eventually 
reemerged as one of its principal leaders. Neither Dupanloup 
nor Lacordaire gave up. Other prominent Catholic liberals, 
such as Ignaz von Döllinger in Germany, his disciple, Lord 
Acton, in Britain, and Orestes Brownson in the United States, 
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came forward. Numerous Italians, Spaniards, and Spanish 
Americans held firm to the idea that Catholicism was compat-
ible with liberal political principles. Some even dreamed of a 
more liberal pope who would reform the Church and revitalize 
Catholicism in a way harmonious with the liberal Zeitgeist. Al-
though Tocqueville was hardly a believer himself, his Democ-
racy in America suggested that Catholicism could survive and 
even prosper in a democracy.

liberaliSM and proteStantiSM

Non- Catholic liberals subscribed to a spectrum of religious be-
liefs. Though few were atheists, many were fiercely anti-Catholic.  
Some called themselves “liberal Christians” and believed in a 
form of Protestantism similar to the religion championed by 
Villers, Constant, and de Staël. They were advocates of what 
the liberal political economist Jean- Charles- Léonard Sis-
mondi, in a letter to the American Unitarian leader William 
Ellery Channing, called a “rational and liberal religion.”67 To 
Christian traditionalists, this was of course no religion at all.

The liberal battle against both Catholic and Protestant or-
thodoxy became particularly intense in Germany, the home of  
liberal theology and where the most advanced biblical criti-
cism took place. In the 1820s, a number of provocative books 
appeared, often with titles referring to the life of Jesus and 
claiming to investigate the Bible with the goal of separating out 
what was historically accurate and what was not. These books 
caused quite a stir and inflamed relations between liberals and 
the orthodox.

The theologian Heinrich Eberhard Paulus authored one 
such book in 1828. His Life of Jesus as the Basis of a Purely 
Historical Account of Early Christianity offered rational and 
natural explanations of the miracles in the Bible. A few years 
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later, his student, David Strauss, caused a bigger scandal with 
his Life of Jesus Critically Examined. The book claimed that all 
the significant events in Jesus’ life recounted in the Bible were 
not only empirically inaccurate but just myths dreamed up by 
the early Christians.

The July Revolution convinced German rulers that such 
ideas were a serious threat to their authority. Ascending the 
Prussian throne in 1840, Frederick William IV immediately 
put more pressure on Protestant clergymen to declare their 
religious orthodoxy or step down from their positions. Ernst 
Wilhelm Hengstenberg of the Evangelische Kirchenzeitung 
became an enthusiastic partner in this endeavor. Together they 
increased their efforts to eliminate all rationalist influences in 
the Protestant church. Liberal pastors were threatened and 
harassed and eventually replaced with neo- orthodox ones. The 
“liberal Zeitgeist” was incessantly condemned as the work of 
the devil, and religious reformers were accused of encouraging 
all manner of sins. Germans were warned of the wrath of God 
should they imitate the French by trumpeting the “ideas of 89” 
and demanding constitutional changes.

Frederick William did not just build alliances with the Prot-
estant churches; he also lent his support to the most conserva-
tive party in the Catholic Church. Thanks to his blessing, Ger-
many became the venue for a large number of Catholic missions 
and religious pilgrimages that, to the dismay and frustration of  
liberals, were extremely popular. In only seven weeks in 1844, 
half a million pilgrims made the journey to the city of Trier to  
see the Holy Shroud, the cloth Jesus was supposedly wrapped in 
at burial, making it the largest pilgrimage in European history.

German liberals fought back despite this hostile climate. 
Writers of the Staats- Lexikon repeatedly denounced the neo- 
orthodox movements in the strongest of terms. They were  
especially severe with Catholicism. One article went so far as 
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to call the pope the “worst enemy of the German nation,” and a 
long entry on Jesuits accused them of attempting to impose an  
“empire of darkness and superstition” on the world. Their goal 
was to bring back “a time of barbarism, inquisition and auto- 
da- fés.” But the Staats- Lexikon did not spare Protestant neo- 
orthodoxy, which was attacked for spreading “superstition, 
darkness, ignorance, hierarchical despotism and intolerance.” 

Atheism, however, was roundly rejected. Religion was cru-
cial, said one of the writers, because it was the “moral educator 
of humanity.” “Religion makes every civic duty a thing of the 
conscience,”68 wrote another.

Rejecting atheism on the one hand and superstition on the 
other, the liberal authors of the Staats- Lexikon advocated a lib-
eral and rational religion such as we have encountered before, 
namely a religion less focused on dogma, ceremony, and obe-
dience, and more concerned with the improvement of public 
morals. Heinrich Paulus, author of one of the Lives of  Jesus 
mentioned above, wrote the articles that dealt explicitly with 
the Bible. The New Testament, he said, should be read not as 
conveying “theological metaphysics,” but rather as giving prac-
tical instructions to those who wanted to lead a moral life. True 
Christianity was a religion that kept up with its time, evolved, 
and improved itself according to the march of  history. Only then  
could it serve its purpose, which was to moralize society.69

Two religious movements emerged in the 1840s that worried 
German authorities more than any encyclopedia ever could. In 
1841, a group of Protestant clergymen founded a movement 
called the Protestant Friends, which also became known as 
the Friends of Light. The aim of the Protestant Friends was 
to establish a people’s church free from both government and 
orthodox religious control. They held open- air meetings at 
which people of different backgrounds and faiths gathered to 
discuss topics of religious and political importance. Soon they 
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began demanding freedom of the press, speech, and associa-
tion, as well as a more representative government. 

It did not take long for Prussian authorities to perceive the 
threat. They accused the leaders of the movement of being se-
cret atheists bent on revolution. In August 1845, their meet-
ings were forbidden by law.

In December 1844, an excommunicated Catholic priest,  
aided by a radical democrat, launched a second dissident move-
ment called the “German- Catholics.” The two men resented 
the authoritarianism and what they saw as the superstitious 
dogmas of the Catholic Church and had been outraged by the 
pilgrimages to the Holy Shroud. Soon liberal Protestants joined 
the German- Catholics and together they founded their own ec-
umenical and democratically run congregations. Some mem-
bers began to speak of a “religion of humanity” that should 
unite and transcend all confessions. They advocated complete 
freedom of belief and the separation of church and state. 

By 1848, membership in the German- Catholic movement 
had grown to an estimated one hundred fifty thousand and 
it was rapidly becoming the largest protest movement of any 
sort in prerevolutionary Germany. Elated by its successes, the 
liberal lawyer and politician Gustav von Struve wrote that 
German- Catholicism had managed to accomplish more in a 
matter of months than political liberalism had accomplished 
since the Wars of Liberation.70

liberaliSM and JudaiSM

The reconceptualization of  Christianity as a liberal and ecu-
menical religion had important implications for Jews. Juda-
ism had been undergoing a liberalization of its own. Reforms 
of synagogue services had begun in the 1810s, and by the mid- 
1840s the reform movement had spread and gained adherents. 
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Congregations introduced changes in traditional practices and 
beliefs, such as mixed seating, the use of German in services, 
single- day observance of festivals, and the use of a cantor and 
choir. The reformers’ goal was to revitalize and modernize 
Judaism; like their liberal counterparts, Jewish liberals de- 
emphasized what they referred to as the mere forms of religion 
and emphasized instead its moral essence. Bridges between 
liberal Jews and liberal Christians could therefore be built.71 
Many Jews were welcomed by, and joined, the Friends of Light 
and German- Catholics. 

However, one should not exaggerate the ecumenicism of lib-
eral Christians. Reform Judaism was closely related to the ques-
tion of Jewish emancipation. Many liberal Jews longed for full 
civic and political equality. German liberals debated the issue, 
and some, like Gustav Struve and the Mannheim dissenting 
minister Carl Scholl, became strong advocates, Struve calling it 
a “false liberalism” not to support Jewish emancipation and en-
franchisement. Scholl married Regine Eller, daughter of a rabbi, 
in a civil ceremony in 1862.72

A majority of German liberals were not as enthusiastic, how-
ever, and proposals to extend civil and political equality to Jews 
were repeatedly defeated in state diets. Jewish emancipation 
should be granted, some liberals said, only after the Jews had 
been morally “improved.” Here again, many liberals wished to 
transcend religious differences rather than embrace them.73 
And the religion they thought could transcend the others most 
often looked like some version of liberal Protestantism.

The Socialist Critique of Liberal Religion

Early socialists shared the liberals’ hostility to contemporary 
Catholicism and, like them, yearned for a more practical and 
humanitarian religion. However, most were not attracted to 
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liberal Protestantism. They called it an excessively individu-
alistic and intellectual religion. They were disappointed that 
liberals so often denounced selfishness and spoke about the 
need for reform, but in the end proposed little beyond moral 
uplift and intellectual progress.

Deeply suspicious of the English established church, the fol-
lowers of Robert Owen founded their own churches. Members  
of the British working class movement called Chartism called 
for a return to the precepts of primitive Christianity and the 
values of Jesus: equality, fraternity, and solidarity. “Christ was 
the first Chartist, and Democracy is the gospel carried into 
practice,” declared their leader, Ernest Harney.74 The French 
socialist Etienne Cabet said “Communism is Christianity,” 
while others said it was “the Gospels in action.”75

Liberals in the 1830s and 1840s shared a desire for reform and 
progress, but they often disagreed about what that meant in 
practice. How much democracy should they favor? How many 
and what kinds of social reforms should they support? Was it 
okay, in certain circumstances, to advocate the use of violence 
against oppressive regimes? Were colonies in the country’s in-
terest? And last but not least, what about liberalism’s relation-
ship with religion?

As it turns out, many of our preconceptions about 
nineteenth- century liberalism have little support in fact. Al-
though it would be an oversimplification to say that all liberals 
were antidemocratic, most were troubled by the prospect of 
universal suffrage. Nor were they all laissez- faire enthusiasts 
or zealous exponents of colonialism. Their religious views were 
far richer and more various than is often thought. While their 
heaviest guns were directed against counterrevolutionaries 
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and religious and political conservatives, they argued among 
themselves too. Liberals from all around Europe, America, 
and even beyond debated the meaning of  “true liberalism.”

One thing stands out in all these debates that may surprise 
us today. Like their forebears, most mid- nineteenth- century 
liberals did not focus as much on defending the rights and  
interests of the individual as we have come to believe. To them, 
that would have been to advocate selfishness.

Liberals always saw themselves as fighting for the common  
good and continued to see this common good in moral terms. 
Today we may think that they were naïve, deluded, or disin-
genuous. But to nineteenth-century liberals, being liberal 
meant believing in an ethical project. It meant subscribing 
to a moral ideal that stretched back centuries. Liberals would 
have agreed with Giuseppe Mazzini who, in his essay “On the 
Duties of Man,” declared that a liberal society could not be 
built on a theory of rights alone. “Rights can only exist as a 
consequence of duties fulfilled,” he wrote, or “we run the risk of 
producing egoists . . . [which] always leads to disastrous and 
deplorable results.”76
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Ch a pter four

The Question of Character

The degradation of public morality will shortly, very shortly 
perhaps, bring down upon you new revolutions.

— alexis de toCqueville, 1848

on January 17, 1848, Tocqueville delivered a speech in the 
French National Assembly that has since become famous. 
With astounding prescience, he predicted that another revo­
lution was fast approaching. It would come, he said, because of  
the many vices of the July Monarchy, its lack of true leaders, 
its unwillingness to undertake reforms, and its indifference to 
the plight of the poor. His fellow deputies should beware, he 
added, that because of their intransigence on so many issues 
and the pervasive corruption of the political system, French 
workers would no longer be content with political reform alone; 
they now wanted to overthrow the whole social system. “We 
are sleeping on a volcano,” Tocqueville said. 

The volcano Tocqueville was referring to was socialism. 
Less than a month after his speech, crowds filled the streets of 
Paris yet another time, this time demanding a democratic and 
socialist government.
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The Debacle of  1848

The year 1846 saw a severe industrial and agricultural depres­
sion that brought tremendous hardship to French workers and 
peasants. By the end of 1847, one­ third of Parisian workers 
were unemployed. Meanwhile, the French government refused  
to undertake reforms and to extend the suffrage, while re­
ports of government graft and corruption were widespread.1 
Criticism of the Guizot government grew louder. In a well­ 
known passage of his Class Struggles in France (1850), Karl 
Marx described the July Monarchy as “nothing more than a 
joint stock company for the exploitation of France’s national  
wealth.”

For years, liberal opposition leaders had unsuccessfully lob­
bied the Guizot government for an expansion of the electorate 
and other reforms. Frustrated, they now turned to popular ag­
itation, staging banquets in the provinces to rally support. The 
plan was that the meetings would culminate in one giant ban­
quet in Paris on February 22, 1848. Fearing an uprising, the 
government banned this banquet and protesters were attacked 
by the police. Angered by such high­ handed measures, crowds 
of people poured into the streets shouting “down with Guizot” 
and “long live reform” while erecting barricades. Guizot re­
signed; Louis Philippe abdicated and fled France.

Egged on by the crowds, the Chamber of Deputies selected 
a provisional government headed by nine well­ known republi­
cans and two well­ known socialists: Louis Blanc and a worker 
named Alexandre Martin. This government promptly called 
for elections to a Constituent Assembly whose mandate was 
to draw up a new constitution based on universal manhood 
suffrage. Thus, in a matter of days, France transitioned from 
a constitutional monarchy based on a very limited suffrage to 
a republic based on a more democratic suffrage than existed 
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anywhere in Europe. The electorate increased from a quarter 
million to close to ten million men.

As Tocqueville had predicted, however, this expansion of 
the electorate was not enough to pacify the crowds. On Feb­
ruary 25, they gathered once again, this time demanding the 
“right to work.” Responding to the relentless popular pressure, 
the government announced the establishment of national 
workshops to employ them. It also introduced such progres­
sive social and political measures as the abolition of the death 
penalty for political offenses and of slavery in the colonies.

This early phase of the revolution was met mostly with 
sympathy in both Britain and the United States. Chartists sent 
their congratulations to the French people and mounted sev­
eral large demonstrations, hoping to convince their own Par­
liament to grant all British adult males the vote as well. John 
Stuart Mill greeted the news with joy. “Nothing can possibly 
exceed the importance of it to the world or the immensity of 
the interest which are at stake in its success,”2 he said. No gov­
ernment should expect to survive if it did not promote reform. 
Louis Philippe’s government had been a deeply demoralizing 
one, motivated by the “shameless pursuit of personal gain.”3

Celebrations were held throughout America, and the press 
praised the comparatively bloodless revolution and peaceful 
transition of power. The American minister in Paris recog­
nized the French Republic four days after it was proclaimed, 
and President Polk extended his congratulations to the people 
of France, calling the revolution a “sublime spectacle.”4 His 
message was echoed by a similar one from Congress.

News of the revolution in Paris triggered upheavals in Cen­
tral Europe, where liberals, supported by workers, demanded 
constitutional reform. When their governments refused, peo­
ple rose up and rulers capitulated. The collapse of the Prus­
sian government encouraged liberals from the various German 
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states to come together at an assembly in Frankfurt to draft 
a constitution for a united Germany. Their most cherished 
dreams seemed to be coming true. Frederick William IV of 
Prussia concluded that “Satan [was] on the loose again.”5

The reverberations did not end there. In the Italian Pen­
insula and Sicily, revolts forced rulers to accede to liberal re­
forms. Roman rebels overthrew the pope. The leader of the 
Italian liberation movement, Giuseppe Garibaldi, entered the 
city and called on Mazzini to help form a government based on 
more liberal principles, including religious liberty and church/
state separation. Both were promptly decreed. From his exile,  
Pius IX fulminated against liberalism. It was “abominable, 
monstrous, illegal, impious, absurd, sacrilegious and outra­
geous to every law, human and divine.”6

Liberals Battle Socialism

Elections for a new French National Assembly on April 23, 
1848, were the first in Europe based on universal male suffrage. 
Ironically, however, they brought to power a conservative ma­
jority, including many monarchists. Utterly unsympathetic to  
the national workshops, they closed them. Its action provoked 
Parisians, as many as fifty thousand, to stage another uprising, 
which came to be known as the June Days.

This time refusing to concede to the pressure of the crowds, 
the Assembly sent General Cavaignac, famous for his brutality 
in Algeria, to suppress the demonstration militarily. In three 
days of bloody fighting, some three thousand protesters were 
killed and fifteen thousand more arrested, many of  whom were  
sent to prison camps in Algeria. 

Newspapers in France and abroad described the battle 
as one between barbarism and civilization. They called the 
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demonstrators “madmen,” “savages,” and “cannibals” bent on 
massacre and pillage. Onlookers were particularly shocked by 
the participation of  women in the uprising and described their 
cruelty and barbarity as even worse than the men’s. Socialism, 
they concluded, was threatening society with complete chaos. 
When it was all over the Parisian press celebrated the victory 
won by “the cause of order, of the family, of civilization.”7

Most liberals now became supporters of the so­ called Party 
of Order, also dubbed the Liberal Union. At the request of 
General Cavaignac, a number of them agreed to contribute 
to a propaganda campaign designed to protect France from 
the onslaught of socialism. Charles de Montalembert, who 
had been elected deputy, spoke for many when he denounced  
the workshops, financed by the government, as a flagrant at­
tack on property rights. Adolphe Thiers, who became a leader of 
the Liberal Union, published a cheap edition of his tract On 
Property, in which he accused socialists of trying to abolish 
the “sacred”8 right of property and, along with it, the family. 
Indeed, much liberal emphasis was placed on the latter.

A new constitution was published on November 4, 1848. 
It gave the vote to all male citizens, but its preamble now as­
serted their rights and duties. Article IV declared family, work, 
property, and public order the basis of the republic. Article VII 
affirmed the duty of all citizens to work, save for the future, 
and help others, while obeying moral and written laws.

On December 10, 1848, something then happened that could 
never have been predicted. In a landslide, voters in France’s 
first presidential election based on universal manhood suffrage  
chose Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, nephew of the former em­
peror as their leader. Twice during the July Monarchy had he at ­
tempted coups d’état, but both had failed miserably. When the 
February Revolution broke out, he was living in exile in London. 
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Since the death of Napoleon I, however, a Napoleonic legend 
had lived on, and his nephew stoked it and profited from it. He 
returned to Paris, stood for election, and won.

The second Napoleon deliberately modeled himself on the 
first. He presented himself as someone above politics who 
would unite the country. To those on the right, he posed as the 
champion of order and stability. To those on the left, he styled 
himself as the champion of workers, a crusader against pov­
erty, and a leader who would defend the values of the revolu­
tion. To everyone he promised prosperity and glory.

As president, Louis Napoleon aligned himself closely with 
the Party of Order. Symbols of the French Revolution became 
illegal; red caps were outlawed, liberty trees cut down. Free­
doms of assembly and the press were curtailed. His govern­
ment harassed journalists and political activists, driving many 
underground. Protesters were summarily arrested. A new 
suffrage law passed in 1850 disenfranchised 30 percent of the 
adult male population and most Parisian workers. Some histo­
rians call the form of government he installed an early version 
of the modern police state.

The fear of revolution led key members of the liberal Party 
of Order to change their minds about the Catholic Church. 
They now reasoned that they needed the Church in the battle  
against socialism. Thiers, who had never before been particu­
larly friendly to the Church, addressed the Assembly in January 
1849. “I want to make the influence of the clergy all­ powerful,” 
he declared; “I ask that the role of curé be strengthened, [and]  
made much more important than he is, because I count on him to  
propagate that sound philosophy which teaches man that he  
is here on earth to suffer.”9 Priests, Thiers continued, should tell 
the people that their suffering is not the fault of the rich, but the 
will of God, who wants thereby to incite them to work harder 
for their own good.10 A year later, French troops reinstated the  
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pope in Rome, where he remained under their protection un ­
til 1870.

Meanwhile, the liberal Party of Order passed the so­ called 
Falloux Laws in March 1850. These laws allowed Catholics to 
open their own schools and also introduced Catholic religious 
instruction in public schools. “Today, when violent commu­
nism threatens our society,” Thiers explained, “it is essential  
that education calls the religious sentiment to its aid in a com­
mon war to repulse the Barbarians.”11 The objective of a Chris­
tian education was “to train a child to the yoke of obedience . . . 
to resist his passions, accept of  his own free will the law of  labor 
and duty, and to contract habits of order and regularity.”12

Thiers was named to a committee on public welfare and 
in 1850 drafted a report on the status of the social question 
in France. Aid to the poor was in principle commendable, he 
wrote, but for such help to be “virtuous” it had to be voluntary 
and spontaneous. Charity should never be made obligatory 
because it would then become self­ defeating and corrupting.  
It would remove any sense of gratitude in the poor. The re­
port’s conclusion was that the state should always remain  
constrained within the strictest limits possible.13

In Germany as well, early victories in 1848 were followed by 
liberal fears, dissensions, and failures. Once their initial battle 
was won, liberals started arguing among themselves. Their dis­
array worsened when they were confronted by worker demon­
strations that sometimes led to violence. All liberals wanted re­
form, but they meant different things by this and had different 
priorities. Some thought unifying Germany under one consti­
tution was the most important goal; others wanted to establish 
republics; and still others wanted major social change. Some 
favored universal male suffrage; others did not. 

The perceived threat to property struck fear in many Ger­
man liberals too, pushing them to make common cause with 
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conservatives. What John Stuart Mill said about the French 
bourgeoisie likely applied to the German middle classes as 
well: they were filled with such “insane terror” at the thought 
of major social changes that they were willing to throw them­
selves into the arms of any government that would protect 
them from a socialist revolution.14

Retreat and Reaction

The Revolutions of 1848 left liberals across Europe scared 
and demoralized. Frightened by working­ class activism and 
weakened by their inability to agree among themselves, they 
were led to compromise— some would say abandon— their 
principles, and thereby prepared the way for the ascent of two 
authoritarian rulers, Napoleon III in France and, some years 
later, Otto von Bismarck in Germany. Liberals in Germany 
and Italy abandoned their hopes of unification. French troops 
remained in Rome until 1870, thereby preventing Italy from 
unifying with its natural capital. In Central Europe, Habsburg 
power was restored, accompanied by a brutal repression.

A period of reaction followed and lasted for about ten 
years. Rulers revised or withdrew the liberal constitutions they 
had granted and replaced liberal ministers with conservatives. 
In some places the authorities retaliated with brutal force. In 
the Grand Duchy of Baden, one­ tenth of the revolutionaries 
who surrendered were tried by military courts and executed. 
Others received long prison terms, and many were forced into 
exile or fled to avoid prosecution. In Baden alone, some eight 
thousand “forty­ eighters” escaped to the United States, Swit­
zerland, and elsewhere. Reactionary governments censored 
the press, dissolved political clubs, and subjected suspected 
liberals to surveillance. All of them strengthened relations 
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with religious orthodoxy. The pope’s return to power in Rome 
was followed by punishing repression.

Many concluded that liberalism was now over. Some said 
that it had in any case been a cocktail of incompatible and out­
dated ideas. Liberals should give up their daydreams and re­
solve themselves to accepting a strong man, a “Caesar.”15

The French were soon given that opportunity. On Decem­
ber 2, 1851, the anniversary of the coronation of Napoleon I  
in 1804 and the victory at Austerlitz in 1805, his nephew  
orchestrated a coup d’état against the French Republic. Louis­ 
Napoleon arrested key opposition leaders, dissolved the As­
sembly, and promised a new constitution modeled on his  
uncle’s. He followed up with a period of rule by decree, during 
which normal laws were suspended. Thousands were impris­
oned or sent to penal colonies, thousands more forced into 
exile. Another plebiscite on December 2, 1852, the anniversary 
of his own coup, made President Louis­ Napoleon Bonaparte 
emperor of the French.

Following his uncle’s precedent, Louis Napoleon created 
another pseudo­ democratic regime. One could say that it was 
Constant’s and Tocqueville’s worst nightmare come true: an­
other dictatorship masquerading as a democracy. Although 
based on popular sovereignty and representative government, 
the new constitution gave Napoleon far greater powers than 
those enjoyed by any of his predecessors. 

The best interests of democracy, said Napoleon III, were 
always better served by one person rather than by a political 
body.16 He minimized the real power of representative assem­
blies. He manipulated elections and used press censorship and 
police surveillance to prevent the spread of any opposition. He 
employed an unprecedented amount of propaganda to in­
fluence public opinion and plebiscites to register ostensible  
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popular approval for his actions. A profoundly dejected Tocque­
ville called it “imperial despotism.”17 Filled with loathing for 
the emperor, Mill said hardly anything about French politics 
for over a decade.18

Observers from abroad noted the peculiar nature of the 
regime: Leopold von Gerlach, Frederick William’s closest po ­
litical advisor, called it a “vile marriage of absolutism and liber­
alism.”19 British newspapers declared it a new form of autoc­
racy: democracy and imperialism combined. Neologisms were 
invented to designate it: “Bonapartism,” “Napoleonism,” and, 
because the new emperor liked to style himself as Julius Caesar, 
“Caesarism.”

Some called Napoleon III a socialist. While in prison in the 
1840s he had authored a book titled The Extinction of Pauper-
ism. In it he declared his desire to help the working classes. As 
emperor, he launched a series of social reforms ostensibly aimed 
to improve their lives. He opened two clinics in Paris for the sick 
and injured, created a program of legal assistance for those un­
able to afford it, and extended subsidies to companies that built 
low­ cost housing for their workers. He launched a large­ scale 
program of public works, hiring tens of thousands of workers 
to improve the sanitation, water supply, and traffic circulation 
of Paris. Liberals despaired that he was just trying to buy the 
loyalty of the workers and wean them off liberal and republican 
politics. He also built canals, promoted railroad development, 
and fostered the extension of banking and credit institutions.

To the distress of many, Napoleon granted more conces­
sions to the Catholic Church in exchange for its support. He 
increased the budget devoted to religion from thirty­ nine to 
forty­ eight million francs. The number of priests increased 
from forty­ six to fifty­ six thousand. Mass was made compul­
sory in state schools on Thursdays and Sundays, with confes­
sion once a term. Shortly before his restoration of the empire, 
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Napoleon set the first stone of the new cathedral in Marseilles, 
and soon after that the Church of Saint­ Geneviève in Paris, 
formerly the Pantheon, was inaugurated with great fanfare. 
The ceremony included moving the relics of the saint back 
to the church in the first major religious procession in Paris 
since the Restoration.20 Meanwhile French troops remained 
in Rome to protect the pope.

Pius IX

Elected to the papacy in 1846, Pius IX had promptly signaled 
his willingness to institute liberal reforms. He released a num­
ber of political prisoners, loosened restrictions on the press, and 
established a lay advisory committee to help him govern. He 
promised additional reforms and was soon celebrated around 
the world as a “liberal pope”. 

But the Revolutions of 1848 came as a great shock and 
changed his mind forever. Stunned by the violence of the 
crowds, and outraged by what he saw as their outrageous de­
mands, Pius now turned against liberalism and became a force 
for reaction for the rest of his long reign. He forged a close rela­
tionship with Jesuits sympathetic to his increasingly reactionary 
views. They and other Catholic spokesmen produced a spate of 
books, pamphlets, and articles blaming the Revolutions of 1848 
on liberalism. The people had been bewildered and bewitched 
by the false philosophies of the modern age, they said, and lib­
eralism was chief among them. It had eroded religion and mo­
rality. Under its influence, the masses had be come selfish and 
materialistic. “Society is sick, very sick,”21 wrote one Catholic 
publicist. Liberalism was “pure evil.”22

A holy war against liberalism was needed, the pope’s propa­
gandists said, or the result would be a state of  license and bar­
barism. Liberalism and socialism were virtually the same thing,  
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they said, or one invariably led to the other. Both meant the 
very negation of religion. A reeducation in the Catholic dogma 
was urgently needed, or liberalism would kill everything— 
patriotism, intelligence, morality, and honor. Apocalyptic 
language was enlisted to instill fear. In a book translated into 
several languages, the Catholic publicist Juan Donoso Cortés 
announced that Western civilization verged on a cataclys­
mic crisis, the “greatest catastrophe of history.”23 All due to 
liberalism.

The Vatican, in partnership with reactionary governments, 
launched new initiatives to reeducate the European popula­
tion in Catholicism. Emotional forms of popular piety, empha­
sizing obedience, suffering, and the miraculous, were devised 
to appeal especially to women. In 1854, Pius announced the 
doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, by which the Virgin 
Mary was declared free of sin. It helped generate a major out­
burst of religious fervor in which especially women played a 
large role. Marian apparitions occurred at La Salette (1846), 
Lourdes (1858), and Pontmain (1871). Horrified liberals de­
spaired at the penchant for superstition in the masses and in 
women especially.

In Germany, too, the state and church tightened their part­
nership even more after the Revolutions of 1848. Together they 
ceaselessly attacked rationalism, liberalism, and “the ideas of 
1789.” They committed more resources to Catholic missions, 
which visited thousands of villages, towns, and major cities. 
Mission priests denounced the 1848 uprisings as the work of 
Satan and promised eternal damnation for unrepentant sinners.

Liberal distress was increased by the fact that the mis­
sions were so enormously popular. In Germany, one attracted 
twenty thousand faithful. Exacerbated, liberals complained 
that they induced “religious insanity” and mental illness. They 
were a pestilence at war with the most essential liberal beliefs. 
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Liberals denounced the Catholic Church for its ruthless cam­
paign “against Bildung . . . against light and enlightenment, 
against the well­ being of the people, against the welfare of the 
state and the happiness of the family.”24

Not to be outdone, Protestant clergymen across Germany 
also intensified their support for reaction with more antiliberal 
propaganda. The Protestant state church launched a massive 
campaign to convince the population that the revolutions had 
been an assault on the God­ given order, and on God himself. 
The newly founded Neue Preussische Zeitung joined the Evan-
gelische Kirchenzeitung in a common effort to destroy liberal­
ism. Practically every issue of the Evangelische Kirchenzeitung 
in 1848 attacked the revolutionaries as godless and immoral 
rebels against the God­ given order.

Like their counterparts elsewhere, German liberals had a 
depressing sense that liberalism had failed and was now over. 
They had fought for constitutional and representative govern­
ment in a peacefully united Germany, but they had secured 
none of these things. Instead, their enemies seemed to have 
grown stronger than ever. And now liberals had acquired new 
enemies; foremost among them were socialists. The 1853 edi­
tion of the Brockhaus Encyclopedia reported that since the 
revolution, the political label “liberal” and the term “liberal­
ism” had “somewhat fallen out of use.”25 Friedrich Engels de­
clared liberalism “forever impossible in Germany.”26

The Problem of  Selfishness

The failed Revolutions of 1848 led European liberals to reex­
amine themselves and reflect deeply on what had gone so very 
wrong. Why had they been so unsuccessful? Why were people 
attracted to socialist ideas? Why were the French masses so 
prone to revolution?
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Most liberals rejected the idea that an unjust social sys­
tem was to blame. Instead, they convinced themselves that 
the failure of 1848 was the result of a catastrophic breakdown  
in public morality. Because of it, a small group of agitators had 
been able to mislead the people by indoctrinating them with so­
cialism. The Revolutions of 1848, said Tocqueville, were brought 
about by “some general malady of men’s minds,” a danger­
ous predilection for “strange” socialist theories.27 The public 
lacked the intellectual capacity and moral qualities to make 
responsible decisions. Instead they were attracted to selfish 
and materialistic philosophies like socialism. The revolution 
was proof of what Tocqueville had said in Democracy in Amer-
ica: the French lacked the ideas and mores needed to sustain 
a liberal regime.

Observers in England and America agreed about the de­
plorable state of French morals. Indeed, the revolution only 
confirmed long­ held misgivings about the French national 
character or lack thereof. Newspapers reported that French 
citizens were in a state of moral and mental debasement.28 
They lacked basic self­ control. Travel accounts underscored 
the point. The French were relentlessly mocked for lacking the 
manly qualities of independence and moral fortitude.

In a way, then, liberals agreed with conservative Christians 
and ultra­ royalists: the underlying problem was moral. The  
public was uneducated, selfish, and materialistic and this is 
what is what had caused them to embrace socialist ideas. Un­
like conservatives, however, most liberals did not think that 
the long­ term answer was a return to traditional churches, 
Catholic or Protestant. They did not believe that the answer to 
the problem lay in teaching the population religious doctrine 
or more respect for authority. Rather, they reasoned that the 
populations needed to acquire character. Indeed, after 1848 the 
problem of character became a virtual obsession for liberals.
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In Britain, the disparaging depiction of French character 
was often accompanied by a very favorable view of their own. 
Britons found reasons to be proud that they were not French. 
The Edinburgh Review noted that, in order to function, a liberal 
system of government needed patriotic citizens.29 The British 
were patriotic; they had a sense of community and responsibil­
ity nonexistent in France. The British also displayed a capacity 
for independent thought, which saved them from being duped 
by the propaganda of despots. In short, if Britain had avoided 
revolution, it was in large part due to its national character. 
“Thank God! We are Saxons!” exclaimed one journalist.30

The Rise of  the British Liberal Party

Right around this time, and as if to confirm this Anglo­ Saxon 
superiority, the Liberal Party came into existence in England 
and went on to thrive. What did this Liberal Party stand for? 
What made the party “liberal”? After all, in Britain liberals did 
not have to fight for constitutional or representative govern­
ment, since these were generally accepted even by conserva­
tives. Being liberal in Britain largely meant what it had during 
the years leading up to the Revolutions of 1848, namely favor­
ing “improvement,” “reform,” and “progress”— words increas­
ingly heard during these years. It was only in 1859, however, 
that several parliamentary groupings joined together and offi­
cially created the British Liberal Party. Under the leadership of 
William Gladstone, it would dominate British politics for the 
rest of the century.

In mid­ nineteenth century Britain, progress and reform 
generally meant the dismantling of aristocratic privileges, mo­
nopolies, and vested interests— including that of the Anglican 
Church. Liberals frequently complained that conservatives just  
wanted to defend ideas and practices that had outlived their 
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usefulness. The Tory, liberals said, was a person who protected 
his privileges and badges of status. He felt entitled and regarded 
other people as subordinate and inferior. The liberal, on the 
other hand, was more democratically inclined. The Bristol Ga-
zette explained the difference between liberals and conserva­
tives like this: “The former are for extending the privileges of 
the people, the latter are for contracting them.”31 As we know, 
however, this did not mean that liberals stood for universal 
suffrage.

Beyond this commitment to reform, there were sharp di­
visions among members of the Liberal Party. There was no 
national liberal organization yet and no specific legislative 
program. There were liberals who favored the expansion of 
the franchise, others who did not. While liberals often stood 
for freer trade, the Liberal Party was never doctrinaire about 
laissez­ faire. Most liberals continued to support intervention in 
some areas, and not in others. In retrospect, and as other his­
torians have argued, what identified liberals was not so much 
any united party platform but the emphasis they placed on im­
proving the morals of the British population.

The duty of a state, declared the Edinburgh Review, was 
to inculcate religion and morality in the population. It was 
the government’s responsibility to raise the energy, tone, and 
moral character of the British population. This, then, was a 
principal ingredient in the Liberal Party’s self­ definition: the 
importance it accorded to the inculcation of civic responsibil­
ity, public spirit, and patriotism. Despite all the confident talk 
about the Anglo­ Saxon race’s character and capacity for self­ 
discipline and self­ government, it appears that these needed 
fostering and encouraging. Anglo­ Saxon manliness required 
constant maintenance and fortification. And this was an im­
portant role of government.
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Laissez- Faire versus Bildung

After 1848, European liberals became virtually obsessed with 
educating and moralizing the public. They debated how to do 
it. Some advocated the dissemination and implementation of 
laissez­ faire principles. In fact, some became very doctrinaire 
about it. These were the liberals who, after the experience of 
1848, claimed that workers had behaved poorly because they 
did not understand the “laws of the economy.” The workers’ 
ignorance had made them vulnerable to chimerical and ab­
surd ideas peddled by charlatans.32 One of the most urgent 
tasks of political economists, therefore, was to disseminate a 
proper understanding of economics to the public at large. It 
was crucial to prevent socialist ideas from spreading and to 
counter them with the salutary lessons of laissez­ faire. Work­
ers needed to know that government efforts to overcome or  
even tame the laws of the economy were always doomed to 
failure. “Legal charity” caused pauperism; it didn’t prevent it.

And so a number of political economists set out to do just 
this, in newspapers and journals, dictionaries, pamphlets, and 
books. The French Dictionary of Political Economy is one ex­
ample. It was a grand illusion, it said, to think that socialism 
could abolish poverty. State intervention in the economy was 
ineffective and could actually be dangerous. Perhaps liberals 
should even stop using the word “social” because it inspired so 
many crazy ideas.33

After 1848, the free trader and laissez­ faire ideologist 
Frédéric Bastiat devoted all his efforts to the struggle against 
socialism, rehearsing his previous ideas in ever more strident 
language. Giving in to the workers’ demands should not be 
called legal charity, he wrote, since it was really “legal plunder.” 
The problem of poverty was not due to too little government 
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intervention, but too much. Government should provide only 
physical protection and justice. Beyond that, it should allow 
the free play of the “laws of harmony,” which God himself had 
provided for the progress of mankind. The unobstructed com­
petition of individual interests would generate the wealth that 
would flow downward to the poor. In the meantime, workers 
should learn to accept that their pain and suffering were “part 
of the providential plan.”34

French political economists like Bastiat continued to propa­
gate the idea that the poverty and misery of the working classes 
were mainly their own fault. They were lazy, irresponsible, and 
prone to prodigality. To pull themselves out of poverty, they 
needed to learn good habits: regularity, diligence, and sobriety. 
They needed to learn the value of hard work, responsibility, and 
self­ reliance— all of which were taught by the market and reli­
gion. Most importantly, workers needed to understand that the 
government had nothing to do with their hardship. Nature as­
signed each person to his position in society, and the only way 
to better one’s condition was by improving one’s own character.

John Smith Prince was a great fan of Bastiat and translated 
his Economic Harmonies into German in 1850. Smith denied 
that there even was a “social question.” The economy was sub­
ject to certain unalterable laws. To disregard these laws in 
search of a solution to social discontent would do more harm 
than good. The only way to diminish the level of suffering was 
to grow the economy through the free operation of the mar­
ket. Workers should be made to understand that their distress 
was due mainly to their own failings. Self­ help and personal 
responsibility were the only solution.

But such extreme laissez­ faire ideas were far from repre­
sentative of  liberal opinion in Germany. Liberals there worried 
more than ever that industrial development under conditions 
of laissez­ faire would lead to the emergence of a proletariat, 
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that is, to a group of people sunk in material poverty and spir­
itual degradation. Most of them rejected doctrinaire laissez­ 
fairism and continued to use the pejorative terms “Smithian­
ism” and “Manchesterism” to indicate that such ideas were 
impracticable, ineffective, and even immoral.

John Stuart Mill also rejected any doctrinaire or extrem­
ist adherence to laissez­ faire principles. Ever the Francophile,  
he even wrote to the socialist Louis Blanc to express sympathy 
with certain socialist ideas in 1848. As Mill later explained, he 
and his wife gave much time “to the study of the best Socialist 
writers on the continent.”35

Mill’s attraction to aspects of socialism only grew over time, 
as can be seen in the changes he made to the second and third 
editions of his Principles of Political Economy. He became  
ever more sensitive to social problems and receptive to the idea 
that poverty had little to do with the moral failings of the poor, 
and more with the “grand failure of the existing arrangement 
of society.” What was needed, Mill came to believe, was “social 
transformation.”36 In 1866, he entered Parliament as a Liberal 
and fought hard against any policies based on the principles 
of laissez­ faire.37

Over the course of the fifties and sixties French commen­
tators increasingly spread the idea that a middle way had to  
be forged between laissez­ faire and socialism. The liberalism of  
the laissez­ faire economists, wrote one publicist, was a  false 
liberalism that only encouraged social atomism.38 What was 
needed was “liberal socialism.”39 The state should become an 
“instrument of civilization.”40

Mill’s French friend and translator Charles Dupont­ White 
used the derogative term “individualist” to refer to those who 
preached laissez­ faire. A system based solely on competition 
and self­ interest was, in his mind, completely unsustainable. 
The state should step in to protect and promote the public 
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good. Progress required more, not less, action by the govern­
ment. What was needed now, he said, was “legal charity.” And 
although he favored free trade in principle, he insisted that 
“there is no liberty without regulation.”41

Like many other liberals at the time, Dupont­ White wor­
ried less about government intervention than the sorts of 
human beings modern society was creating. Tocqueville’s De-
mocracy in America warned its readers that democratic society 
had a tendency to encourage selfishness. Mill, who reviewed 
both volumes of  Tocqueville’s book, agreed. Democracy had a 
natural propensity to erode character. Modern men, he wrote, 
were susceptible to becoming narrow­ minded and egoistical. 
It was important to cultivate a different spirit to counter this  
tendency to moral degradation. This was the proposition of  his 
famous essay On Liberty (1859), in which Mill expressed wor­
ries not so much about the dangers of state interventionism, 
but about how to encourage the moral education of mankind.

The Role of  the Family

To speak of the moralization of mankind invariably meant to 
speak of women. For centuries, theologians, jurists, and polit­
ical thinkers had contended that women played crucial roles 
as the socializers and moralizers of their families. Having a 
wife and family was said to tame and civilize men who were 
otherwise prone to selfish, irritable, and even violent behavior. 
A widespread consensus held that women were more loving, 
compassionate, and giving than men, and that they taught 
the values on which any social order depended: self­ sacrifice, 
discipline, and compassion for others. Such values were im­
portant in democracies, where men ran an especially high risk 
of losing their character. “No free communities ever existed 
without morals,” said Tocqueville: “morals are the work of 
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woman.”42 Indeed women were one of the secrets of America’s 
success, he wrote in Democracy in America.

Thus it was especially disturbing for liberals to see women 
participating in uprisings. During the Revolutions of 1848, 
newspapers as far away as the United States expressed shock 
over the involvement of women in the upheaval. It was re­
ported that they had been as angry, violent, and vindictive 
as the men, a clear reversal of the moral and natural order. 
French women had “unsexed” themselves by their conduct.43 
Newspapers also reported that women and girls had been 
raped and tortured in the streets, all of which reinforced the 
message that women’s participation in contentious politics 
was disastrous to public morals.

People across the political spectrum agreed that the moral 
health of a nation depended to a large extent on women play­
ing their designated domestic role. Where there was disagree­
ment was not over the importance of women, but over what 
moral values they should teach their families. The Catholic 
Church decreed that women should teach traditional Christian 
values: humility, piety, and obedience to authority. Liberals 
said that they should teach character and manliness, qualities 
essential to responsible citizenship. Having a wife and family 
taught men sobriety, industriousness, and personal responsi­
bility. In the bosom of the family, and under the influence of 
their wives, men acquired the habit of regulating themselves. 
They learned self­ command.

Many liberals also advocated a different kind of marriage, 
based not on patriarchy but on companionship. Giuseppe 
Mazzini called the family “the cradle of Humanity,” but said 
that it could inspire the right values only if it was based on 
mutual love and respect, not male authority. He asked men 
to think of women as partners, not subordinates.44 For John 
Stuart Mill, the family, as presently construed, was a “school of 
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despotism”; as such, it could never mold children into respon­
sible citizens. The only way the family could teach morals was 
if it was a partnership of equals.45

Most liberally inclined women did not deny their “natu­
ral” difference, nor their primary role as wives and mothers. 
In this, they were no different from their eighteenth­ century 
forebears. The Parisian newspaper Voix des  femmes, launched 
in 1848, echoed Tocqueville when it said that the morality of 
a nation depended on the morality of women. When women 
asked for reforms, it was so that they could better fulfill their 
duties; they wanted to participate more fully in “the regen­
eration of humanity.” How could they be expected to educate 
their families properly if their own minds were “debase[d] and 
enslave[d]”?46 To do their job, they needed first to raise them­
selves intellectually and morally.

Liberals, whether male or female, differed on the question 
of the vote. Very few followed the lead of American feminists 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, who campaigned 
for women’s suffrage. Undeterred by the negative newspaper 
accounts of female participation in the European revolutions, 
Stanton and Mott organized the first national women’s con­
vention in Seneca Falls, New York, less than a month after the 
notorious June Days in Paris. They issued a Declaration of  
Sentiments modeled on the Declaration of  Independence, pro­
claiming “all men and women are created equal,” and added a 
list of grievances to the declaration’s second part.

The British philosopher and women’s rights advocate Har­
riet Taylor was also an outspoken advocate of the female vote. 
Her essay on “The Enfranchisement of Women,” published in 
the Westminster Review in July 1851, promoted full equality for 
women in all rights, political, civil, and social. Until women pos­
sessed such rights, she said, they would remain the slaves of men. 
No individual should be allowed to decide for another what was 
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in his or her proper sphere. Every occupation should be open to 
all, with complete liberty of choice for everyone. Following Taylor, 
her husband, John Stuart Mill, also argued for the full equality  
of  women, including the franchise. He took the additional step of  
questioning whether women’s natures were, in actual fact, so dif­
ferent from men’s. “What is now called the nature of  women,” he 
reasoned, “is an eminently artificial thing— the result of forced re ­
pression in some directions, unnatural stimulation in others.”47

Mill had many disciples and admirers, including Louis Ditt­
mar in Germany. Dittmar agreed that a properly constituted fam­
ily was essential to the health of a liberal state, and that keeping 
women in a state of  legal subordination would fail to moralize so­
ciety. Women needed the vote as well as access to better educa­
tion and economic independence. Only then could there be the 
happy and morally sound families upon which a successful lib­
eral society depended. Women’s “slave­ chains” had to be broken.

Liberals who advocated the female vote were in a distinct 
minority, however. Most liberals at the time ridiculed the idea. 
The German jurist and liberal politician Johann Bluntschli 
spoke for many when he declared that granting women polit­
ical rights would be both “dangerous for the state and ruinous  
for women.”48 Women were sentimental beings and their judg­
ments were flawed. Their health would be ruined if they left 
the confines of their homes. Women’s supposed emotionalism, 
weakness, and irrationality led liberals like Bluntschli to main­
tain that they needed to be governed by men.

The Religion of  Humanity

Questions of morals were also, as always, closely intertwined 
with those of religion. The failure of the Revolutions of 1848 
only reinforced the liberal belief that a religious reformation 
was necessary before any real political progress could be made.
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For Mill, one of the main lessons of the revolutions was 
that the minds of the community had to be changed before 
any new and socialist ideas had a chance of succeeding. A “real 
amelioration in the intellectual and moral state” of mankind  
was necessary. One way was through more equitable marriages; 
another was a liberal education that taught students “ethics 
and politics, in the largest sense.”49 But Mill also thought that 
changing the minds of modern men required a change in reli­
gion. Chris tianity fixed people’s thoughts on their own salva­
tion, making them selfish and disconnected from any sense of 
duty to their fellow men. What was needed, Mill wrote, was a  
“Religion of Humanity” that would cultivate in individuals  
“a deep feeling for the general good.”50

As we have seen, since the very conception of liberalism, 
reforming religion had been a liberal concern. Constant and 
de Staël had argued for the need of a new and enlightened 
version of Protestantism. Now, growing numbers of liber­
als across Europe adopted the term “Religion of Humanity” 
for what they had in mind. What was needed, they said, was  
“a new and benign gospel” to inspire devotion to the com­
mon good.51 Bluntschli also called it the “Religion of Jesus,” 
stripped of dogmas and dedicated to the teaching of morals.52

French liberals, who lived in an overwhelmingly Catholic 
country, were the most prolific on the topic. Historian and 
professor Edgar Quinet, an admirer of Benjamin Constant’s 
writings on religion, agreed with him that a liberal form of 
Protestantism would be best. It would help France transition 
out of Catholicism. In his 1856 book A Letter on the Religious 
and Moral Situation in Europe, Quinet reasoned that centu­
ries of Catholicism in collusion with absolute rule had made 
the French indolent, servile, selfish, and materialistic. They 
harbored an unhealthy respect for authority and a complete 
disregard for individual responsibility. But the problem was 
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that they were unlikely to give up their Catholicism all at once. 
It would be impossible to convert them to “the pure light of 
reason” overnight. What was needed, then, was an interim re­
ligion that would help the French to transition. That religion, 
Quinet thought, could be the Unitarianism of the American 
preacher William Ellery Channing.

Other French liberals spoke similarly of the need for a tran­
sition religion. In his Letters on the Religious Question, the 
popular novelist Eugene Sue wrote that the population could 
not be expected to renounce Catholicism in one fell swoop. 
Unitarianism was an acceptable interim faith because it taught 
civic virtue, patriotism, and hatred of despotism. It could be a 
path toward natural religion.53 Some liberals said that Unitar­
ianism could lead people to an even better religion, namely the 
“Religion of Humanity”; others said that it was the Religion of 
Humanity.54 Admirers of Channing began to disseminate his 
ideas through articles in journals like Journal des Débats and 
by translating his writings into French.

Many liberals elsewhere in Europe also remained very crit­
ical of Catholicism. The German Staats- Lexikon was generally 
hostile and, when it came to the Jesuit Order, positively vituper­
ative. Jesuits, it said, had declared an all­ out war “against Bil-
dung and the humanity of our time, against light and enlighten­
ment, against the well­ being of the people, against the welfare 
of the state and the happiness of the family.”55 They were a dis­
ease that endangered the most sacred liberal beliefs. The self­ 
declared enemies of human progress, Jesuits were “criminals 
against mankind.”56 One could hardly be more hostile.

German liberals did not just abhor Catholicism, however; 
orthodox versions of Protestantism were almost equally ab­
horrent to them. In 1863 Bluntschli helped form the Protes­
tant Association, whose aim was to combat reactionary reli­
gion whether Catholic or Protestant. Every year or two, his 
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association held conferences to promote the separation of 
church and state. One speaker defined the association’s target 
as “Jesuitism of the Catholic and Protestant varieties.”57

On the other hand, Bluntschli was relatively welcoming to 
liberal Jews. His article on Judaism in the Staatsworterbuch 
maintained that modern Jews had “stopped being a particular 
people.” They had shown by their recent behavior a desire to 
belong to the European population. Jews were therefore no 
longer foreigners in Germany, but compatriots.58 Of course, 
not all liberals were this friendly.

Many liberals thought that Freemasonry was another 
way to teach the Religion of Humanity. Throughout Europe 
and America, they joined Masonic lodges in droves. Lodge 
speeches often trumpeted the brotherhood’s goal of inculcat­
ing inner virtue and uprightness. Freemasonry’s aim, it was 
said, was “moral Bildung.” In Masonic lodges, men learned 
how to govern themselves and acquired “true masculinity.” 
Bluntschli called the lodges “schools of humanity.” Masons, 
he said, advocated a human religion that taught “noble mor­
als.”59 While they were very anti­ Catholic, lodges in Hamburg, 
Leipzig, and Frankfurt began admitting Jews in the 1840s, and 
soon lodges elsewhere followed suit.

Masonic rituals were described as a kind of baptism during 
which men were spiritually reborn. One mason recounted: “I 
noticed that I had now been taken up into a community of men, 
of brothers, of magnanimous souls. . . . I had become another 
human being.”60 This is no doubt one reason why Pope Pius IX  
sharply condemned Masonic lodges, calling them the “Syna­
gogue[s] of Satan.” In total, the Catholic Church condemned 
Freemasonry eight times during the nineteenth century (in 
1846, 1849, 1854, 1863, 1864, 1865, 1873, and 1875).

Not all liberals sought new religions to promote their moral­
izing and educational goals. In England, many liberals thought 
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they could work within the established Anglican Church. There 
also remained Catholics who believed that Catholicism and lib­
eral politics could be compatible and mutually reinforcing. The 
historian and politician John Acton, later Lord Acton, was one 
such Catholic. He belonged to what he called the Catholic “lib­
eral party” and became a close friend and advisor of  William 
Gladstone. Acton admired Catholic liberals like Montalembert. 
But Catholicism, Acton said, should be reformed if it hoped to 
remain vital in the modern world. It should be more open to 
science and new knowledge. Some temporary, or merely out­
ward, elements of dogma should be revised and the obligation 
to blindly obey the pope rejected.61

The Revolutions of 1848 were a great shock and setback for 
liberals. It forced them to realize that they had new and pow­
erful enemies. Absolute monarchists and Catholic counterrev­
olutionaries remained a major threat. But they now faced new 
threats from the left as well: a host of political tendencies such 
as radical democracy, republicanism, and even socialism.

Once they had recovered, liberals thought long and hard 
about why the revolutions had occurred. They placed the blame 
on neither an unjust political system nor an exploitative econ­
omy. Instead, they blamed the morals— or lack thereof— of the 
public. The poor had been seduced by socialism; they had been 
tricked into believing in a selfish and materialistic ideology that 
threatened the entire social and political order, including their 
own lives and livelihoods. In this, liberals in fact agreed with 
conservatives: social problems were essentially moral problems. 
They became more than ever obsessed with the need to moral­
ize and educate the public. This led them to a renewed emphasis 
on the family and the need for religious reform.
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Ch a pter fi v e

Caesarism and  
Liberal Democracy

Na poleoN iii,  liNColN, 
Gl a dstoNe,  a Nd Bism a rCk

The first duty imposed on those who now direct society is to  
educate democracy.

— alexis de toCqueville, 1835

toCquev ille was oNly one among many liberals who 
blamed the Revolutions of 1848 on widespread moral degen-
eration. The revolution, they concluded, had been caused by 
the materialism, selfishness, and irrationality of the French 
people. The masses were easy prey for demagogues who ped-
dled crazy ideas.

Such negative views of the public were the reason why the 
term “liberal democracy” would have seemed self- contradictory  
to most liberals in the nineteenth century. Successive revolu-
tions and the reigns of two Napoleons had made it clear how 
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very easily democracy could ally itself  with despotism. Democ-
racy, it was plain to see, was naturally illiberal.

But liberals also knew that the problem was not just the 
public. There was an issue of leadership as well. The first duty 
of those who directed society, wrote Tocqueville in Democracy  
of America, was to “educate democracy.” The leaders of the 
July Monarchy had abdicated this responsibility; they had 
been indifferent and selfish, and this had led to an unnecessary 
revolution followed by another dictatorship.

Were democracies doomed to being illiberal? Could they, 
with the right leadership, become liberal? In the 1850s and 
1860s, the emergence of four powerful leaders aroused reflec-
tions on that question.

Napoleon III and Caesarism

As both a person and a leader, Napoleon III was the target of 
an enormous amount of mockery and disdain. Karl Marx called 
him “a grotesque mediocrity” and ridiculed his reign as a pa-
thetic farce. Others called him a “dwarf,” a “disgusting dwarf,” 
a “scoundrel,” a “thief,” a “tyrant,” and even a “murderer.” Per-
haps the most famous insult came from one of France’s greatest 
writers, Victor Hugo, who ridiculed the emperor with the title 
“Napoleon the Little.” He was, said the liberal politician Charles 
de Rémusat, an “idiot” beneath contempt. But Rémusat also rec-
ognized that Napoleon III “changed the course of  history.”1

The second Napoleonic regime, deliberately modeled 
on the first, attracted much commentary from around the  
world. Foreign observers noted with dismay that a revolution 
followed by a democratic election had once again yielded a 
dictator. The Living Age, a New York City journal, reasoned 
that universal suffrage in France was impossible since the only 
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thing the French ever voted for was “their own subjection to 
a new master.”2 US Secretary of State Daniel Webster called 
Louis Napoleon’s rule a catastrophe that might weaken every-
one’s faith in the future of democracy.3 Once again, the public 
had voted for a dictator and demagogue.

Louis Napoleon’s regime was very much the kind of gov-
ernment that Benjamin Constant had tried so hard to prevent 
fifty years earlier: an authoritarian government based on uni-
versal manhood suffrage. Claiming to represent the people, the 
emperor exploited their worst instincts for his own benefit. It  
was a kind of déjà vu, although in some ways even worse. This 
time, a popular election had served to establish a despotism 
more absolute than any in French history. It only confirmed 
Tocqueville’s insight that democratic societies were espe-
cially vulnerable to new and more insidious forms of oppres-
sion. Over time, and thanks partly to the second Napoleon, 
Tocqueville became more pessimistic about the prospects of 
democracy.4

Interest in Napoleon III’s form of government was espe-
cially intense because it seemed to constitute a new and hybrid 
type of rule— economically progressive yet socially conserva-
tive, popular but authoritarian. Modern scholars have likened 
it to both a police state and a welfare state, although those 
terms and concepts did not yet exist. While the emperor im-
posed new authoritarian measures and used censorship and 
surveillance to stifle any opposition, he offered workers an 
unprecedented range of relief measures: soup kitchens, price 
controls on bread, insurance schemes, retirement plans, or-
phanages, nurseries, and hospitals. He subsidized workers’ 
banquets, festivals, and prize- giving ceremonies. He offered 
tax relief and grants to developers willing to build inexpensive 
housing. He sponsored a delegation of French workers to the 
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London Exposition of 1862. And all of it was widely reported 
in the state- controlled press. Tocqueville thought the words 
“despotism” and “tyranny” inadequate for this kind of rule. 
“The thing itself is new,” he said, setting out to analyze it.5 In 
the end, the word adopted to describe this kind of despotism 
was “Caesarism.”

Caesarism became the name for a modern form of demo-
cratic dictatorship, the rule of a military strongman who cen-
tralized power in his own hands, while claiming to embody 
the will of the people. The word was used interchangeably 
with “Napoleonism” or “bonapartism” and was not necessarily  
a term of abuse. The first sustained theory of Caesarism was 
actually developed by Auguste Romieu, an admirer of Napo-
leon III, in a short treatise called The Age of  Caesars in 1850. 
Some conservatives thanked Napoleon III’s Caesarism for re-
storing order. Some socialists praised him for his Caesarism too.

Caesarism was an appropriate label for Napoleon III’s form 
of government for several reasons. The original Napoleon had 
modeled himself on the Roman dictator, and the second Na-
poleon emulated his uncle in every way possible. He owed 
his power and prestige to his uncle’s name and to the myth it 
evoked, so he used allusions to both Napoleon I and Caesar to 
portray himself as a similarly heroic and inspirational leader. 
His coup d’état on December 2, 1851, was code- named “oper-
ation Rubicon.” He even published a History of  Julius Caesar 
in which he described the Roman dictator as a “superior man” 
guided by “elevated motives” whose rule was the “path [the 
French] ought to follow.”6 

References to Caesar and Caesarism multiplied during the 
1860s. Criticizing Caesar, lamenting the decline of the Roman 
Republic, or just evoking the name Brutus became ways to 
criticize Napoleon.
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In the 1860s, following a number of personal setbacks, the 
emperor began to liberalize his regime. He gave the National 
Assembly the right to review and approve the budget and al-
lowed Adolphe Thiers, who had been exiled in 1851, to return 
to France. He relaxed press controls and this triggered a flood 
of articles, pamphlets, and books calling for more reforms. 
They carried titles such as Liberal Politics, The Liberal Op-
position, The Liberal Program, or The Liberal Party.7 Thiers  
became the leader of what some people again called the Lib-
eral Union. In the 1869 elections, liberals received almost 45 per-
cent of the vote. Liberalism, it seemed, was back.

But what exactly did it mean? What did being liberal sig-
nify in France in the 1860s? Once again, the Liberal Party was 
not unified. Some thought it not much more than an umbrella 
term for people who wanted reform. “Everybody calls himself 
liberal,”8 complained Jules Simon, a leading liberal politician. 
The dissensions made it hard to come up with a platform with 
which everyone could agree. There were Bonapartist liberals, 
Orleanist liberals, and republican liberals. There were even lib-
eral legitimists. When it came to economic policy, there were 
sharp divisions. Some were for tariffs; others were not. Some 
were antisocialist; others held more nuanced views. Some fa-
vored reforms for women, but they argued over which ones. 
This is why liberals called themselves a loose coalition or union. 
Edouard de Laboulaye, who emerged as one of the most influ-
ential liberal theorists of his day, referred to them as “a universal 
church where there is room for whoever believes in liberty.”9

To Laboulaye, and to a sizable group of others, being liberal 
meant working with the emperor to introduce reform. They 
insisted again and again that they had no wish to provoke a 
revolution or topple the government. They sought gradual 
reforms to institute a genuinely representative system with 
real elections and a responsible ministry. They wanted power 
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decentralized and individual rights enshrined in law, among 
which they regarded a free press as particularly important. 

Liberals often pointed to the English and American con-
stitutions as models from which the French should learn. “We 
have before our eyes two great nations that possess sincerely 
liberal institutions,” said one pamphlet, “England and the 
United States.” It didn’t matter so much that one was a mon-
archy and the other a republic; France could learn from both.10

As always, most liberals were mistrustful, and often even 
hostile to democracy; but now they were also resigned to its 
inevitability. As Tocqueville had said, there was no way of stop-
ping what was willed by Providence. This realization made it 
ever more pressing to channel it, contain it, and make it safe. 
And to make democracy safe meant educating and moralizing 
the public.

It was to educate the electorate that Auguste Nefftzer 
founded the newspaper Le Temps in 1861. A liberal Protes-
tant from the Alsace region of France, Nefftzer had previously 
worked on several newspapers and had served a month in 
prison for publishing an article critical of Napoleon III. Nef-
ftzer had also studied theology in Germany and in 1858 had 
cofounded the French- language Revue Germanique, whose 
purpose was to bring German thought and culture to France.

As stated on the front page of Le Temps’s first issue, the goal 
of the Liberal Party was to enlighten democracy, to elevate it 
and give it “capacity.” This was also a main point of a remark-
able article on liberalism written by Nefftzer and published  
in his paper. Public instruction, said Nefftzer, was the most 
important goal of any liberal agenda.11 Without it, democracy 
would inevitably slide down the slippery slope to Caesarism. 

A liberal democracy, Nefftzer explained, was a special kind 
of democracy. It was one that placed constitutional limits on 
state power and guaranteed certain fundamental individual 
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freedoms. Foremost among these guarantees was freedom of 
thought, from which all other freedoms derived: freedoms of 
religion, teaching, association, and the press. These were the 
freedoms that would save democracy from its inherently des-
potic tendencies.

It was largely to convey this same lesson that Edouard 
Laboulaye brought out a new edition of Benjamin Constant’s 
Course in Constitutional Politics in 1861. Today, Laboulaye is 
best known as the person who organized the gift of the Statue 
of Liberty to America. In 1861, he was professor of compara-
tive law at the Collège de France and the country’s foremost 
authority on the United States. Like Tocqueville, whom he ad-
mired greatly, Laboulaye thought France had much to learn 
from America.

Making a new edition of Constant’s major writings avail-
able to the general public made a lot of sense. After all, Con-
stant’s liberalism was conceived in reaction to the despotism 
of the first Napoleon, and he had helped the emperor liberalize 
his regime in 1815. Perhaps Laboulaye hoped to convince the 
second Napoleon to accept Constant’s liberal principles, as his 
uncle had fifty years before.

It is no accident that Laboulaye’s introduction contained 
long passages about the Roman emperor, Julius Caesar. His 
rise to power, Laboulaye asserted, had been facilitated by the 
Roman people’s moral debasement. By contrast, Laboulaye 
evoked favorably the “German spirit” exhibited by the brave 
and freedom- loving barbarians, who resisted the emperor. Any 
reader would easily have known to whom he was referring.

It was in this context that the expression “liberal democ-
racy” came into existence. One of the first persons to use it was 
Charles de Montalembert. As we recall, Montalembert was the 
Catholic nobleman who had been reprimanded by the pope 
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for his liberalism in 1830. In 1858, he had been imprisoned 
by Napoleon for an article praising England’s constitutional 
system. Now, in 1863, Montalembert once again defied author-
ities, both political and religious, by delivering two very public 
and controversial speeches in Malines, Belgium. The speeches 
were then published and disseminated widely.

Next to France, Belgium was perhaps the only other success 
story of the 1830 Revolutions. An uprising in August of that 
year had led to the establishment of an independent country, 
with a lasting constitutional parliamentary monarchy. And 
despite the fact that Belgium was predominantly Catholic, its 
constitution guaranteed religious freedom and recognized the 
separation of church and state.

The first controversial thing Montalembert did in his speech  
was to ask Catholics around the world to heed Belgium’s ex-
ample. They should surrender their support for absolute mon-
archy and accept the separation of church and state. The old 
regime was dead, Montalembert said, and Catholics should 
stop dreaming of its restoration. A “free church in a free state” 
should be their goal. There was not a single modern freedom 
that could not be useful to the Catholic Church, he insisted, 
going so far as to say that freedom of conscience was the most 
necessary, precious, and “sacred” right of all.12

Montalembert also spoke to liberals. Democracy was un-
stoppable, he said, so there was no sense trying to resist it. 
Instead, they should fight to make democracy become liberal. 
They could do this by fighting for the recognition of essential  
freedoms, such as freedoms of thought, press, and teaching as 
well as the separation of church and state. Resisting an “anti- 
liberal” democracy, and fighting instead to help “democracy 
become liberal,” should be the liberals’ goal. Turning an “impe-
rial democracy” into a liberal one was the crucial task at hand.
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To Montalembert, the term “liberal democracy” was clearly 
an aspirational rather than descriptive term. It was something 
liberals should fight for, a goal to be attained. It was differ-
ent from pure democracy or imperial democracy in that it was 
a genuinely representative form of government that placed 
limits on the government’s powers and recognized certain es-
sential liberties. Among these, the most important were, once 
again, freedoms to think, read, criticize, and publish freely. But 
these freedoms were necessary not for the sake of freedom it-
self, nor for the mere protection of the rights or interests of cit-
izens, but to enable their education and moral improvement. 
Making democracy liberal meant battling against the selfish-
ness and materialism that so often accompanied it, and that 
made it vulnerable to Caesarism.13

Montalembert thought that liberals needed to learn an-
other lesson as well. Catholicism need not be their enemy, he 
said. On the contrary, Catholicism was ideally suited to help 
democracies become liberal because it encouraged people 
to lead a moral life. Catholicism served as an antidote to the 
“passion for well- being” that overwhelmed and eventually cor-
rupted democratic societies.

In the years to come, the concept of Caesarism helped 
liberals understand and confront the dangers of modern de-
mocracy. Closely identified with the reign of Napoleon III, it 
caused them to focus, once again, on the interlinked problems 
of public education and public morals. In an 1865 article for 
the Economist titled “Caesarianism as It Now Exists,” a Brit-
ish journalist went to the heart of the matter. Napoleon III 
was deliberately preventing the dissemination of information 
to the public to keep the French in a state of intellectual and 
political immaturity. This was the most dangerous and indeed 
tragic aspect of his form of rule. Napoleon allowed no individ-
ual thought, no criticism.14 
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An entry on Caesarism in the 1867 Larousse Dictionary reit-
erated the point. Caesarism was a form of rule that both encour-
aged and profited from the ignorance of the masses. According 
to Littré’s Dictionary of 1873, the word applied to “those peo-
ples who cannot or do not know how to govern themselves.”15

In fact, Montalembert was only reiterating what liberals 
from Constant and Madame de Staël to Mill and Tocqueville 
had repeatedly stressed: the need for education and moral 
improvement. Laboulaye admired the fact that Constant, like 
other liberal Protestants of  his day, viewed liberty as connected 
to the idea of  human “perfectibility.” The liberty that these lib-
erals sought had nothing to do with egoism, or the pursuit of 
material pleasures, for which Laboulaye, Montalembert, and 
any number of them showed only contempt. That is why they 
spoke so often of the need to foster “individuality” instead of 
“individualism.” The true source of man’s right to liberty was 
his duty to improve himself. This also meant imbibing the val-
ues of patriotism, dedication, and self- sacrifice, in short, what 
a liberal like Nefftzer called civic virtue, and which the French 
so sorely lacked. Only then could they hope to govern them-
selves in a “liberal democracy.”

“The supreme goal,” wrote Laboulaye, “the most elevated 
goal a man can propose here below, is to develop the whole 
of his faculties; to improve himself, even at the cost of suf-
fering.” In a similar vein, Nefftzer wrote that liberalism was  
dependent upon generosity and public spirit. Liberalism de-
pended on the awareness that “a free man has his rights, but 
also duties.”16

Montalembert’s speeches drew a prompt and stinging re-
buke from Pius IX. The pope reacted much the same way his 
predecessors had: by issuing a sternly denunciating encyclical.  
His Quanta Cura, with its attached Syllabus of Errors, con-
demned liberalism wholesale. He decreed, as a matter of 
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official Catholic doctrine, that liberalism was fundamentally 
incompatible with Catholicism. He explicitly denounced 
church and state separation, popular sovereignty, freedom of 
conscience, and freedom of the press. He rejected eighty such 
liberal propositions, declaring it a “monstrous error” to believe 
that the Church could reconcile itself with liberalism. There 
could be no accommodation between the Church and modern 
culture, ideas, or politics. Catholicism should not be called on 
to make democracies liberal.

Over time, the Quanta Cura and Syllabus of Errors would 
become the most frequently cited and discussed Catholic doc-
uments of all time. Catholic propagandists reinforced their 
message, often in strident and unforgiving terms. They loudly 
proclaimed the Church’s implacable opposition to any com-
promise with liberal values, ceaselessly denouncing liberals as 
anti- Christian and immoral. By weakening the Church vis- à- 
vis the state, it was the liberal Catholics themselves who were 
responsible for Caesarism, one such publicist claimed.17

The pope’s pronouncements were yet another blow for 
the many Catholics who considered themselves liberal. One  
of them was the American Orestes Brownson, a notorious 
weathervane when it came to religion. Baptized into the Pres-
byterian Church as a teenager, he converted to Universalism, 
and later embraced Unitarianism, followed by Transcenden-
talism, before converting to Catholicism in 1844. From that 
point on, Brownson was a tireless and vocal defender of the 
Catholic Church. But he also supported the attempts of Cath-
olic liberals in Europe to demonstrate the mutually sustaining 
relationship between Catholicism and political liberalism.

The problem, Brownson tried to explain, was that most 
Catholics did not understand the fundamental difference be-
tween religious and political liberalism. They mistakenly re-
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jected liberalism wholesale. Brownson agreed that religious 
liberalism was a very bad thing. Based on rationalism, it inevi-
tably led to the denial of revelation, which in turn encouraged 
a sinful disrespect for all authority. Liberalism of the religious 
sort inevitably led to permissiveness, moral chaos, and even-
tually society’s ruin. Political liberalism, on the other hand, 
was another word for the American constitutional system, for 
which Brownson expressed only approval and even reverence.

The Syllabus of Errors of 1864 reinforced the conviction of 
many liberals that Catholicism was among their most formida-
ble foes. It triggered a spate of publications advocating church- 
state separation and promoting liberal Christianity and liberal 
Protestantism. The works of the American Unitarian preacher 
William Ellery Channing were translated and disseminated.

One of the leading French advocates of the separation of 
church and state was Edouard de Laboulaye. In his open-
ing series of lectures at the Collège de France in 1849, he had 
praised the “absolute freedom of religion” that he believed was 
guaranteed by the American Constitution, and that contrasted 
so starkly with the situation in France. Laboulaye had Chan-
ning’s works translated and disseminated, thereby helping 
to initiate a wave of enthusiasm for American Unitarianism 
among French liberal intellectuals. The more radical ideas of  
Theodore Parker, Channing’s disciple, were also translated and 
published, often in the form of excerpts. What France needed, 
admirers of both Channing and Parker said, was an entirely 
nondogmatic, unorthodox religion that promoted morality. 
This religion should accept within its fold everyone, Catholics, 
Protestants, Jews, and perhaps even atheists, as long as they 
were committed to the higher purpose of perfecting man and 
humanity. Some called this ecumenical religion the “Religion 
of Jesus Christ.”
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The Protestant theologian Albert Réville, professor of the 
history of religion at the prestigious Collège de France, recom-
mended Parker’s liberal religion, which he said was enlight-
ened and moralizing, in harmony with the institutions, lib-
erties, and new needs of modern society. It was, said Réville, 
an eminently practical religion, which encouraged men to be 
industrious, inspired the domestic and social virtues, and sup-
ported republican and democratic values. Quoting Parker, 
Réville wrote that a religion like Unitarianism was “a marvel-
ous instrument of political liberalism,” because “all liberalisms 
are interrelated.”18

The time must have seemed propitious to French liberals. 
Not only was Napoleon liberalizing his political regime, but his 
relations with the pope were souring. During the first decade 
of his rule, the ties between Church and state had strength-
ened. The Church had strongly supported his coup d’état and 
had been rewarded with significant concessions. By the 1860s, 
however, tensions had begun to appear. Liberals seized on the 
growing rift to lobby for the separation of Church and state, 
and they became more insistent over time.

Like his uncle, however, Napoleon was unwilling to pro-
mote liberal Protestantism. In any case, the Franco- Prussian 
War soon removed him from power. The project of moralizing 
France and liberalizing democracy was put on hold, but only 
temporarily.

Abraham Lincoln and His Liberal 
Friends throughout the World

While French liberals struggled to liberalize their Caesarian 
democracy, a leader emerged across the Atlantic who came to 
symbolize the kind of ruler for whom they yearned. That leader 
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was Abraham Lincoln, who is one of the most admired presi-
dents in US history.

It’s not that Lincoln wasn’t accused of Caesarism, because 
he was. There were those who charged him with deliberately 
amassing despotic powers, violating civil liberties, provoking 
the Civil War, and destroying the republic. Because of this, 
calls were issued for people to learn from Roman history, re-
sist Lincoln’s usurpations of power, and even assassinate him. 
After firing his gun in the theater’s presidential box and leap-
ing down to the stage, assassin John Wilkes Booth waved his 
weapon and cried out to the audience, “Sic semper tyrannis. 
The South is avenged.”

There were also Europeans who accused Lincoln of Cae-
sarism. They saw the United States under Lincoln as another 
example of a democracy degenerating into military despotism. 
Many in Britain— including numerous liberals— regarded the 
American president as nothing more than an aspiring tyrant, 
a demagogue who hypocritically used the issue of slavery to 
exert the North’s authority over the South. From history, they 
knew that democracies were destined to failure.

On the other hand, there were also many European liberals 
who admired the American president, seeing in him the very op-
posite of a demagogue or despot. To them, he was a leader who 
disproved the notion that modern democracies were doomed 
and who showed, rather, that democracies could be liberal.

French liberals’ admiration for Lincoln had much to do 
with his abolitionism. Going back to Benjamin Constant and 
Madame de Staël, they saw slavery as a stain on America’s na-
tional character, and many worked to end it by joining var-
ious antislavery societies, making speeches, and publishing 
books and articles. In fact, all the French liberals named in 
this book were adamantly opposed to both the slave trade and 
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slavery itself, which had been abolished on French territory  
in 1848.

Well before the outbreak of the Civil War, Lincoln was 
aware of European liberals’ support for abolition. He read 
European newspapers and took an interest in the activities of 
European reformers. In a speech given in Peoria, Illinois, in 
1854, he recognized those he called “the liberal party through-
out the world,” who disapproved of slavery and thought it con-
tradicted the principles of the American Constitution. Their 
reproaches, Lincoln said, “are not the taunt of enemies . . . but 
the warning of friends.”19

Lincoln may very well have read the open letter Tocqueville 
published in the American abolitionist newspaper the Liberty 
Bell in 1856. Describing himself as “the persevering enemy of 
despotism everywhere,” Tocqueville said that he was pained by 
the fact that the freest people in the world maintained slav-
ery. Calling himself an old and sincere friend of America, he 
hoped to see the day when the law would grant equal civil lib-
erty to all. The prominent American journalist and abolitionist 
William Lloyd Garrison reprinted the letter in his paper the 
Liberator.

Lincoln also corresponded with French liberal Agénor de 
Gasparin. In 1861, Gasparin published a book asking how it 
could be that a liberal people like the Americans maintained 
slavery. The next year, he followed up with another book, 
which was translated into English. By electing Lincoln, Gas-
parin said, a liberal and generous people had cast off mate-
rial self- interest to fight for the noble cause of emancipation. 
Lincoln’s battle against slavery was, to Gasparin as to many 
French liberals, “the greatest liberal contest of our times.”20  
Lincoln responded with a letter of thanks, telling Gasparin 
that he was “much admired in America . . . and much loved for 
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your generosity to us, and your devotion to liberal principles 
generally.”21 The two men corresponded throughout the war. 

Such shared liberal values were the basis of a transatlan-
tic network of men who admired Lincoln greatly and viewed 
the Civil War similarly. Members included John Stuart Mill, 
Edouard de Laboulaye, Charles de Montalembert, and a num-
ber of influential American and British journalists, editors, 
and public intellectuals. Charles Eliot Norton, editor of the 
most influential transatlantic journal, the North American 
Review, was a member of the group, as was Norton’s friend, 
Goldwin Smith, a professor of history at Oxford University. 
Smith later became president of the American Historical As-
sociation. Another friend of Norton’s, Edwin L. Godkin, edi-
tor of New York City’s the Nation, also belonged to the circle. 
Godkin’s father had been an advisor to William Gladstone, 
the British Liberal prime minister. Finally, one must include 
George William Curtis, an editor at Harper’s Weekly.

United by what they called their “political liberality of 
thought,” these gentlemen, from Britain, France, and Amer-
ica, believed that men like themselves were the trustees of po-
litical progress. They supported Lincoln and the North in the  
Civil War, but to them the battle was about not just the ab-
olition of slavery. It was about the viability of democracies. 
As one member of the network later remembered, before the 
American Civil War it was commonplace to think of democra-
cies as “incapable of the sentiment of loyalty, of concentrated 
and prolonged effort, of far- reaching conceptions.” Everyone 
knew how vulnerable they were to despots. There was there-
fore a widespread belief that the North would not only lose the 
war, but fall prey to a kind of Bonaparte, a Caesar.

The central question posed by the Civil War thus resembled 
the one Tocqueville had asked several years previously and 
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that now became so timely in France: Could their democracy  
become liberal? In other words, could it protect individual lib-
erties and pursue high- minded, noble objectives— or would it 
show itself to be materialistic and ignoble by remaining at-
tracted to despotism? Could Americans dedicate themselves 
to such a noble ideal as the abolition of slavery and pursue it to 
the end? Were they capable of sustained courage, patriotism, 
and self- sacrifice? Through his inspired leadership, Lincoln 
proved that they could. Under the right leadership, a liberal 
democracy was possible.

The Civil War, to liberals across Europe, was a momentous 
conflict not just for America, but for the whole world. Liberals 
in Britain, France, and elsewhere believed that the prospects 
for democracy in their own countries were linked to the fate 
of the Union. Norton declared that the triumph of the North 
“will be shared by our foreign friends, who are fighting the battle 
of liberal principles and equal rights in the Old World.” Smith 
responded that the “effect of [America’s] example may enable 
European society finally to emerge from feudalism.” Another 
member of the liberal network believed that America’s example 
and ideas would “hasten incalculably the progress of equaliza-
tion over the whole earth.” On the other hand, if the North lost, 
“European democracy would be silenced and dumbfounded  
forever.” In 1865, amid the celebrations of Union victory, Curtis 
saluted the North’s foreign friends. The war had shown that “all 
believers in a true popular government . . . in whatever coun-
try they live” were members of the “great liberal party of the 
world.”22 By his example, Lincoln proved that with the right 
leadership, a great democracy could be liberal. He was educat-
ing the American population, moralizing them, elevating them, 
the way a truly liberal leader should.

The publications of these admirers of Lincoln helped to 
transform the president into a transnational figure who was 
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engaged in a noble struggle on behalf of all people against 
privilege and despotism. European liberals admired his moral 
strength and statesmanship. They respected the fact that 
he knew how to inspire the American people with uplifting 
language. 

Lincoln offered a stark contrast to Napoleon III. He spoke 
to Americans not as a demagogue, but in a way that appealed 
to their best instincts and most admirable qualities. In so 
doing, he encouraged the people to be liberal like him, that is, 
to love freedom, to be generous, moral, and manly.

Liberals would have been aware that their irreconcilable 
enemy, the Vatican, favored the South. Officially the Church 
hierarchy was neutral, but the pope’s sympathies were no se-
cret. Like many people, he saw the South as a more traditional 
and aristocratic society compared to the North, which seemed 
more modern and democratic, prone to anarchy and all the 
problems associated with liberalism. The Jesuit publication 
Civilta Cattolica traced the origins of the Civil War to the 
mania for liberty and disrespect for all authority endemic in 
democratic political culture. The slavery issue, this Catholic 
newspaper argued, was not a humanitarian cause, but a pre-
text for underlying selfish motives.

After the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, the Civilta 
Cattolica showed even more hostility to the North, calling Lin-
coln a double- dealing politician and his government a political 
dictatorship. It accused him of engaging in an unjust war for 
“uncivilized motives.”23 In a letter that was widely publicized 
the same year, the pope recognized Jefferson Davis as the “Il-
lustrious and Honorable President of the Confederate States  
of America.”24 In 1866, he issued a statement in which he de-
clared that, subject to certain conditions, it was “not at all con-
trary to the natural and divine law for a slave to be sold, bought 
or exchanged.”
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Very few prominent Catholics vocalized support for Lin-
coln, the North, or abolitionism. But most of those who did  
were also French and included not only Tocqueville but La-
boulaye and Montalembert. The American Catholic Orestes 
Brownson, a supporter of the North, took note of this fact. 
In a very positive review of Montalembert’s speeches in Bel-
gium, Brownson remarked on how rarely European Catho-
lics supported abolition and thanked the liberal Catholics of 
France, “the only Catholics in Europe who sympathize with  
the loyal people of the Union.”25

Lincoln’s death in 1865 triggered another surge in his pop-
ularity across Europe. Tributes linked his leadership and the 
Union victory with the prospects of liberal democracy around 
the world. Laboulaye wrote a moving eulogy that was widely 
disseminated. He celebrated the president’s services not just to 
America, but to the cause of all of humanity. Goldwin Smith 
wrote that English liberals, too, had reason to be thankful for 
the heroism and determination of the American people. The 
Union victory demonstrated that the “great liberal party of the 
world” was triumphing over the forces of illiberalism.

Such sentiments were echoed widely and sometimes in the 
loftiest of terms. Montalembert was effusive— Lincoln had 
acted not only like a champion of liberty, but like a true Chris-
tian. His leadership and the victory of the North showed that  
America was now superior to most European societies and 
should take its rank among the first peoples of the world.26 
Giuseppe Mazzini believed that America’s heroic deeds proved  
that its destiny was to become the whole world’s guiding light. 
“You have become a leading Nation,” he gushed. “You must 
come forth and take your part in this battle. It is God’s battle.”27

Norton summarized this liberal optimism about the Union 
victory in an article titled “American Political Ideas” for the 
North American Review in 1865.28 The Civil War, he wrote, 
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proved that selfishness, ignorance, and corruption could be de-
feated. America had demonstrated itself to be a true commu-
nity, a liberal republic. This was what “We, the people” meant. 
The country was now poised to realize “the most inspiring and 
most promising idea of modern Christian civilization— the true 
brotherhood of man.” That same year, Laboulaye conceived the 
idea of a monument to the United States— the Statue of Liberty.

It is worth pausing for a moment to consider the fact that 
Lincoln’s liberal credentials had little to do with “small govern-
ment” principles or laissez- faire. Instead, they had everything 
to do with his moral principles and ability to inspire patri-
otism, courage, and devotion to noble goals. His admirers in 
Europe were apparently not all that worried about the fact 
that he suspended the writ of habeas corpus, ordered the ar-
rest and military detention of suspected traitors, spent money 
without congressional approval, and ignored many constitu-
tional provisions, justifying such actions by citing emergency 
powers granted to him by the people.29

In fact, Lincoln’s use of emergency authority was analyzed 
carefully by Laboulaye. It was, he concluded, the very model 
of crisis government. Lincoln had responded to the emergency 
without undermining the Constitution or the rule of law. He 
had suspended habeas corpus, but only to save the Constitu-
tion. Most importantly, Lincoln had engaged in moral uplift. 
In all these ways, then, Lincoln was a great leader of liberal 
democracy. In making such a man president, the United States 
had vindicated not only its Constitution, but liberty, democ-
racy, and humanity itself.

The Liberal Republican Party

The euphoria would not last long. Only a few years after pub-
lishing his glowing tribute to American political ideals, Charles 
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Norton found himself deeply disappointed in his country. He 
was distressed by what he saw as the baseness of American 
life, the loss of honor, manners, and moral principles. True 
gentlemen were nowhere to be found and money ruled. The 
leadership of President Ulysses Grant contrasted glaringly 
with that of Abraham Lincoln.

Like Norton, Charles Schurz was exasperated by what he saw 
as the demoralization of political life under President Grant. An 
émigré from Germany, Schurz had fought in the Revolutions of 
1848. Upon arriving in the United States, he had gravitated to 
the Republican Party, becoming something of a liaison for the 
German American community. Appointed minister to Spain, he 
later served as a major general in the Union Army. After the 
war, he became the first German- born member of the US Sen-
ate and eventually served as secretary of the interior.

Initially, both Schurz and Norton hoped that Grant would 
reform the bureaucracy that had grown during the Civil  
War and get rid of the corruption that accompanied it. But it 
soon became clear that nothing of the sort would happen: Grant  
was even exacerbating the situation. A number of well- 
publicized scandals furnished proof that he was using the 
power of his office for personal advantage. There were even 
worries that he might overthrow the republic and install a mil-
itary dictatorship if he lost the election in 1872. His was a “spe-
cies of Caesarism” utterly abhorrent to republican institutions, 
declared Charles Sumner, senator from Massachusetts, on the 
Senate floor.

Such feelings and fears lay behind the creation of a new but 
short- lived political party in 1872. An offshoot of the Republi-
can Party, it was founded by Schurz, with the support of Nor-
ton and Sumner. It called itself the Liberal Republican Party, 
no doubt to signal its opposition to Caesarism and devotion 
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to high moral principles. Beyond that, there was a great deal  
of disagreement about the specific policies the Liberal Repub-
licans stood for. Even on key issues such as free trade, and the 
paper currency there were diverse opinions. Indeed, members’ 
divisions eventually led to the failure and dissolution of the party.

But Liberal Republicans were united on one important 
point: their desire to “infuse a higher moral spirit into our po-
litical life.”30 They loudly denounced “greedy politicians” who 
treated the electorate like a flock of sheep and practiced dirty 
tricks on them in order to line their own pockets. They called 
for more integrity, patriotism, and manliness in public life. 
These were the leadership qualities necessary if American de-
mocracy was to survive the dangers posed by Caesarism. They 
were the characteristics of liberalism.

Gladstone, Liberal Icon

Like Lincoln, William Gladstone became an internationally 
famous symbol of liberal principles and values. Leader of the 
British Liberal Party and prime minister four times between 
1868 and 1895, he came to personify the values of Victorian 
liberalism. But what, might we now ask, did that actually 
mean? What was liberal about Gladstone?

It was not that he supported Lincoln and the North during 
the Civil War, because he did not. Like a majority of British 
liberals, Gladstone supported the South, a fact that irritated 
John Stuart Mill greatly and caused the American abolitionist 
paper the Liberator to denounce his “sham liberalism.”31 But 
many British liberals reasoned that the North was not so much 
concerned with emancipating the slaves as with subjecting the 
South to the authority of the central government. Slavery was 
more of an excuse than the real reason for the war.
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Over time, Gladstone came to regret his initial sympathy 
for the Confederacy, going so far as to call it “a mistake of in-
credible grossness.” The war and the Union victory ended up 
having the same effect on him as on other liberals. It reduced 
his fear of democracy. In a Liverpool speech on electoral re-
form in 1866, he declared that America illustrated the virtues 
of a more extended franchise and expressed admiration for the 
“self- command, self- denial, and forethought” of its citizens.32 
In response, the New York Times reported that “Mr. Gladstone’s 
is a name held in the highest esteem by intelligent and high 
minded Liberals all over the world.”33 Over time, Gladstone be-
came easily the most admired Englishman in America.

Like all liberals, Gladstone subscribed to a number of core 
principles. He was deeply committed to civil equality and par -
liamentary government, and had a profound aversion to aris-
tocratic privileges and prejudices. He believed in the individual 
freedoms of religion, speech, and the press. Like other liberals, 
he also stood for reform, improvement, and progress; however, 
and again like other liberals, he was not always clear or con-
sistent about what these beliefs meant in practice. As we have 
seen, the British Liberal Party was rife with internal disputes. 
It was not committed, as it is sometimes thought, to a doctri-
naire policy of laissez- faire.

Some say Gladstone was an advocate of  “small government,” 
and in a way this is true, especially of his early years in politics; 
however, his second government was characterized as socialist 
by many people at the time. Gladstone’s own politics, historians 
have found, are in reality very hard to pin down. The truth is 
that his opinions on specific legislative issues were inconsistent 
and changed over time. He never quite succeeded in uniting the 
party behind a strictly defined or consistent legislative agenda.

Why Gladstone was perceived as a great liberal leader, 
then, has little to do with any particular legislation or political 



Caesarism aNd liBer al demoCr aCy  [ 179 ]

agenda that he promoted, but more to do with his character 
and personality. The great pioneer of sociology and German 
liberal Max Weber noted that Gladstone had great personal 
charisma. He appealed to the British population’s high moral 
principles, and they in turn trusted the ethical substance of his 
policy. What brought Gladstone to power and kept him there 
was “the firm belief of the masses in the moral rightness of his 
policy and especially in the man’s own moral qualities.”34

Gladstone’s reputation owes much to what was seen as his 
commitment to educating and uplifting Britain’s citizenry, 
both intellectually and morally. He was regarded as a prin-
cipled leader fighting for the whole community and not be-
holden to any selfish interest. This was particularly important 
at a time when there remained deep worries about democracy 
and its tendency to devolve into despotism or socialism. Be-
tween 1886 and 1914, Germany, France, and Italy saw the rise 
of socialist and workers’ parties; by contrast, in Britain the 
Liberals remained the only mass party on the left. Many at-
tributed this fact to the leadership of Gladstone. Like Lincoln, 
he was perceived as guiding, educating, and moralizing de-
mocracy. A person of high moral principle, Gladstone brought 
workers into the Liberal Party and could make democracy safe.

Like Lincoln, Gladstone was admired for the way he ad-
dressed and inspired the masses. In countless soaring and 
sermon- like speeches, he appealed to their moral sense, rea-
son, and intelligence. Always, he exhorted them to selflessness, 
patriotism, and devotion to the common good. Workers came 
in droves and listened for hours. He seemed to hear them, to 
know and respect them— and they responded with trust and 
admiration. From the very beginning of his leadership of the 
Liberal Party, workers supported the liberals at the polls.

The Liberal Party program, Gladstone often said, was 
aimed at “the general benefit of the whole mass of the people.” 
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Its goal was “to bind together the whole of the country in har-
mony and concord.”35 At the same time, Gladstone was not 
adverse to criticizing the wealthier members of society. The 
most dangerous threat confronting England, he liked to say, 
was not the advent of democracy but the likelihood of plutoc-
racy. The danger came not from the lower classes, but from the 
selfishness of the upper classes, who were sometimes inclined 
to put their private interests before their public duties.

The modern, industrializing economy was making mat-
ters worse. “You are threatened, gentlemen,” he told a group 
of workers in 1876, “in the foundations of national character 
by the rapid creation and extension of wealth in this coun-
try.” But they were not the danger, he said; rather, it was the 
wealthy classes who were enriching themselves at an unprec-
edented rate and changing their values. They were becoming 
interested more in their own pleasures at the expense of “the 
inward health, the manhood, the vigour” of the country. The 
nineteenth century, Gladstone lamented in 1880, was an “age 
of sham.” Affluence, leisure, and the pursuit of luxury were cor-
rupting the nation.36

This kind of populist moralism incensed Gladstone’s upper- 
class critics. They denounced him for using “ultra- democratic” 
language and behaving like a demagogue. Queen Victoria called 
him a “half- mad firebrand.” Even an admirer like Max Weber  
likened him to a dictator and “Caesarist plebiscatorian.” But 
Gladstone was no democrat, at least not in our sense of the 
word, nor was nineteenth- century Britain anything close to a 
democracy. Even the so- called Third Reform Act of 1884, which 
added 1.7 million voters to the rolls, excluded at least 40 per-
cent of English men and all women from the suffrage.37 Glad-
stone’s rhetoric about trusting “the people” masked this fact. 
Like almost all liberals, he believed in the concept of capacity. 
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Enfranchised voters, he said, must always show evidence of 
“self- command, self- control, respect for order, patience under 
suffering” and regard for their superiors. These were also the 
values he sought to inspire in his audiences.

Character was particularly important to Gladstone. 
He spoke frequently of the need for voters to exercise self- 
command, so as not to vote in narrow and self- interested ways. 
It was legitimate, he conceded, in a speech delivered in 1877, 
for a man to pursue his own interests, but he should always 
“test his interests by his duties.”38 When voting, it was neces-
sary to rid oneself of “all selfish and narrow ends.” And voting, 
Gladstone liked to say, was an ennobling experience, an act 
of individual responsibility before God. “The conscientious 
exercise of important duties,” Gladstone told a working- class 
audience in 1890, “is a function that tends to elevate a man.”39 
But to exercise such important duties required real manliness. 
In preparation, they must cultivate public spiritedness and vir-
tue. They must also educate themselves in issues of politics. 
Gladstone encouraged his listeners to read newspapers as well 
as his speeches, which were printed in cheap editions and were 
veritable political treatises.

While not everybody appreciated Gladstone’s style of lead-
ership and brand of populism, he was enormously admired. 
He was, said John Stuart Mill, a “great modern statesman,” 
an honest and sincere man who always fought for “the public 
good . . . especially of the poorer classes.”40 Max Weber, in his 
famous essay Politics as a Vocation, admired him as an early 
master of “leadership democracy” and compared him to Lin-
coln. By the respect Gladstone showed for the working man, 
and the way the working man responded to him, he seemed to 
suggest that a liberal democracy— one of patriotic and civic- 
minded citizens aware of their rights and duties— was possible, 
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and that Britain, under the right leadership, could cultivate it 
gradually and safely.

Bismarck, Liberalism’s Gravedigger

Certainly nobody ever thought of Otto von Bismarck as a 
liberal leader. Many have described him as a cynical despot 
who ruined the prospects of both democracy and liberalism in 
Germany. He practiced what liberals at the time called Bona-
partism or Caesarism: he manipulated democracy for illiberal 
ends.41 In the history of liberalism, Bismarck therefore serves 
mainly as a foil for those leaders, like Lincoln and Gladstone, 
who worked to enlighten, educate, and elevate democracy.

Foreign minister and minister- president of Prussia during 
the 1860s, architect of German unification in 1871, and chan-
cellor of a unified German Empire from 1871 to 1890, Bismarck 
was a larger- than- life figure like Lincoln and Gladstone, but he 
displayed none of their virtues. Historian and politician Hein-
rich von Treitschke was shocked when he first met him: “Of the 
moral powers in the world he has not the slightest notion.” Bis-
marck was deceitful and vindictive, even demonic, according to 
some. An astute Austrian diplomat commented on his manner 
of governing: “He reckons on the lower motivations of human 
nature: avarice, cowardice, confusion, indolence, indecision and 
narrow- mindedness.”42 Nothing could be more illiberal.

A confluence of circumstances brought Bismarck to power. 
In the late 1850s, the Prussian government’s reactionary poli-
cies began to ease. The new King William I promised to grant 
more freedoms and, most importantly, to institute the rule of 
law. A number of liberal politicians responded by creating the 
German Progress Party, and between 1861 and 1865 they were 
the largest group in the Prussian Lower House.
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Disagreement with the king ushered in a standoff and con-
stitutional crisis in 1862. It was provoked by the king’s plans 
to push through reforms that would have increased his con-
trol over the army. Parliamentary liberals refused to approve  
the funds needed, resulting in a deadlock. Refusing to com-
promise, in 1862 the king appointed Otto von Bismarck as 
head of his ministry. Bismarck was at the time a convinced ab-
solutist and a member of the Prussian Junker (land- owning) 
class, most of whose members were adamantly opposed to lib-
eralizing reforms of any kind.

Bismarck’s first move was to announce that he would oper-
ate without constitutional authorization, and he proceeded to 
do so for the next four years. He simply ignored liberal oppo-
sition and never hid his contempt for liberals. In a speech that 
has since become famous, he starkly declared that he would 
never indulge them: “The position of Prussia in Germany will 
not be determined by its liberalism but by its power. . . . Not 
through speeches and majority decisions will the great ques-
tions of the day be decided— that was the great mistake of 1848 
and 1849— but by iron and blood.”

Bismarck chose advisors who were openly disdainful of lib -
eralism. One of the most important was Hermann Wagener.43 
Wagener was the founder and chief editor of a newspaper 
called the New Prussian Newspaper to Save the Monarchy 
(Kreuzzeitung) and the editor of the Staats- und Gesellschafts 
lexikon, an encyclopedia with a strong conservative bias. Its 
entry on liberalism was slashing. Liberalism, said Wagener, 
was an evil, entirely negative force that had done immeasur-
able harm to humanity. Beholden to the “ideas of 1789,” it was 
spread by Freemasons bent on wreaking havoc. 

Wagener conceded that the word came from the Latin and 
originally had a noble meaning. It referred to laudable personal 
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qualities, such as benevolence, generosity, tolerance, and en-
lightenment. But the French Revolution had changed all that. 
The word now meant the loosening of all restraints, the releas-
ing of all bonds, and the rule of unbounded self- interest. It was 
nothing more than shameful individualism. For rulers to em-
brace liberalism would be inexcusably reckless.44

The same year Wagener published this article, Bismarck 
struck against the Progressive Party by restricting freedom of 
the press, refusing to confirm the election of Progressive may-
ors, and banning the discussion of political matters in munic-
ipal council meetings. Given all of this, one might ask why a 
sizable group of German liberals agreed to support and work 
with him, as many did. It has led historians to ask whether 
German liberals were really liberal. Was German liberalism de-
fective, weak, even illiberal?

Heinrich von Treitschke’s 1861 article on “freedom” sheds 
light on the question. When he wrote the piece, von Treitschke 
was a university professor, liberal politician, and editor of the 
liberal journal Preussische Jahrbucher. German liberals, he ar-
gued, were not so different from French or British ones. They 
shared many of the same ideals and values. Like John Stuart 
Mill and Edouard de Laboulaye, German liberals believed in 
the inviolability of personal freedom. The differences between 
the Germans and the others had more to do with their circum-
stances. Given their situation, it was understandable to von 
Treitschke that Laboulaye should worry about the power of 
the state. German liberals, however, did not have a state. And 
how could any progressive goals be achieved while Germany 
was divided into thirty- nine separate states, each with differ-
ent governments. How to bring about a German state was the 
most pressing question.

Frustrated by their inability to see any effective way for-
ward, some German liberals began to long for a strongman 
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who might accomplish from above what they had failed to 
achieve from below. Germany needed “one decisive man at the 
top,” one liberal said. Another admitted that “one would like 
to go with a Caesar, if we had one.” Using biblical allusions, 
the liberal Karl Bollman expressed what many other liberals 
felt when he said that Germany was in need of an “armed re-
deemer to lead it to the promised land of national unity and 
independence.” Germans should accept such a leader, Bollman 
continued, even if it meant that they had to “go through the 
Red Sea of an all- out war.”45

When Bismarck appeared and successfully united Ger-
many, many must have seen him as that longed- for Caesar. 
Two successful wars, the first with Denmark in 1864, the sec-
ond with Austria and other German states in 1866, led to the 
creation of the North German Confederation under Prussian 
leadership in 1867. Shortly afterward, the chancellor seemed 
to extend an olive branch to liberals when he asked Parliament 
to pass a law that recognized its power of the purse. Every-
thing they had wished for seemed to be coming true.

But it wasn’t so simple. The bill also approved his uncon-
stitutional spending between 1862 and 1866. This part of the 
law caused many liberals great consternation and ultimately 
split the liberal party in two. Despite their euphoria over uni-
fication, many simply could not condone his unconstitutional 
behavior. But one group of liberals decided to support the bill 
and left the Progressive Party to form the National Liberal 
Party. The remaining group retained the Progressive Party 
name and refused to compromise. During the ensuing de-
bates, denunciations of Caesarism reached a fever pitch. “Ev-
eryone now speaks of Caesarism,” grumbled National Liberal 
Party member Ludwig Bamberger.46

Hermann Baumgarten was instrumental in convincing 
liberals to leave the Progressive Party and join the National 



[ 186 ] Chapter five

Liberals in support of Bismarck. Born in the Duchy of Bruns-
wick, Baumgarten had studied history at the University of Jena 
before becoming a liberal journalist and eventually a professor 
of history. In 1866 he published A Self- Criticism of German 
Liberalism, in which he explained his point of view. Liberals 
should be more pragmatic than they had been in the past, he 
said. They should face the fact that before any progress could 
be made, they needed a unified Germany. Mere rhetoric in 
opposition to Bismarck was leading them nowhere: “For men 
to work in the state they must above all have a state.” It was 
better to work with Bismarck and obtain gradual gains than 
remain powerless in perpetual opposition. In response, other  
liberals questioned whether liberal principles could be ob-
tained by illiberal means. Was it possible to compromise with 
Caesar?

The constitution promulgated by Bismarck in 1871 was nei-
ther liberal nor democratic according to its time or ours but 
combined semblances of both. Rather than being drafted by 
an elected assembly, it was granted to the German people as a 
gift from their emperor. It instituted a national representative 
body, the Reichstag, which was elected by universal manhood 
suffrage, but its powers were severely circumscribed. In the 
end, it was a system that had some democratic and some par-
liamentary features, but in reality gave enormous power to a 
small aristocratic group. It contained no references to liberty 
of speech or person.

The National Liberals harbored no illusions about how dif -
ficult it would be to work with Bismarck. Most thought that  
they were engaging in a tactical compromise and hoped that 
they would eventually win concessions. After all, they had be-
fore them the example of France, where Louis Napoleon was 
working with liberals to reform his regime. They may well have 
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hoped that Bismarck would behave first like Lincoln and unify 
Germany, and then like Napoleon III and liberalize his regime.

In any case, the National Liberals did not abandon their 
battle against Prussian authoritarianism. During their collab-
oration with Bismarck, they continued to fight for many of the 
same things liberals in Britain and France had. They advo-
cated broadening and strengthening the powers of Parliament 
and sought legislation to ensure personal freedoms, equality 
before the law, and a long list of economic reforms, including 
dismantling antiquated feudal regulations.

In some ways, the liberals were successful. They did, in fact, 
win substantial concessions. Freedoms of parliamentary de-
bate, association, and press were broadened. Laws guarantee-
ing personal and civil rights were passed, restrictions on travel 
within the country removed. The requirement of official per-
mission to change residence or marry was eliminated. A new 
criminal code was passed and judicial reforms instituted. Lib-
erals also obtained uniform coinage, weights, and measures, a 
new commercial code, an imperial bank, and freer trade. They 
did not get everything they wanted, but for a time they seemed 
vindicated in their decision to collaborate with Bismarck.

It is indisputable, however, that the liberals committed some 
grave errors. One was their enthusiastic support of Bismarck’s 
Kulturkampf. The word, translated as the “War for Civilization,” 
refers to a series of laws passed between 1871 and 1877, whose 
ostensible purpose was to curtail the power of the Catholic 
Church. Critics then and now have denounced the policy as a 
clear violation of the liberal principle of religious toleration. To 
be fair, the situation was not quite as clear.

On July 18, 1870, the Vatican had announced the doctrine 
of Papal Infallibility. The dogma held that in virtue of a prom-
ise made to Peter by Jesus, the pope was preserved from error 
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when speaking “ex cathedra,” that is, when he was defining a 
doctrine regarding faith or morals. This can actually sound 
quite restrictive— the pope is said to be infallible only when it 
comes to Christian doctrine. However, the political import of 
Papal Infallibility, if any, has been debated ever since. Critics 
at the time, including quite a few Catholics, believed that it 
compromised their loyalty to the state or could at least be in-
terpreted that way.

Papal Infallibility attracted widespread condemnation 
from liberals everywhere. It was, the New York Times declared, 
“a denial of the principles upon which the liberties of all free 
nations of the world are founded.” The acceptance of Papal In-
fallibility, the New York Tribune reasoned, had built a “Chinese 
wall between the world of modern progressive thought and the 
Roman Catholic Church.”47 The conclusion of many was that 
Catholics had once again rejected the opportunity to recon-
cile themselves with the modern age. Gladstone himself was 
moved to write two pamphlets denouncing “Vaticanism” and 
refuting the idea that British Catholics could be loyal to the 
papacy and the nation simultaneously. Accepting Papal Infalli-
bility would be to renounce one’s “moral and mental freedom” 
and transfer one’s civil loyalty to Rome. The first of Gladstone’s 
pamphlets sold 150,000 copies and was translated into many 
languages.

In the same period, the question of the status of the Papal 
States caused a focus on the Church’s alleged quest for politi-
cal domination. The issue was particularly pressing for France, 
whose troops had restored Pius IX to the Holy See in 1849, and 
whose garrison continued to maintain his control over Rome  
until 1870. The pope’s refusal to cede authority over his re-
maining territory to a movement proclaiming the principles of 
national unity and democracy was seen in America as further 
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proof of the fundamental schism between his Church and the 
age. In 1860, a letter from Pius IX to Napoleon III in which the 
pontiff characterized the principles of the advocates of Italian 
unity as immoral was widely published in the American press.

The first piece of German anti- Church legislation was the 
so- called pulpit paragraph in December 1871. It prohibited 
“misuses of the pulpit for political purposes.” In 1872, Church 
supervision of schools was abolished. The following year, the 
first of the “May Laws” revised the Prussian Constitution that 
since 1850 had granted churches the right to manage their own 
affairs. All aspiring clergymen were now required to attend 
German universities or pass a cultural examination designed 
by state officials. Government approval was also required for 
any ecclesiastical appointment, and Catholic priests were no 
longer permitted to give religious instruction in the public 
schools. A Royal Court of Ecclesiastical Affairs was established 
which claimed final jurisdiction over all matters of Church dis-
cipline, and the Jesuits were expelled from the country.

When the Catholic Church hierarchy refused to accept these 
laws, Bismarck imposed penalties against violators and more 
extreme measures. Two laws in 1874 gave the Prussian govern-
ment authority to expel all clergy who refused to comply, and 
to confiscate the property of a parish that had no legally ap-
pointed priest. Lower clergy were fined or jailed in thousands 
of cases. By 1876, a total of fourteen hundred parishes— almost 
a third of those in Prussia— were without priests.

Most German liberals gave wholehearted support to the 
Kulturkampf. Johann Bluntschli denounced Catholicism as “a 
menace to manhood,” asserting that Germany “must defend 
itself against this terrible power . . . with every permissible and 
impermissible means.” Wherever the Catholic Church exerted 
power, he declared, “the state is castrated and devalued.” The  
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liberal Eduard Windhorst apparently saw no contradiction in 
arguing that “the burning hate with which the German Em-
pire persecutes Jesuitism” was justified because it was “the 
land of toleration and enlightenment.” 

German liberals insisted that their support of the Kultur-
kampf upheld the liberal principles of freedom and progress. 
Their commitment to Bildung, the modern state, and German 
unity required it. Freedom, Windhorst explained, “protects ev-
erything except unfreedom, and tolerance endures everything 
except intolerance.”48 It was, said the liberal deputy Rudolf 
Virchow, a crucial part of a great struggle for civilization in the 
interest of humanity.

The Kulturkampf was initially met with support from lib-
erals in other countries as well. Much of the British press saw 
the laws as essentially defensive measures. In March 1872 the  
London Times agreed that the papacy was trying to overthrow 
the German Empire. It offered the German people and gov-
ernment the support “of all friends of intellectual, moral and 
spiritual freedom.”49 British papers singled out the Jesuits as  
advocates of “Papal absolutism” and “missionaries of sedi-
tion.”50 The dogma of Papal Infallibility was described as a 
naked attempt by the pope to increase his own power through 
the use of superstitious, obscurantist, and obsolete dogmas. 
As such he constituted a great threat to the pillars of liberal 
society.

In America, the doctrine of Papal Infallibility and Kultur-
kampf triggered another surge of anti- Catholic sentiment. 
Critics of the Church said that America was now threatened 
by a government of priests. At the height of the Kulturkampf, 
the American ambassador to Germany, George Bancroft, sent 
reports back to the State Department defending Bismarck’s 
“firmness and moderation,” and warning that “the selfsame 
malign [Catholic] influence is at work” in many countries 
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around the world, including the United States. New York pub-
lishers reissued Gladstone’s Vatican Decrees, and the Ameri-
can press applauded him for having “struck the Romish des-
potism.” The leading American church historian, Philip Schaff, 
added a commentary to one edition denouncing the Vatican’s 
“direct antagonism to the liberal tendencies of the age.”51

In President Grant’s December 1871 message to Congress, 
he warned that America had to protect itself against “supersti-
tion, ambition and ignorance,” an obvious attack on the Cath-
olic Church. He urged the passage of a constitutional amend-
ment banning government aid to religious schools, a measure 
that would affect Catholic schools especially. A German Cath-
olic newspaper concluded that the president had “inaugurated 
the Kulturkampf” in America. Jesuits decried the growing in-
fluence of liberalism in the United States, equating it with a 
“war on Catholicism.”52

Liberals differed on how and how far state power should be 
used to oppose the pope and his Church. American measures 
against Catholicism were a far cry from imprisonment. Many 
liberals withdrew their support of the Kulturkampf when Bis-
marck started to enforce his laws in a heavy- handed manner. 
Gladstone privately observed that “Bismarck’s ideas and meth-
ods are not ours.”53 The Spectator was anti- papal and anti- 
infallibilist, but also anti- Bismarckian, and regarded the whole 
Kulturkampf as illiberal. “The so- called ‘Liberals’ of Prussia,” it 
wrote, seem to have lost all confidence in the power of light to 
fight Roman Catholic authoritarianism. . . . Liberalism cannot 
afford to exchange arms with its enemies and to persecute in 
the name of progress.” The Guardian declared that “we decline 
to regard it as a policy of Liberalism to punish by persecution 
even bigoted churches and reactionary creeds.”54 With the 
passage of the Falk Laws in May 1873 and their enforcement 
through the ensuing three years, British writers began to split 
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over the issue. A large majority of them continued to be anti- 
papal and some were pro- Bismarckian, but most drew a dis-
tinction between the abstract aims of the Kulturkampf and the 
method of enforcement of the Falk Laws.

In the end, the Kulturkampf backfired against German lib-
erals. Germany’s Catholic Center Party only grew stronger in 
defiance, and because of the animosity it had fueled, a future 
liberal- Catholic coalition became virtually impossible. In 1879, 
the unscrupulous dictator ended his alliance with the National 
Liberals by working out an agreement on tax reforms with the 
Center Party.

In 1878, German liberals were led to support another policy 
that backfired, namely Bismarck’s infamous antisocialist laws. 
In 1869, various left- wing groups had joined together to estab-
lish the SPD, the Socialist Party of Germany. A few years later 
it drew up its program at a party congress at Gotha. It called 
for the state to take over industry and for profits to be shared 
among workers. In 1878, the SPD had twelve seats in the Reich-
stag. That year there were two attempts on the life of the kaiser. 

Using the assassination attempts as an excuse, Bismarck 
introduced his antisocialist laws. The measures did not ban 
the SPD outright, but made any organization that was spread-
ing social democratic principles illegal, outlawed trade unions, 
and shut down many newspapers. German liberals mostly sup-
ported the laws.

Like the Kulturkampf, the antisocialist laws failed cata-
strophically. The SPD kept growing despite them. The laws 
also divided, weakened, and discredited German liberals and 
made it very difficult for them to collaborate with socialists in 
the future. The party split again and again. While Gladstone 
brought workers into the Liberal Party, the German liberals 
under Bismarck failed to do so.
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An aura of disrepute hovered over the National Liberals for 
a long time and to some extent taints German liberalism even 
today. In 1907, the two factions of liberals were still trading 
insults, the Progressive Party accusing the National Liberals 
of betraying liberal principles due to their lack of character, 
cowardice, and manliness.55 Today, there are those who say 
that Bismarck destroyed liberalism.

Max Weber placed much blame on a leader who never  
respected parliamentary government. A Caesarist despot, 
Bismarck destroyed political parties and any individual who 
threatened his authority, and he used demagoguery to advance 
his interests. In 1918, when contemplating Bismarck’s legacy, 
Weber made an observation that is worth quoting at length: 
“He left a nation totally without political education . . . accus-
tomed to expect that the great man at the top would provide 
their politics for them . . . [Germany] had grown accustomed 
to submit patiently and fatalistically to whatever was decided 
for it in the name of ‘monarchical government.’ ” Bismarck 
bequeathed to his successors “a nation without any political 
sophistication” and “without any political will of its own.” He 
created a pseudo- democracy that he manipulated to pursue 
illiberal goals. “Egoism,” he said, was “the only sound basis for 
a large state.”56
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Ch a pter six

The Battle to 
Secularize Education

The snake in Paradise already spoke the temptations and  
false promise of  liberalism.

— CatholiC ChurCh lexiCon, 1891

in 1870 BismarCk goaded Napoleon III into declaring war  
on Prussia and the Second Empire came to a sudden and hu­
miliating end. It took Prussia a mere six months to defeat 
France, which until then had been regarded the strongest 
power in Europe. When Napoleon III was captured at Sedan 
on September 2, 1870, France became a de facto republic. 

The shock of the French defeat was compounded by a re­
bellion in Paris, where a large portion of the population, refus­
ing to accept the peace terms imposed by Germany and agreed 
to by their own government, rose up in anger and set up the 
so­ called Commune.

While the provisional national government at Versailles 
assembled the forces necessary to put down the uprising, the 
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Commune took a series of actions that stunned the world. It 
adopted the red flag as its symbol. It sent delegates to other 
French cities encouraging them to establish their own com­
munes. It issued a Declaration to the French People prom­
ising to implement measures to improve the “social welfare” 
and began legislating in the name of the working classes. It 
voted the separation of church and state and the elimination 
of the ecclesiastical budget. It closed many Catholic schools 
and churches. Some two hundred priests, nuns, and monks 
were arrested. A feminist movement demanded wage equality, 
the right to divorce, and secular and professional education.

The astonishing defeat of the French army, followed by 
what seemed like another revolution and a communist take­
over in Paris, sent shockwaves through Europe and beyond. 
Liberals were yet again forced to contemplate what had gone 
so horribly wrong. They of course had no way of knowing that  
France’s humiliation at the hands of Prussia would help pre­
pare it for what liberals had fought for so long: a “liberal edu­
cational system” and the separation of church and state.

What’s Wrong with the French?

Horrified observers of the Parisian uprising of 1870 reported 
that barbarians and savages had once again taken control of 
the city. The fault lay with the “Reds” who preached class ha­
tred and violence. They were “brigands,” “outlaws,” “vermin.” 
The pope called them “beastly, God­ forsaken scum.”1 News­
papers reported on the role of women in the uprising, calling 
them debased and debauched “furies.”

Fear spread that this revolution, like previous ones, would 
export its ideas across France’s borders. The New York Times 
predicted that the Commune was only “the first muttering of 
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that social storm which shall yet shake every capital of Eu­
rope.”2 Repeatedly calling the insurgents “communists” bent 
on overturning the existing order of society, the paper warned 
of a coming revolution that would nationalize all property. 

The French government at Versailles blamed the revolution 
on a conspiracy masterminded by the International Working 
Men’s Association and its leader, Karl Marx, and this idea 
spread. Edwin Godkin, editor of the American journal the Na­
tion, warned that the Commune would “give the civilization of 
the Western world a severe shaking.”3

Many were therefore relieved when, on May 21, 1871, the 
French National Assembly, led by Adolphe Thiers, ordered 
an army into Paris to retake the city. The battle was brutal, 
with many atrocities committed on both sides. The Versailles 
troops killed several thousand suspects without trial, includ­
ing many women and children. The Communards executed 
hostages, including the archbishop, Monseigneur Darboy, and 
set fires to symbols of the national government, among which  
was Thiers’s home.

Although it is always difficult to know exact numbers, it is es ­
timated that by the end of  “Bloody Week,” twenty to twenty­ 
five thousand people had been killed, most of them Commu­
nards or innocent victims, and many by summary execution. 
Some forty thousand were also arrested, including a great num­
ber of trade union and socialist activists as well as feminists, many 
of whom were deported to a penal colony in New Caledonia.

The military defeat, a “communist” uprising, and a brutal 
repression provoked yet another period of deep reflection and 
soul searching in France. What or who was to blame? Catho­
lic royalists said it was divine punishment for the sin of liber­
alism. The pope set the tone when he denounced liberalism 
as “the epitome of satanic subversion.” Liberals should have 
known that banishing God from society would lead straight to 
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disorder, anarchy, and death. They had only themselves to 
blame for the curse of socialism, to which their ideas inevi­
tably led. Using all the propaganda at their disposal, Catholic 
royalists unleashed a fierce attack on liberal principles, direct­
ing their ire especially at popular sovereignty, representative 
government, and freedom of religion.

The debates over the causes of the humiliating defeat and 
the Commune were especially intense at a time when opposed 
camps were battling over what kind of government should be 
established, a monarchy or a republic. In 1871, elections based 
on universal male suffrage returned a majority of monarchists, 
but they were divided among themselves. Legitimists, Orlean­
ists, and Bonapartists could not agree about who should be 
king. Not until 1879, after elections returned a republican ma­
jority and the monarchist president MacMahon resigned, was 
it clear that France would remain a republic.

A devout Catholic, famous for having crushed the Com­
mune, General MacMahon welcomed the help of the Church 
in combating liberalism. The principal aim of his government, 
he said, was the restoration of moral order in the country. For 
this he needed Catholicism. Public prayers in Parliament were 
introduced. The construction of a Basilica of the Sacred Heart 
in the left­ wing area of  Montmartre was approved to expiate the 
crimes of the Commune. Since 1789, the Sacred Heart had been 
a symbol of royal and Catholic counterrevolution. Pilgrimages 
to Lourdes were organized at which royalist hymns were sung.

All of this was exceedingly frustrating to those who thought 
that Catholicism was France’s problem and not the solution to 
the problem. But they also agreed with the royalists that a deep 
moral and intellectual crisis had caused France’s fourth revo­
lution. In a widely read book, the historian and theorist Ernest 
Renan placed the blame squarely on Catholicism. Thanks to the 
Catholic Church, he wrote, France had become a second­ rate 
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country, a society of weaklings. Other books and articles fol­
lowed. That the French army had been defeated by the Prussian 
schoolmaster became a frequently heard refrain. Catholicism, 
it was endlessly repeated, made French soldiers not only super­
stitious and submissive, but unpatriotic. Alfred Fouillée, one  
of France’s most respected philosophers, said that French sol­
diers were selfish and materialistic. France desperately needed 
intellectual and moral reform.4

Foreign onlookers weighed in, once again attributing 
France’s problems to a giant moral failure. British commen­
tators blamed them on a lack of manliness. The French were 
infested with a love of luxury and material enjoyment. John 
Stuart Mill thought their troubles had to do with the infirmity 
of the French mind. Once again, the French had shown their 
lack of character.5 Americans reasoned that the French were 
“ignorant, priestridden and emasculated,”6 Germans that they 
were debilitatingly frivolous.

The widespread disdain for the Catholic Church was only 
magnified by the Vatican’s declaration of Papal Infallibility on 
the eve of the Franco­ Prussian War. French critics saw it as  
yet another affront to rational thinking and encouragement of  
superstition. Like liberals elsewhere, they interpreted it as an 
attack on the sovereignty of their nation. The pope seemed  
to be requiring Catholics to pledge allegiance to him and 
his Church rather than to their own country. This weakened 
France, as was shown when it faced a Protestant enemy on the 
battlefield.

Charles Renouvier, another influential French philosopher,  
weighed in as well. After the war, he founded La Critique phil ­
osophique and its supplement La Critique religieuse, in large 
part to denounce the danger posed by the Catholic Church and  
to promote Protestantism and civic education instead. Dur ­
ing the short­ lived Second Republic, he had served as minister  
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of public instruction and had produced a manual for promot­
ing republican values. What was needed, he now demanded, 
was a campaign to stamp out once and for all the “slave­ 
religion,” that had weakened the moral fiber of the nation. 
This meant separating church and state, and instituting a free, 
compulsory, and lay educational system. Civic education, he 
wrote, should deliver men from the yoke of theocracy.

Renouvier was only one voice among many who contended 
that the French population desperately needed to be weaned 
off Catholicism. Public education thus became a key and fiercely 
debated issue of the Third Republic. The battle culminated in 
the so­ called Ferry Laws of 1881 and 1882 and in church/state 
separation in 1905, after which the Republican victors boasted 
that France possessed “the most liberal, the most modern [sys­
tem of education] in the civilized world.”7

A Liberal Public School System

Named after the prime minister and minister of public in­
struction Jules Ferry, the Ferry Laws were later seen as the 
most significant and lasting reform of the Third Republic. 
They made public primary education free, compulsory, and 
secular. The architects and supporters of this system were 
certain that it would create a much­ needed “moral and social 
revolution” in France.8

The Ferry Laws were supplemented by a third law in 1886, 
sometimes called the Goblet Law, after the prime minister, 
René Goblet, who served as minister of the interior and min­
ister of worship between 1886 and 1887. The law forbade the 
employment of members of religious teaching orders in pub­
lic schools. When it encountered difficulties in the Senate, the 
Lower Chamber retaliated by calling upon the government to 
dissolve the Jesuit order. Jesuits were ordered to leave their 
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houses within three months, while the other named orders 
were given six months to seek government authorization.

It is not hard to see that the liberal system of education 
championed by the educational reformers was overtly anti­ 
Catholic. Its designers never hid the fact that its purpose was 
to detach the population from priests. Nor did they make a  
secret of the fact that this meant forcing through a kind of 
Protestant Reformation. A Le Temps article in 1879 explained 
their thinking: “Catholic societies have a difficult time. The 
work of moral secularization that they didn’t accomplish in the 
sixteenth century through an ecclesiastical or religious reform, 
they try to accomplish by way of school reform.”9 

In the passing of these laws, it helped that so many Prot­
estants occupied prominent positions in government—in fact, 
all out of proportion to their numerical strength in the coun­
try. Between 1879 and 1890 five cabinets had Protestant pre­
miers. In one of these, the Waddington cabinet of 1879, half of 
the minsters were Protestants. Many of them were also Free­
masons and admirers of the “Religion of Humanity.” Some no 
longer believed in God.

The principal architect of the French school reforms was 
Ferdinand Buisson, who became director of primary education 
in 1879 and retained that position for seventeen years. Buisson 
later went on to preside over the League of Education from 
1902 to 1906 and the League of Human Rights from 1914 to 
1926. In 1905, he chaired the parliamentary committee that im­
plemented the separation of church and state. In 1927, he was 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize (jointly with Ludwig Quidde).

Buisson was a liberal Protestant and, like Ferry and Gob­
let, a Freemason. During the Second Empire, he published 
several books and articles with titles like Liberal Christianity 
(1865) and The Principles of  Liberal Christianity (1869), which 
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explained his religious views. He also created an organization 
called the Union of Liberal Christianity to help propagate them. 

The religion Buisson professed was one without dogmas, 
miracles, or priests. It subordinated everything to morality and 
had as its goal “the spiritual perfecting of man and of humanity.” 
It was a universal church that welcomed all people, of whatever 
denomination, including deists and even atheists. Only such a 
church, Buisson reasoned, could bring about the reign of fra­
ternity and human solidarity that men like he sought.10 What 
was needed, he said, was “a human church, lay, [and] liberal.” 
It would be “like a vast Freemasonry out in the open.”11

As director of primary education, Buisson was well posi­
tioned to implement his religious and educational ideas. His 
mammoth Dictionary of Pedagogy and Primary Education 
(1880– 87) was meant to serve as a guide for all those engaged 
in primary instruction. A public school system, Buisson said, 
should not just teach the usual subjects. Its most important 
goal was to produce “good men and good citizens.” It should 
teach boys to “think and act like a man.”12 To that end, it 
should wean them off Catholicism and teach them the edu­
cational principles advocated by liberal Protestants instead. 
Most importantly, French schools should teach morals rather 
than obedience to the pope.13

Buisson especially admired the American public school sys­
tem. His Dictionary contains long and complimentary articles 
on the United States and its method of educating citizens. He 
appreciated the fact that in US schools no particular religious 
doctrines were taught, only Christianity “in general.” The Dic­
tionary includes laudatory articles on not only the Unitarian 
leader William Ellery Channing, but also Theodore Parker, 
Channing’s more radical disciple, and their mutual friend, the 
educational reformer Horace Mann.14
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It is easy to understand why Buisson admired these Ameri­
cans so. They shared his aversion to Catholicism and preference 
for a liberal kind of Protestantism. Mann himself had Unitarian 
sympathies. Parker, who was familiar with Benjamin Constant’s 
writings on religion, began as a Unitarian, but eventually left 
the movement because it was not liberal enough. It was stand­
ing still, he said, becoming narrow and bigoted. All Christian 
churches, he argued, were straying too far away from the teach­
ings of Jesus. Religions should teach self­ improvement and 
moral comportment, not dogma.

Catholicism, as propagated by the Vatican, was enemy num­
ber one. It would not allow men to think for themselves. When  
Protestantism arose, wrote Mann, it brought in its wake free­
dom of thought and toleration. Parker was even more blunt. 
Catholicism was positively harmful to children of a republic, 
he said, because it was “the foe of all progress [and] deadly hos­
tile to democracy.” The natural ally of tyrants, it was an irrecon­
cilable enemy of freedom.15

Mann thought American public schools should teach chil­
dren a generalized form of Christianity that focused on mo­
rality. Children should learn the principles common to all 
Christians, and not those doctrines about which different sects 
disagreed. As secretary to the Massachusetts Board of Edu­
cation in 1837, he designed a free and “nonsectarian” school 
system that he thought would teach the civic virtues and val­
ues needed to sustain a republic. It was important, most of all, 
to cultivate self­ discipline and judgment. Morality and intelli­
gence were essential in a republic.

Buisson and his collaborators believed that similar princi­
ples should be introduced in France. Paul Bert, for example, 
agreed that a main goal— perhaps the main goal— of France’s 
educational system should be to liberate the minds of boys from 
what he thought were the absurd and terrifying beliefs that were  
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taught in Catholic schools. Instead, public education should 
transmit basic public and private virtues, a boy’s duties to his 
family and his fatherland.16 Him self a Freemason, Bert served 
for a while as minister of edu cation and authored one of the 
handbooks used in the primary education course on morals.

The goal of the new French school system would be twofold. 
First, by encouraging free thought and discussion, it would teach 
young boys how to think and judge for themselves. Second, by 
the inculcation of what Buisson called “liberal discipline,”17 it 
would teach them self­ command and self­ direction, both of 
which could be summed up by the term “self­ government.” In 
order to be a proper adult and a man, it was often repeated, a 
boy must learn how to govern himself. Once again, this meant 
liberating him from Catholic priests and Christian dogma, 
and instead teaching him liberal or generalized Christian 
moral principles. If the Bible itself was taught, it should be ap ­
proached strictly as a historical document that could help in­
struct morals.

Buisson admired the fact that Americans understood the ne­
cessity of propagating an appropriate intellectual culture. They 
knew the value of teaching young students the moral precepts 
of justice and piety, on which every republican constitution de­
pended. Patriotism was exceptionally important. According to 
the educational system he helped design, French preschoolers 
learned patriotic songs and poems on moral themes. Between 
the ages of nine and eleven, they learned the obligation to pay 
taxes and serve in the army. Between eleven and thirteen, their 
instruction emphasized the importance of military service, re­
spect for the flag, obedience to the law, as well as elementary 
notions of political economy.18

The educational reforms did not concern just boys. Girls, 
the reformers said, should also receive a liberal education. 
And here, as well, they took inspiration from America. In 1870,  
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after a visit to the country, educational reformer Célestin Hip­
peau published Public Education in America. In it, he argued 
that America proved the benefits of giving girls a liberal edu­
cation. Only that way could they become patriotic contributors 
to a democratic society. France, he regretted, had utterly failed 
to rescue women from the grip of the church, with devastating 
consequences.

The liberal theorist Jules Simon considered even the best 
French boarding schools completely useless in the way they ed­
ucated girls. The principles they imparted were frivolous; there 
was nothing serious or elevating about them.19 A long article 
on girls in Buisson’s Dictionary concurred. Buisson regretted 
that his compatriots had given such low priority to girls’ edu­
cation and that it had been so focused on religion. Girls and 
boys had the same right to an elementary primary education, 
he said, because they had an “equal intelligence and equivalent 
duties as members of the State and of a family.” He gave a long 
list of topics that girls, just the same as boys, should be taught, 
with moral and civic instruction at the top, but also including 
French language and literature, geography, some law, and polit­
ical economy. The point was not to make girls “argumentative 
[raisonneuses],” he insisted; but girls, like boys, should be made 
to understand their duties to their fatherland, the constitution, 
and the laws. It wasn’t that girls should be turned into blue­
stockings, another reformer asserted, but neither should they 
“remain strangers to the intellectual life of the modern world.”20

The educational reformers did not question the idea that a 
girl’s natural vocation was to become a wife and mother. Their 
main goal was to make girls better wives and mothers. Henri 
Marion, who was at the time considered an expert on girls’ edu­
cation, composed a lecture series on this topic that he delivered 
at the Sorbonne. Relations between husband and wife, Mar­



the Battle to seCul arize eduCation [ 205 ]

ion explained, were an example of the mutual dependence and 
solidarity that characterized all forms of social life. Women and 
men had different roles to play in society, but they were comple­
mentary and equal in importance: “women’s proper role is to 
perfect and soften life, private life above all, but by way of that, 
at least indirectly, public life as well.”21

Reformers like Marion often pointed to the way girls were 
educated in America as an example to be emulated. Marriages 
in America were more equitable, they said, and the authority 
of parents over their children more reasonable; this was how 
American children learned democratic values.22 The idea that 
husbands and wives were mutually dependent and worked in 
solidarity with each other was of course quite different from 
the patriarchal view of marriage usually propagated by the 
Catholic Church.

The truth is that in America, the “nonsectarian,” liberal, or 
secular public school system was controversial as well. Like 
their French counterparts, American Catholics objected that 
it wasn’t truly nonsectarian; the schools actually taught a lib­
eral version of Protestantism. Catholics therefore demanded  
the right to open their own publicly funded schools.

In 1876, a debate was organized on this issue. It was ad­
vertised as a discussion between “a Catholic American citi­
zen” and “a liberal American citizen.” Afterward, the debate 
was published as a pamphlet. The Catholic citizen was Bishop  
McQuaid of Rochester, a strong advocate of Catholic educa­
tion, and the liberal citizen was Francis Ellingwood Abbot, a 
notorious freethinker and self­ proclaimed “anti­ Christian.”

McQuaid laid out the Catholic objections to American pub­
lic schools. First, they were not, in fact, nonsectarian. They im­
parted a form of liberal Protestantism, which violated the rights 
of Catholics under the Constitution and Bill of Rights. Second, 
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the schools violated parental rights to decide the religion of their 
children. Finally, it was wrong for Catholics to have to pay for  
schools meant to lead their children away from their religion. 
McQuaid also rejected the notion that morals could be taught 
without religion, which to him would be the same as basing 
morals on selfishness, a clear contradiction in terms.

In his response to Bishop McQuaid, Abbot did not deny  
that the schools were anti­ Catholic. The goal of the American 
public school system, he said, was not to teach religion but to 
develop “individuality.” The parental rights to which McQuaid 
referred were a mere relic of “primeval barbarism.” Their real 
purpose was to give despotic authority to fathers and, beyond 
them, to the pope. Catholicism, and the kind of family it ad­
vocated, bound women and children to domestic servitude. In  
modern America, Abbot noted approvingly, people were com­
ing to recognize women as the equals of men before the law. 
The woman’s movement, Abbot added, again approvingly, “aims 
to establish and protect a woman’s right to the enjoyment of 
her own free individuality.”23

This discussion between a Catholic and a liberal should not 
mislead one into believing that only Catholics objected to the 
American public school system. Many conservative Protestants 
denounced it in the most virulent terms. Seeing no difference 
between liberal Christianity and rank infidelity, they called 
Horace Mann’s schools anti­ Christian hotbeds of immorality. 
According to Congregationalist minister Noah Porter, liberal­
ism was even more dangerous than outright atheism because 
it was so seductive. A conspiracy against scriptural truth, it 
was also a clear and present danger to traditional notions of 
the family. Were it to be allowed to spread further, it would in­
variably overturn society and bring chaos to the world.

Traditionalist proponents of religious orthodoxy, whether 
Catholic or Protestant, were especially alarmed by the connec­
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tion between liberal religion and feminism. From Mary Woll­
stonecraft, who came from a Dissenting background, to Lou­
ise Otto, who was close to the German­ Catholic movement,24  
and the militantly anticlerical French feminists, these advo­
cates of women’s rights denounced “priestcraft and supersti­
tion” and often blamed traditional churches for women’s low 
status. Like their male counterparts, many of them also be­
lieved that, for significant reforms to occur, either the Chris­
tian churches had to become more liberal or a new religion 
had to be invented.

Few feminists were more radical than the American Eliza­
beth Cady Stanton, who denounced the Bible itself for its blatant 
sexism and coauthored a Woman’s Bible to replace it. “The Bible 
and the Church,” she declared, “have been the greatest stum­
bling blocks in the way of women’s emancipation.” Thankfully, 
however, “more liberal minds” were now producing “higher 
and purer expositions of the Scriptures.”25 Stanton, like oth­
ers, hoped for the advent of a new religion, more tolerant, more 
open to science, and more conducive to political, economic, and 
social reform— including the emancipation of women.

The National Liberal League, Free 
Thought, and Free Love

Bishop McQuaid would certainly have been incensed by an or­
ganization called the National Liberal League. It was formed 
the same year that his debate with Ab bot, one of  its founders, 
took place. The goal of the league was the total separation of 
church and state, something that its members thought was not 
clearly enough stated in the Constitution. To achieve its goal, 
the league endorsed the Nine Demands of Liberalism. 

The Nine Demands attacked all government appropria­
tions for religious educational and charitable institutions, and 
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all religious services and uses of religious artifacts in govern­
ment procedures. They demanded that the government no 
longer recognize religious days and occasions, that Sunday 
laws be repealed, that oaths be replaced by simple affirmation, 
that laws enforcing Christian morality be revoked, and that 
government favoritism to any religion come to an end. 

The National Liberal League welcomed men of all religious 
backgrounds, whether Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, 
Brahman, or even atheist. Liberal Jews came to occupy promi­
nent positions of its leader ship. In 1879 both Rabbi Isaac Wise, 
of the American Israelite and a founder of American Reform 
Judaism, and Moritz Ellinger, of the Jewish Times, served as 
national vice  presidents.

While the league’s principal goal was the separation of  
church and state, a related goal was to combat “spiritual slavery” 
and “superstition,” code words for Catholicism or, in fact, for any 
religion based on unchanging dogma. The league aimed to en­
courage free thought and to promote a rational and nonsectar­
ian religion committed to spreading “a sense of brotherhood.”26 

Abbot and other prominent league members advocated a 
secular religion, or what they called the religion of humanity. 
Of course to the religious traditionalists, conservatives, and all 
those who considered themselves orthodox, this “religion of 
humanity” was no religion at all. It is no wonder, then, that 
Bishop McQuaid, in his communications with the Vatican, 
ranted against the liberalism that was spreading.27

By the end of the nineteenth century, the word “liberal” in a 
religious context could mean several different things in Amer­
ica. It could mean tolerant, in the way George Washington 
used the term. It could mean a variety of Unitarianism, such 
as preached by William Channing or any number of his disci­
ples. Or it could also mean an advocate of the strict separation 
of church and state and a “nonsectarian” public school system. 
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And, finally, liberal might also mean a freethinker, which itself 
could mean any number of positions on religion.

By the early twentieth century, there existed many clubs 
with the word “liberal” in their titles, all catering to freethink­
ing men. In New York was the Harlem Liberal Alliance, in 
Boston the Friendship Liberal League, in Los Angeles the Lib­
eral Club. There was even a town in Missouri called Liberal. 
Founded in 1881 for liberal­ minded people, it grew by 1885 
to an active business town of five hundred inhabitants who 
wished to live free from church dogma. There was also a Lib­
eral University and numerous newspapers with the word in  
their titles. In fact, the Kansas Liberal thought the word “lib­
eral” so overused that it changed its name to Lucifer, the Light 
Bearer in 1883. Those who considered liberalism the work of 
the devil now had a suitably named periodical to attack.

Some self­ designated religious liberals rejected Christianity 
altogether. Abbot confessed that he was not only not a Christian, 
but a determined anti­ Christian. According to the Boston jour­
nal the Free Religious Index, “The word ‘liberal’ in this country 
today means one who does not acknowledge the authority of 
the Bible or admit the supernatural character of the Christian 
system.” Robert Ingersoll, a famous lawyer, popular orator, and 
member of the National Liberal League, liked to make fun of 
religion in his widely attended lectures. 

David M. Bennett, the founder of the magazine Truth Seeker 
and another member of the National Liberal League, called 
Christianity the “greatest sham in the world.”28 It was “a curse to 
the human race,” he said, because it “fostered ignorance, super­
stition and falsehood.” The Truth Seeker’s professed mission was 
to communicate to “the Liberals of the country . . . information, 
entertainment and support against religious error and mental 
slavery.” On the masthead of its first issue, David Bennett and 
his wife, Mary, announced that their magazine would devote 
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itself to propagating liberalism, identifying it by name, meaning 
“whatever tends to elevate and emancipate the human race.” A 
long list of topics included science, morals, labor reform, free 
thought, free education, sexual equality, and free love.

Liberalism’s association with “free love” became a particu­
larly controversial issue. Although there were disagreements 
among them, many free­ lovers advocated voting rights for 
women, property rights, and the right to divorce. What distin­
guished free­ lovers from other champions of women’s rights 
was their outspoken critique of marriage. Some called it legal­
ized prostitution, others sexual slavery, still others a system of 
rape. Neither the church nor the state, they said, should have  
the right to regulate sexual relations. Divorce should be easy to 
obtain and marriages based on mutual love and sexual attrac­
tion. Before entering into any relationship, women, as well as 
men, should be taught about sexuality and then entrusted with 
the regulation of their own sexual conduct. Women should be 
permitted to control their reproduction and to refuse inter­
course with their husbands if they so wished. 

Free­ lovers sometimes referred to this as a woman having 
rights over her own body.29 Ezra Heywood, the president of New 
England’s Free­ Love Association, advocated a “Woman’s Natural 
Right to ownership and control over her own body­ self, a right in­
separable,” she said, from “Woman’s intelligent existence.”30 Some 
free­ lovers even spoke of a woman’s right to sexual gratification.

As if its association with atheism and free love were not 
bad enough, a highly publicized trial tainted liberalism fur­
ther in the eyes of traditionalists. At the same time as Bennett 
began publishing his Truth Seeker, free speech was coming 
under attack by the US postal inspector and politician An­
thony Comstock. In 1873, Congress passed the so­ called Com­
stock Act, named after him, and whose ostensible purpose  
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was the “Suppression of,  Trade in, and Circulation of, Obscene 
Literature and Articles of Immoral Use.” The act criminalized 
the use of the US Postal Service to send any item deemed “ob­
scene.” It also radically broadened the government’s power 
to regulate printed material by expanding the materials that 
could be deemed obscene to include newspapers, advertise­
ments, and a variety of products to do with contraception. It 
also defined obscenity in such vague terms as to include any 
kind of sexual information, including basic physiological facts. 
Freethought attacks on the Bible could be regarded as obscene 
as well. Com stock used the obscenity laws to arrest and im­
prison both free thinkers and free­ love advocates.

A number of high­ profile liberals intentionally broke the 
Comstock Laws to provoke a legal battle. In 1877, David Ben­
nett published an “Open Letter to Jesus Christ” in the Truth 
Seeker and then sold it as a pamphlet on the side. Address­
ing Jesus directly, the “Open Letter” asked: “Has not the re­
ligion called after your name caused more bloodshed, more 
persecution, and more suffering than all the other religions of  
the world?” Bennett was arrested but the charges against him 
were dropped after Robert Ingersoll, a man with broad con­
nections, interceded on his behalf. But Bennett was arrested a 
second time and then a third, and on this last occasion the case 
led to trial, conviction, and imprisonment.

The second and third arrests of Bennett concerned the free­ 
love pamphlet Cupid’s Yokes, authored by Ezra Heywood. The 
pamphlet mocked Comstock’s anti­ vice campaign as a species 
of “lascivious fanaticism” and openly supported many free­  
love principles. It called for an end to any church or state 
regulation of marriage, adultery, and birth control, which it 
said should be replaced by “sexual self­ government.” Divorce 
should be easy to obtain; and both men and women should be 
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permitted to love whom they wanted and for as long as they 
wanted.

Soon the National Liberal League got involved. Heywood  
and Bennett were arrested on obscenity charges, one for au­
thoring the pamphlet, the other for selling it. But the first time 
Bennett’s case never went trial. He was then arrested for mail­
ing a copy across state borders, this time landing in jail. Their 
prosecutions prompted the National Liberal League to peti­
tion Congress against the Comstock Act. In February 1878, it 
submitted a petition signed by over fifty and perhaps as many 
as seventy thousand people asserting that the law was serving 
as an instrument of religious persecution. It was being used 
to intimidate editors, publishers, and writers of antireligious 
works unjustly labelled as obscene. A House Committee nev­
ertheless upheld the constitutionality of the law.

In the end, debate over the Comstock Act produced a schism 
within the National Liberal League convention. Ingersoll, 
Abbot, and other leaders resigned. They considered the ob­
scenity law a side issue that distracted from the more central 
concerns of the league. For some liberals, however, free discus­
sion of sexual matters was of central importance.

Meanwhile, publicity generated by the campaign to repeal 
or revise the Comstock laws helped blur the distinction in the 
public mind between liberalism, atheism, sexual freedom, and 
obscenity. Critics who attended meetings of the National Lib­
eral League reported that atheism was being preached there 
and that free­ love fests were taking place. They accused lib­
eralism of encouraging “rampant individualism,” and of deny­
ing God and the sanctity of marriage. If the trend continued, 
one commentator warned, and the free­ lovers had their way, 
the pleasure of the individual would replace the stability of 
the family, and the disintegration of society would inevitably 
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ensue.31 Liberals were sinful and lascivious atheists bent on 
peddling obscenity and destroying the family.

The Pope Strikes Back

Pope Leo XIII was not wrong to see the Ferry Laws as a direct 
attack on his Church and teachings. He responded with two 
encyclicals. On February 8, 1884, he issued On the Religious 
Question in France, which condemned the laws unequivocally. 
They were “perverse,” “vicious,” and “criminal.” Two months 
later, he issued Humanum Genus, in which he anathemized 
Freemasons in identical terms; their principles, he said, were  
perverse, vicious, and criminal. Masons, whom we know were 
very prominent in the Third Republic and especially in the design 
and implementation of the school laws, “attack with impunity 
the very foundations of the Catholic religion.” Their brotherhood 
was a “foul plague creeping through the veins of the body politic,” 
and France’s educational reforms were nothing but a malicious 
conspiracy that would spell the end of all social order. French 
bishops and Catholic propagandists repeated these charges.

The Church was especially outraged by the reformed system 
of education for girls.32 As always, it saw its control over the ed­
ucation of future wives and mothers as a way to re­ Catholicize 
the nation. The liberal educational system was clearly a threat 
to that goal. While the liberal press celebrated the “release of 
women from the yoke of ridiculous superstition,” conserva­
tive and Catholic newspapers declared the changes disastrous. 
Priests tried to dissuade Catholic girls from enrolling in the 
new courses by saying that they would endanger their souls. 
They warned that if the state were to assume the education of 
all girls, it would expose each one to “radical impiety, atheism, 
materialism and the most subversive theories of all morality.”33
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Catholic spokesmen categorically rejected the idea that 
changes in the education of girls would improve marriages 
and produce happier, more moral and patriotic families. In­
stead, they would “excite [girls] to a certain spirit of indepen­
dence” and cause a revolution in the French family. Women 
would lose their taste for domesticity and motherhood. They 
would become unruly and disobedient. Tragically, this would 
also mean that they would have difficulties finding a husband 
in the first place. There would be additional dangers if young 
girls attended courses taught by unmarried professors.34

Catholic propagandists reinforced and spread the pope’s 
attack on liberalism, often in the most virulent terms. A pam­
phlet by the Spanish priest Don Felix Sarda y Salvany, titled 
Liberalism Is a Sin, was first published in Spanish in 1886 and  
then quickly translated into other European languages. Liber­
alism, the book declared, was “a greater sin than blasphemy, 
theft, adultery, homicide, or any other violation of the law of 
God.” It was “the evil of all evils,” the “offspring of Satan and 
the enemy of mankind.”35

Two years later, in 1886, the pope issued yet another damn­
ing encyclical, On the Nature of Human Liberty. Liberals who 
supported the separation of church and state, he now said, 
“follow in the footsteps of Lucifer.” Those who subscribed to the 
principle of popular sovereignty were denying the existence of 
God. Such liberal principles would inevitably lead to corruption, 
turmoil, confusion, and ultimately the overthrow of all states. 
Somewhat contradictorily, the pope also said that the separa­
tion of church and state would lead to state tyranny. If there 
was no authority above the individual except the state, the state 
would become omnipotent.

The papal attack was not only on liberalism, but also “Amer­
icanism,” which around this time became a virtual synonym for 



the Battle to seCul arize eduCation [ 215 ]

liberalism in the Vatican’s lexicon. Americanism was regularly  
denounced in the most strident of terms by spokesmen for 
the pope. According to the Jesuit journal Civilta Cattolica the 
United States breathed in “the infected air” of liberalism and 
Americanism threatened Catholicism everywhere. Another 
Roman paper attacked Americans’ “Satanic spirit” and “blas­
phemous theories.”36

The pope and his close supporters would, of course, have 
been well aware of the American inspiration behind the Ferry 
Laws, and of the ongoing battle in America over its public 
schools. He would also have known that many Catholics in 
America— including some prominent Catholic leaders— were 
not opposed to democracy, nor to the separation of church and 
state, nor to many other liberal principles. Examples are Arch­
bishops John Ireland, John Keane, and Dennis J. O’Connell as 
well as Cardinal James Gibbons. Some were even accommo­
dating to the public school system. In a letter to Cardinal Mie­
cislaus Ledochowski, prefect of Vatican Propaganda, Bishop 
McQuaid characterized the whole trend within the American 
Catholic Church as a pernicious “liberalism.”37

As we know, Catholic liberals had existed since the very in­
ception of liberalism and throughout the nineteenth century. 
They saw themselves as part of an international movement 
that wished to demonstrate the compatibility of Catholicism 
with modern civilization. The so­ called Americanists felt the 
same way. Ireland, Kean, and Gibbons were well received in 
France, especially by those who wanted to mend relations 
between their republican government and the Church. They 
had some of Ireland’s most famous speeches translated into 
French. More conservative Catholics, like Bishop McQuaid, 
despaired over the “liberalism that if not checked in time will 
bring disaster on the Church.”38
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In 1892, the pope made a sudden about­ face. Only four 
years after his encyclical condemning popular sovereignty, he  
reversed himself in a new encyclical, Inter innumeras sollici­
tudines. It carried as its subtitle “Church and State in France.” 
In a major revision of the Church’s teaching, he asked French 
Catholics to cease identifying the Catholic cause with that of 
monarchy and to accept the republic. This policy came to be 
known as “rallying” to the republic— the ralliement.

Rallying to the republic was not the same thing as accepting 
“liberalism,” however. As the ultramontane author of a diatribe 
against liberal Catholicism repeated in 1897, “liberalism is, in 
itself, a mortal sin.”39 Instead, rallying to the republic meant 
using republican and liberal means to combat liberalism. 

The ralliement certainly did not mean accepting the non­
sectarian teaching in public schools— or the secularizing laws. 
These continued to be denounced by the pope and his close 
supporters as a pernicious “Americanism.”40 What Catholics 
were asked to do was to adopt modern methods, such as the  
press and propaganda, social movements, and clubs, to con­
vey and spread the Catholic message and re­ Catholicize the 
French nation. In a very real sense, then, the pope was ask­
ing the French to use liberal methods to combat religious 
liberalism.

The Vatican’s ostensible ability to accept certain liberal prin­
ciples, notably in the realm of electoral politics, led to the for­
mation, at the pope’s suggestion, of a French Catholic political 
party named Action Libérale Populaire (ALP) in 1901. Created 
by two former monarchists, Albert de Mun and Jacques Piou, 
it was most likely funded by the Vatican.41 The party published 
a newspaper called the Bulletin Action Libérale, whose first 
is sue appeared on November 20, 1901.

It is worth pausing a moment to consider the fact that a 
word historically used to describe a movement opposed to the 
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Catholic Church was now appropriated to designate a pro­ 
Church party. The ALP’s object was to use the liberal system— 
its free elections, press, and media— to defend the rights of the 
Church against what it called the menace of  “Masonic . . . Ja c­
obin and socialist tyranny.” The ALP was fiercely pro­ Church 
and pro­ Concordat; it fought tooth and nail against all the sec­
ularizing laws, and especially against the project to separate 
church and state.

If, however, the ALP thought that it would be able to pres­
sure the government to revoke the Ferry Laws, it was sorely dis­
appointed. More secularizing laws followed. In 1901, the Law 
of Associations granted expanded freedom to groups such as  
labor unions and political parties to organize, but limited sharply 
the freedom of religious congregations by forcing them to obtain  
government authorization if they wished to remain in France 
or to expand. 

The administration of Emile Combes, prime minister from 
1902 to 1905, and a Freemason with staunchly anticlerical con­
victions, applied the law strictly, and religious orders found it 
next to impossible to gain legal authorization. By 1903, over 
fourteen thousand schools run by unauthorized orders were 
closed. In 1904, members of religious orders were forbidden 
to teach and almost all religious orders in France were banned 
and their property sold. Between thirty and sixty thousand 
priests and nuns were exiled. And all of this culminated in the 
Law of Separation of 1905, which suppressed all public financ­
ing and recognition of the Catholic Church.

As it protested fiercely against each one of these measures, 
the ALP’s membership grew, reaching two hundred thousand 
dues­ paying persons and twelve hundred local election com­
mittees in 1906. At its peak, the party had seventy deputies 
in the Chamber and constituted a real threat to the liberal 
agenda. At one point Combes singled it out for opprobrium in 
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a series of speeches, calling out “L’Action Libérale Populaire, 
here is the enemy!”

Since the word’s inception in the second decade of the nine­
teenth century, “liberalism” had been closely associated with 
the Revolution of 1789 and a posture explicitly hostile to the 
Catholic Church. Being liberal meant advocating freedom of 
thought, religion, and church­ state separation, principles that 
the papacy firmly and repeatedly rejected over the course of the 
nineteenth century. The word stood for other things as well, in­
cluding civil equality for women and the right to divorce. These  
were also principles rejected by the Catholic Church.

By the late nineteenth century, such liberal causes remained 
controversial around the world, but in the United States they  
had taken a particularly radical turn. There, the word “liberal” 
was also used to describe someone who was openly atheist, 
or who advocated the right to sexual freedom and contracep­
tion, or defended the right to publish obscene literature. To 
traditionalists, what they had predicted for over a century was 
coming true: liberalism was leading to complete moral degen­
eracy and chaos.

Meanwhile, in France, Church advocates capitalized on 
the word’s associations with freedom and toleration to estab­
lish the ALP. Subsidized by the Vatican, it fought to protect 
Church rights against the secularizing reforms in the French 
Chamber of Deputies. “What did it really mean to be liberal?,” 
asked the group’s leader, Piou. “The word needs to be defined,” 
he explained, before offering a definition that conscripted it 
for what was a Catholic and essentially right­ of­ center move­
ment. Being liberal, Piou said, meant protecting French men 
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and women from the menace of Jacobinism, Freemasonry, and 
“socialist tyranny.” Curiously then, in France by the beginning 
of the twentieth century, being liberal could mean being so­
cially and religiously conservative, while in America it gener­
ally meant the opposite.



[ 220 ]

Ch a pter sev en

Two Liberalisms
Old a nd new

We do not regard state welfare as an emergency measure or  
as an unavoidable evil, but as the fulfillment of one of the  
highest tasks of our time and nation.

— verein für sOzialpOlitik, 1873

liber als plaCed muCh of  the blame for France’s defeat in 
the Franco- Prussian War on its poor educational system and 
the debilitating influence of Church teachings. They realized, 
however, that there were additional reasons for France’s hu-
miliation. It was easy to see that German soldiers were phys-
ically stronger and healthier than their French counterparts. 
Over the course of the war, the French army lost the equiva-
lent of an entire division to smallpox and perhaps five times as 
many fell ill. The Prussian army was inoculated and therefore 
suffered many fewer casualties. Here, then, was clear evidence 
of the benefits of government intervention.

After the war, the Prussian government followed up with 
more initiatives. In 1874, it imposed a program of obligatory 
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vaccination against smallpox on all German citizens. It cre-
ated a department of  health to study infectious diseases and 
find effective treatments. In 1876, it passed a law requiring 
all industrial workers over sixteen years of age to enroll in a 
medical plan unless otherwise covered. Bismarck appeared to 
be engaging in “state socialism,” and liberals everywhere took 
notice.

Over the course of the following few years, the Prussian gov-
ernment embarked on several more pathbreaking endeavors. 
It created a full and compulsory insurance system for German 
workers, including insurance against sickness, industrial acci-
dents, old age, and disability. Bismarck himself did not hesitate 
to call these measures socialist and promised workers more leg-
islation. Some liberals denounced the measures as just another 
example of Caesarism, but others approved of them. Soon, a 
transatlantic debate began over the relationship between “true 
liberalism” and state socialism.

Historians tend to neglect the role that Germany played in 
the history of liberalism. But German ideas had an enormous 
impact from the very beginning. German liberal theology in-
fluenced the liberal view of religion for over a century. And 
now, in the late nineteenth century, German ideas of political 
economy caused liberalism to split in two, one stream favor-
ing laissez- faire and the other government intervention. Both 
called themselves liberal.

The Role of  the State Reimagined

German measures on behalf of its poor were especially strik-
ing at a time when so many studies were revealing the grave 
problems afflicting all industrializing countries. Although great 
wealth was being created and standards of living were gener-
ally rising, large numbers of poor people were being left behind. 
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Slums, overcrowding, and disease were rampant. Labor unrest 
was growing, and workers, unions, and parties were organizing. 
Socialism, in its various forms and manifestations, was spread-
ing. This caused increasing numbers of  liberals to believe that 
governments should do more to help the poor and they found 
inspiration in what was going on in Germany.

Worried liberals in France, Britain and the United States 
now became receptive to the ideas of a new school of German 
economists. The pathbreakers were economics professors like 
Wilhelm Roscher, Bruno Hildebrand, and Karl Knies, who were 
influential in their own day but have been forgotten in ours. At 
midcentury they launched a full- scale attack on the doctrine of 
laissez- faire. Laissez- faire ideas, they said, were too abstract and 
theoretical to be of any use. They were also unethical because 
they allowed for the exploitation of workers and did nothing to 
remedy endemic poverty. 

What was necessary was a more practical and results- 
oriented political economy based on empirical data. And so they 
began collecting evidence that proved that laissez- faire was mak-
ing life worse, not better, for the majority of the inhabitants of 
industrializing countries. They predicted that conditions would 
only deteriorate and spread if governments took no action.

For men like Roscher, the errors of laissez- faire were not 
only empirical, but moral. Man was not just a solitary, self- 
interested individual; he was a social being with ethical obli-
gations that he could both understand and fulfill. It was mor-
ally abhorrent, they said, to claim that egoism and unbounded 
competition could serve as the basis for any viable and just 
economy. Such views caused some people to deride Roscher 
and his colleagues with labels like “ethical economists” and 
“socialists of the chair,” and they stuck. In return, the ethical 
economists continued to accuse their adversaries of  “Manches-
terism,” an equally if not more derisive term.
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In 1872, the ethical economists founded the Association for 
a Social Politics (Verein für Sozialpolitik). Their mission state-
ment affirmed the view that the state had a moral obligation to  
tend to the common welfare. It declared unequivocally: “We 
do not regard state welfare as an emergency measure or as an  
unavoidable evil, but as the fulfillment of one of the highest 
tasks of our time and nation. In the serious execution of this 
task, the egoism of individuals and the narrow interest of 
classes will be subordinated to the lasting and higher destiny 
of the whole.”1

Slowly, but surely, the ideas of the ethical economists spread, 
triggering heated debate across Europe and beyond. Philoso-
phers, political scientists, journalists, and politicians weighed 
in, taking sides on whether to support government interven-
tion or laissez- faire. Some liberals welcomed and absorbed the 
ideas enthusiastically; others rejected them. Observers began to 
speak of a crisis in political economy. Future president Wood-
row Wilson, who was well versed in the German ideas, called 
it a “war between the political economists.”2 It resulted in the 
creation of what the American philosopher John Dewey would 
later call “two streams” of  liberalism, one favoring intervention-
ism and the other laissez- faire.

In France, the debates over German political economy pit-
ted men like Charles Gide and Alfred Fouillée against Léon Say, 
the son of Jean- Baptiste, who served as French finance minister 
from 1872 to 1883. Say and other political economists close to 
the government dismissed the ideas coming from Germany as 
an abominable “statism” and a kind of  “idolatry.”3 “True liberal-
ism,” they said, meant adhering to the principles of  laissez- faire.

Thanks largely to men like Say, the official stance of French 
governments during the 1870s was to do as little as possible in 
terms of direct aid to the poor. Except for the Lois Roussel of 
1874 regulating wet nursing and the care of foundling children, 
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very little happened in the realm of poor relief in France during 
this time. Government officials advanced the same arguments 
as they had before: “public charity” was harmful since it encour-
aged the laziness and irresponsibility of workers. It also pushed 
them to think of aid as a right and not an act of charity. Paul 
Ceré, a prominent intellectual who served briefly as a prefect 
during the Second Republic, went so far as to propose that 
hospices and other “magnificent dormitories for pauperism” 
should be closed. The old and the sick should be sent back to 
their homes and the idle enrolled in the army.4

But a new class of political economists was rising to chal-
lenge this laissez- faire ideology. Charles Gide belonged to this 
group. Professor at the Universities of Bordeaux and Paris, 
and later at the Collège de France, Gide published a book in 
1883 which championed the new ideas. It was translated into 
English as Principles of Political Economy in 1892. Two years 
earlier, an article summarizing Gide’s ideas for an American 
audience was published in the Po litical Science Quarterly.5

It was high time, Gide said, to look to the new school of Ger-
man political economy for guidance. The Franco- Prussian War, 
he argued, had been a defeat of not just France’s military but  
also its policy of laissez- faire. Once upon a time, France had 
been a leader in the field of political economy. Men like François 
Quesnay, Dupont de Nemours, Turgot, and Condorcet, to 
whom even Adam Smith acknowledged his debt, had been at 
the forefront of their field. But now, Gide lamented, leading 
French economists like Frédéric Bastiat and Léon Say had be-
come complacent, conservative, and even callous about the 
misery of  the poor. Perhaps they shouldn’t be allowed to call 
themselves liberal any longer, Gide suggested, since they advo-
cated a reprehensible kind of selfishness that was blind to the 
public good. Perhaps they should be called “modern hedonists” 
instead. Gide resolved to name them “classical” or “orthodox” 
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liberals, perhaps coining those terms. Orthodox liberals were 
stuck in the past, he said, unwilling to face up to the new real-
ities. Thankfully, their ideas were being replaced by healthier 
ones coming from Germany.

The German ideas made headway in Britain as well. While 
the sudden defeat of France in the Franco- Prussian War and the  
Commune had served as a stark warning, a severe economic 
downturn had created massive unemployment and misery. 
Competition from Germany and the United States also made 
Britons worry about their country’s leadership position as work-
shop of the world while growing numbers of people were losing 
faith in the “free market.”

Liberal anxieties intensified when in 1874 their party suffered 
a sudden defeat in the elections and the conservatives gained a 
parliamentary majority for the first time in over thirty years. 
Benjamin Disraeli replaced Gladstone as prime minister. In his 
winning election campaign, Disraeli had reached out to workers 
and promised them legislation. Once in power, the conserva-
tives pushed through a number of reforms, causing Alexander 
MacDonald, one of the first working- class members elected to 
Parliament, to note in 1879 that “the Conservative party have 
done more for the working classes in five years than the Liberals 
have in fifty.”

All of this left many in the British Liberal Party feeling dis-
oriented and confused. They began to complain about their 
party’s aimlessness. They seemed no longer to have a unifying 
message or purpose. Vague incantations of improvement and 
talk of character and self- sacrifice were obviously no longer 
working. It was not even possible, some complained, to arrive  
at a definition of a liberal. Pamphlets and articles with titles like 
“What Are Liberal Principles?” proliferated.

The situation led a growing number of British liberals to  
become receptive to the new ideas coming from Germany, as 



[ 226 ] Chapter seven

can be seen by the plethora of articles and translations of Ger-
man works of political economy that began to appear. As early 
as 1875, the Fortnightly Review, one of the most influential 
and reform- minded magazines in nineteenth- century Britain, 
joyfully announced the fall of  “the old orthodox creed,” which 
had proved so incapable of solving the problems plaguing in-
dustrializing nations. In 1879, the same review published John 
Stuart Mill’s “Chapters on Socialism,” in which he argued that 
socialist ideas should be given full consideration because they 
could supply the guiding principles for reform. 

Over the course of the next few decades, a growing num-
ber of British liberals began to favor a new type of liberalism 
that advocated more government intervention on behalf of the 
poor. They called for the state to take action to eliminate pov-
erty, ignorance and disease, and the excessive inequality in the 
distribution of wealth. They began to say that people should  
be accorded not just freedom, but the conditions of freedom. 
They began to call this “new liberalism.”

In America, the new ideas of political economy were intro-
duced by way of the many young men who went to study at 
German universities and came back to take leading positions 
in American colleges. In Germany, they were immersed in 
ethical economics and witnessed firsthand what a state could 
do for its poor. Like their British and French counterparts, 
they became increasingly certain that laissez- faire was simply 
wrong, both morally and empirically, and they began to advo-
cate more government intervention in the economy.

As elsewhere, profound changes were transforming the 
economy in America. The country was rapidly industri alizing, 
such that at the turn of the twentieth century, its production 
surpassed the combined total of Great Britain, Germany, and 
France. The changes in the economy caused unprecedented 
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disparities of wealth. Prolonged depressions in the 1870s and 
1890s caused millions of Americans to lose their jobs. 

When American workers, like those elsewhere, asked the 
government for help, they were refused. Authorities used 
armed forces to put down the Great Strike of 1877, the first 
nationwide labor dispute in US history. Anxious observers 
thought the Paris Commune had crossed the Atlantic.6 

The next year, the House of Representatives resolved it to  
be their solemn duty to inquire into the causes of worker dis-
tress and to devise remedies. In the end, however, none were 
recommended. The consensus appears to have remained the 
same as before: government intervention would violate the laws 
of the market. Workingmen should learn these laws and acquire 
the right habits: the values of hard work, saving, and manliness.

Several Americans who studied ethical economics in Ger-
many became leading figures in the emerging disciplines of eco-
nomics, political science, history, and sociology. They founded  
a host of professional academic associations, the American 
Historical Association (1884), American Economic Association 
(1885), American Political Science Association (1903), and Amer-
ican Sociology Society (1905). Five of the American Economic  
Association’s six original officers had studied in Germany, as 
had twenty of its first twenty- six presidents.

One of the most important disseminators of the new ideas 
in America was the economist Richard Ely. Ely earned a PhD  
in economics from Heidelberg University, where he studied 
under ethical economists Karl Knies and Johann Bluntschli. 
Ely came back to accept a teaching position in the Department 
of Political Economy at Johns Hopkins University in 1881. He 
soon became a prolific writer of  books and articles. Americans, 
he said, should heed the German example and learn from Ger-
man ideas.



[ 228 ] Chapter seven

It was under Ely’s leadership that a group of young Amer-
ican economists in 1885 founded the American Economic 
Association. Its charter reiterated the German association’s 
founding ideal. The state, it said, was “an educational and eth-
ical agency” whose aid was necessary for humanity to progress. 
Political economy should no longer be used as a tool in the 
hands of the greedy or as an excuse “for doing nothing while 
people starve.”7

British and American encyclopedias testify to the influence 
of German ethical economics. The 1885 edition of the Ency-
clopædia Britannica’s article on political economy informed 
its readers that a new school was rising. The Cyclopaedia of  Po-
litical Science, Political Economy, and of the Political History 
of the United States announced that political science was in a 
chaotic state. A rebellion, it said, was taking place against the 
doctrine of laissez- faire, which the Germans had proved to be 
so utterly false. Most people now realized that the state was 
morally obliged to step in on behalf of the helpless and op-
pressed. It had nobler ends to pursue than the mere creation 
of material wealth. The citizens’ improvement in “intelligence 
and happiness” was of far greater importance. This was what 
distinguished civilization from barbarism.8

Such German ideas exerted a powerful effect on the history 
of  liberalism. They triggered a great debate— often a vitupera-
tive one— between advocates of the “old,” “classical,” or “ortho-
dox” ideas of political economy and the “new,” “progressive,” or 
“constructive” ones. As a result, political economy was split in 
two. The two sides would battle it out for the next century and, 
to a certain extent, continue to do so today.

Resistance to the new liberalism was considerable. The or-
thodox school fought back. One of its strongest and most in-
fluential voices was Herbert Spencer, perhaps the most widely 
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read English- language philosopher of his age. Now most fa-
mously known for the expression “survival of the fittest,” Spen-
cer was an authority in a wide range of fields, including ethics, 
biology, philosophy, and economics.

In 1884, Spencer weighed in with a highly polemical work 
titled Man versus the State. The advocates of  “new liberalism,” 
he charged, were not really liberal at all. “True liberalism” 
meant nothing more than freedom from restraint or interfer-
ence. In the past, liberalism had opposed the unlimited au-
thority of monarchs; in the present, liberalism should oppose 
the unlimited power of parliaments.9

Spencer’s most important American disciple, William Gra-
ham Sumner, dismissed the German ideas as nothing but “so-
cial quackery.” Sumner taught social science at Yale University 
and, like his mentor, believed in a strict policy of laissez- faire. 
There simply was no such thing as a “social question,” he said; 
what the working man needed was to be left alone.10 Similar 
ideas were advanced by J. Laurence Laughlin, then at Harvard 
University. In 1884, Laughlin published an abridgement of John 
Stuart Mill’s Principles of Political Economy for use in Ameri-
can schools, from which, however, he removed Mill’s references 
to the benefits of state intervention.11 Five years after Mill’s So-
cialist Essays had been published in England, he was turned 
into an advocate of unfettered free markets in America.

Neither Sumner nor Laughlin could stem the tide. By 1903, 
Charles Merriam, professor of political science at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, proclaimed the victory of the German ideas. 
His History of American Political Theories tracked the evo-
lution that American political thinking had undergone since 
the founding. Modern ideas about the purpose of the state 
had radically changed, he said. Political scientists in America  
were now ready for the state to assume more extensive powers. 
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They no longer believed that the government should limit itself 
to playing a negative role, but that it should advance the gen-
eral welfare. Merriam himself had been trained in Germany.

While British liberals argued among themselves about the 
nature of true liberalism, Gladstone continued to offer little 
leadership on the question. He turned to Home Rule for Ireland 
as an issue around which all liberals could rally. Instead, how-
ever, the party split over the question and liberals fell from office 
in 1885. By that year, liberal disunity and confusion reached a 
peak. Liberals remained out of power for the next twenty years, 
except for a short period between 1892 and 1895. According to 
the Daily Chronicle, the Liberal Party was in a state of crisis; it 
was “incoherent, apathetic, disorganized and dumb.”12 Liberals 
had no idea what they stood for anymore.

Meanwhile, many British newspapers demanded that more 
attention be paid to social and economic matters. With an in-
creasing sense of urgency they said that liberals must discard 
“old liberalism,” to give way to the new. In 1906, one of the most 
original political theorists of the time, John A. Hobson, starkly 
announced that “the old laissez- faire liberalism is dead.” More 
progressive measures should be passed to extirpate the roots 
of poverty and the diseases that accompanied it. Only then 
could real “equality of economic and intellectual opportunity” 
exist.13

Liberal Socialism

Many proponents of the new liberalism admitted that they 
could be seen as preaching socialism, but they didn’t mind. In 
1893 a leading liberal weekly in Britain wrote that “if it be So-
cialism to have generous and hopeful sentiments with regard 
to the lot of those who work . . . we are all Socialists in that 
sense.”14 A few years later, the future prime minster, Winston 
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Churchill, delivered a speech in which he specifically urged  
liberals not to worry about the socialist label. “The cause of the 
Liberal Party is the cause of the left- out millions,” he said, and  
it should favor state intervention on their behalf. It was 
through the agency of a new and “socialistic” form of liberal-
ism that society would evolve “to a more equal foundation.”15

To be sure, openness to socialism also depended on the way 
socialism was defined. Here, too, there were disagreements. 
The word meant different things to different people. For Chur-
chill, being “socialistic” did not have to mean that one advo-
cated revolution or something as radical as the nationalization 
of private industry. He favored gradual, nonviolent reforms. 
The American economist Francis Amasa Walker asserted that 
one could apply the term “socialist” to “all efforts, under pop-
ular impulse, to enlarge the functions of government” for the 
public good.16 Bluntschli’s Staatsworterbuch acknowledged 
that socialism meant different things to different people, but 
that it was, in his mind, perfectly appropriate to refer to grad-
ual social reform as socialism.17

In France, the middle way between liberalism and socialism 
was often called “solidarism.” Its leading proponent was Léon 
Bourgeois, who became prime minister in 1895 and published 
a book titled Solidarity the following year. Some preferred to 
called it “liberal socialism,”18 and in fact Bourgeois was happy 
to call himself a “liberal socialist.”19 The French Republic had 
a duty to promote solidarity among its citizens, he said, and it 
should do so not only by teaching them patriotism in public 
schools, but by reducing the inequality that divided them. In 
response, Léon Say and his colleagues insisted that the govern-
ment remain faithful to true liberalism, by which they meant 
laissez- faire.

Solidarism provided the rationale for a collaboration be-
tween the French radical republican party and a group of 
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socialists in Parliament. Together they pushed through a pro-
gram of reforms, including the limitation of the workday and 
the provision of pensions and public assistance to be paid for 
by a progressive income tax. The duty of social solidarity re-
quired such intervention by the state, said Bourgeois. A re-
public should not be just a certain kind of political institution, 
he declared, but the instrument of moral and social progress. 
Such ideas infuriated liberal political economists like Say.

The liberals’ increasing friendliness toward socialism no 
doubt had something to do with the socialists’ increasing 
friendliness toward them. Late nineteenth- century socialists 
did not necessarily advocate revolution or the abolition of cap-
italism. France’s first socialist party, the Federation of the So-
cialist Workers of France, founded in 1879, advocated gradual 
reforms passed by Parliament. In Germany, too, the electoral 
success of their party caused many Social Democrats to believe 
that socialism could be achieved by peaceful reform and legis-
lation. These developments encouraged liberals to think that 
they could collaborate with socialists to pass progressive laws. 
In 1901, the liberal leader Friedrich Naumann proposed a 
grand electoral coalition from “Bassermann to Bebel,” in other 
words, from the National Liberal right to the Social Demo-
cratic left.

Eduard Bernstein, a German political theorist and mem-
ber of the Social Democratic Party, emerged as a leader in this 
revision of socialist doctrine. In a series of articles in Die Neue 
Zeit, Bernstein proposed that socialists tone down their rheto-
ric against liberalism since liberalism was anyway evolving in 
the right direction. Socialism, Bernstein said, was the heir and 
fulfillment of liberalism, and democracy enabled the realiza-
tion of socialism by peaceful and gradual means. A revolution 
was not necessary.
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Such socialist attitudes help to explain why Leonard Hob-
house, a leading English publicist of the new liberalism, could 
assert that “true Socialism serves to complete rather than to 
destroy the leading Liberal ideals.”20 His friend John Hobson 
called it “practicable socialism.”21 Unsurprisingly, however, 
old- school liberals continued to denounce any collusion with 
socialism. In France, self- titled “men of order” and “sincere 
conservatives” created a Liberal Republican Union to fight 
for “true liberalism.”22 To these men, as to the members of 
the Action Libérale Populaire, being liberal now meant being 
conservative.

A Moral Way of  Life

From the very inception of liberalism, liberals saw their cause 
as a moral one. They were fighting not just for their rights, but 
for the means to better fulfill their moral duties. New liberals 
spoke that way too. They championed not individual rights 
so much as moral self- development as a way to further the 
public good. A good example is T. H. Green’s lecture “Liberal 
Legislation and Freedom of Contract,” delivered in 1880 and 
thereafter published and widely read. Green, who had studied 
philosophy and theology in Germany, was a professor of moral  
philosophy at Oxford University. His lecture was very  influential 
in its time and has since been regarded as the very quintessence 
of the British new liberalism.

Every human being, Green claimed, had a moral obligation 
to make the best of himself. And making the best of yourself 
meant performing certain duties to your fellow citizens. Not 
just the wealthy or well- off, but everyone had such duties. But 
how, he asked, could the poor and sick possibly fulfill their du-
ties to society given the miserable conditions in which they 
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found themselves? Circumstances beyond their control, Green 
argued, prevented the majority of the poor from fulfilling their 
moral obligations. Such reasoning led him to advocate a slew 
of measures including sanitary laws, factory inspections, and 
public education. Other liberals would add to this list.

It is in fact impossible to understand new liberalism apart 
from the primacy its advocates gave to ethics. It was a passion 
for improving mankind that drove them. New Liberals often 
spoke of the need for individuals to develop their “higher fac-
ulties.” Self- development for the sake of others, Ely believed, 
was the aim of social ethics. In lay sermons at Balliol College, 
Green urged people to strive for their better selves. For this, 
he said, they should cultivate the spirit of self- sacrifice. Liber-
alism’s most important task, said one German liberal, was to 
help workers to lead a moral way of life. Others called it a “hu-
man life” or “the best life.”

One way that governments could provide people with the 
opportunity to lead a moral life was through public education. 
We have seen how much effort liberals devoted to it. Accord-
ing to the French Solidarist Léon Bourgeois, it was up to the 
public school system to “elevate men to the notion of social 
duty.”23 The new French schools made it their mission to mold 
students into good citizens— to teach them, in other words, 
solidarity. It was an improved public education system, said 
Hobson, that would precipitate the necessary “revolution . . . 
in the minds of men.”24 Woodrow Wilson declared that the 
sentiments of generosity and humanity needed to be cultivated 
and he believed that the role of a liberal arts education should 
be to develop such sentiments.25

Educational and moral reform was, as always, intimately re-
lated to religion. Unsurprisingly, many of  the new liberals were 
either Protestant or had Protestant backgrounds, and most 
of these were favorable to a variety of “liberal Protestantism”  
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that we have encountered before. T. H. Green was the son of 
an Evangelical minister and had studied liberal theology at 
Tübingen.26 The American Economic Association included 
twenty- three clergymen among its charter members, many of 
whom had studied in Germany. Liberal Protestants and Free-
masons played a disproportionately large role in the French 
Solidarity movement. Both Hobson and Hobhouse imbibed 
much of their moral perspective from their work in the British 
ethical societies.

According to its advocates, “liberal Christianity” showed 
itself in altruism and good works. By the end of the nine-
teenth century, Englishmen called it a “generalized” or “com-
mon Christianity.” The liberal MP and Congregational minis-
ter Edward Miall wanted British schoolchildren to imbibe a 
“broader, more liberal, and perhaps, in some respects, a more 
indistinct doctrinal creed.”27 

The widely read Unitarian manual Our Liberal Movement 
in Theology described this “generalized” Christianity. Above 
all, it should disseminate a system of morality that would 
have a practical effect on life.28 This idea that religion should 
be practical was often repeated. Friedrich Naumann called 
it “practical Christianity.”29 For Richard Ely, a “Christianity 
which is not practical is not Christianity at all.”30 Each one of 
these liberal Protestants believed that the Christian religion 
should rid itself of what they thought was a narrow, negative, 
and excessively individualistic attitude that focused on saving 
each person’s soul, and devote itself instead to bettering the 
lives of all people.

Liberal Eugenics

Such lofty words about human betterment and self- perfection 
leave us unprepared for a stunning fact: many of the same 
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people who championed an expanded role for the state to help 
the poor were also enthusiastic proponents of “race science” 
and eugenics. As shocking as it seems to us today, many liber-
als saw these as entirely consistent with their mission to fur-
ther the common good.

The term “eugenics” was coined in 1881 by the British nat-
uralist and mathematician Francis Galton, a cousin of Charles 
Darwin. The leading American eugenicist, Charles B. Daven-
port, described it as “the science of the improvement of the 
human race by better breeding.” There was “positive” eugen-
ics, which aimed to encourage more prolific procreation by the 
fit. Positive measures typically involved legislation to promote 
healthy mothers and newborns. There was also “negative” eu-
genics, which aimed to encourage those deemed “unfit” to breed 
less or, even better, not at all. 

Many eugenicists expected their program of race improve-
ment, whether positive or negative, to be voluntary. They 
stressed education, moral injunction, and contraception. Some 
also favored forced sterilization or the prohibition of marriage 
for the “unfit.” These included, among others, the insane, the 
feeble- minded, and epileptics. And because it was commonly 
thought that a relationship existed between low intelligence and 
immorality and crime, and that criminals bred criminals and 
paupers bred paupers, some advocated the restriction of mar-
riage to them as well.

Not only liberals were enthusiastic proponents of eugenics. 
Belief in eugenics and “race science” was widespread across the 
political spectrum in all the countries we have considered. It 
was fueled by the fears of degeneration that were growing in 
industrializing countries, not just in France after the Franco- 
Prussian War, but in the United States, Britain, and Germany 
too. In France, concerns about the degeneration of the “race” 
led to the formation of a League of Human Regeneration in 
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1896. A few years later, Léon Bourgeois became honorary 
president of the newly created French Eugenics Society. The 
French, historians have noted, tended to prefer positive meth-
ods to negative ones.

In 1903, the British Parliament was moved to establish a com-
mission on national deterioration. The “fiber” of  the nation— 
 its moral character, intelligence, and capacity to compete in the 
world— was thought to be in decline. To counter the problem, 
social and political reforms were insufficient. 

Hobson, one of the most respected liberal theorists of his 
time, supported the prevention of “anti- social procreation.” “Se-
lection of the fittest, or at least, rejection of the unfittest” was 
essential to all progress: “To abandon the production of children 
to unrestricted private enterprise is the most dangerous abne-
gation of its functions which any Government can practise.”31

In America too, progressives from Richard Ely and Her-
bert Croly to Woodrow Wilson were enthusiastic advocates of 
eugenics. Ely urged the embrace of artificial selection to avoid 
the birth of  “vicious progeny” and favored laws denying certain 
people the right to marry. There were some human beings, he 
wrote, “who are absolutely unfit and should be prevented from 
a continuation of their kind.” Ely also supported segregating 
the “unemployable” in labor colonies, and when that was not 
enough, proposed more drastic remedies. “The morally incur-
able” and those “who will not work and will not obey,” Ely as-
serted, “should not be allowed to propagate their kind.”32 In  
1911, then New Jersey governor Wilson signed the state’s forc-
ible sterilization legislation, which targeted “the hopelessly de-
fective and criminal classes.”33

Many, if not most, eugenicists were also overtly racist. Ely 
wrote that blacks were “for the most part grownup children, 
and should be treated as such.” The racism of his student, 
Wilson, is of course well known. As professor, Wilson told his 
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Atlantic Monthly readers that freed slaves and their descen-
dants were “indolent and aggressive, sick of work, [and] covet-
ous of pleasure.”34 But such ideas were common. Blacks, it was 
said, lacked the capacity to govern themselves and therefore 
should not be permitted to vote.

Feminism and Liberalism at the 
End of the Nineteenth Century

Eugenics also informed liberal attitudes toward women. As the 
biologically weaker sex, women were said to need special pro-
tection from the rigors of employment outside the home. This is 
mainly why liberal legislators favored such things as restrictions 
on hours of work or bans on night work for women. After all, 
women played an especially important role in the preservation 
of human heredity and should not be allowed to risk the race’s 
health by overwork and fatigue. Any type of employment “inju-
rious to the female organism” should be forbidden, wrote Ely.35

Such ideas were common among French liberals too, espe-
cially in the wake of the Franco- Prussian War, when fears of 
population decline and degeneration ran high. In his On the 
Female Laborer, Jules Simon wrote that women who worked 
outside the home produced weak and malformed babies. Their 
breast milk was corrupted. Anxieties such as these lay behind 
French liberal welfare reforms that targeted women especially. 
The new laws had much to do with encouraging healthy child 
bearing.36

When it came to extending the vote to women, most liberals 
continued to be opposed. Like African Americans, women were 
said to lack the necessary capacity. They were not only phys-
ically weaker, but more impressionable and less rational than 
men. Their natures made them less capable of forming sound 
judgments. They lacked common sense. Such ideas of course 
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only reinforced the idea that their proper role was within the 
home, where they could be overseen by their husbands and en-
couraged to produce healthy children.

In France, there was the additional fear that giving women 
the vote would favor Catholic candidates. Women were nat-
urally superstitious, liberals said, and thus susceptible to the 
manipulation of priests. This was the main reason why Alfred 
Fouillée, otherwise an advocate of what he called a “progres-
sive” and “reforming liberalism,” opposed the enfranchisement 
of women. They needed more education before it should even 
be considered. In the meantime, their contribution to the pub-
lic good was to produce healthy offspring and maintain happy 
homes.

Liberals proffered additional reasons for depriving women 
of the vote. Because they were so emotional and unreason-
able, giving women the vote would encourage over- legislation. 
Liberal member of Parliament Herbert Samuel conceded that 
government might perhaps become “more humane,” but it 
would be at the cost of efficiency, principle, and “true states-
manship.” If women were granted the franchise, government 
would be overwhelmed by “unpractical idealism.” A spirit of 
effeminacy would infiltrate government, “silently sapping the 
foundations of both national and imperial greatness.” Sex, 
Samuel concluded, “fixes a line of political capacity beyond 
which it is not safe to go.”37

Despite the growth of women’s suffrage movements, William 
Gladstone unequivocally opposed women’s suffrage. So did the 
Women’s Liberal Federation, formed in 1886 under the presi-
dency of Mrs. Gladstone. The purpose of the federation was to 
promote the interests of the Liberal Party, or, as Mrs. Gladstone 
put it, “to help our husbands.”38 Giving women equal rights, 
some liberals continued to say, would not improve but endan-
ger marriage and the family, the all- important institutions that 
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moralized and prepared men for citizenship.39 In Germany, the 
National Liberal Party handbook of 1897 spoke for many lib-
erals when it declared that domestic life “can only develop in 
a healthy way . . . when the man is the head of the family.”40 
Echoing one of Samuel’s points, inviting women into govern-
ment might “effeminate” the state.41

Some arguments were blatantly contradictory. While it 
was said that granting women the vote would cause “over- 
legislation” in favor of humane and idealistic causes, it was also 
said to be unnecessary since their husbands voted for them. 
Granting women the suffrage would simply double the number 
of votes, which would be pointless. On the other hand, political 
disagreement within a couple would create disharmony within 
the family. Samuel added that women’s various grievances in 
matters of divorce, inheritance, “and so forth” were in any case 
“not serious” and were being addressed. Remaining issues could 
be remedied by their husbands.42

Some liberals thought that women might eventually ac-
quire the vote. “Let us wait a while,” Samuel suggested, since 
with time women might gain the fitness needed.43 In fact, 
many liberals said that the time just wasn’t right for their en-
franchisement. Women needed to acquire, and show, their “ca-
pacity” first. When German feminists appealed to Friedrich 
Naumann for support, he responded that women “would do 
better to demonstrate their accomplishments in public af-
fairs” before requesting the vote. Their first priority should be 
suffrage reform for Prussian men. Women should help men 
gain their “full political manhood” and then “the question of 
woman suffrage will solve itself.”44

A growing number of liberal women and men disputed 
such arguments, insisting that the liberals were contradict-
ing their own principles. German feminists complained that 
the recent and much vaunted “new liberalism” had brought 
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women nothing, or next to nothing. Alice Salomon tried 
to convince liberals that feminism “sprouted on the same 
ground” as liberalism and shared a similarity of worldview.45 
What women were asking for was simply a “broadened liber-
alism” that would include them.46 

Many feminists began to say that “true liberalism” should 
now support voting rights for women. Among a new genera-
tion of men, such as the German Young Liberals, there was a 
growing number of voices who agreed. Protestant theologian 
Rudolf Wielandt was one of them. “The women’s movement 
in its noblest and finest motives is a sister to liberalism,” he 
declared. “Woman only wants the right to . . . utilize her par-
ticular nature” for the public good, and women should be en-
couraged to do so.47

For their part, the British Women’s Liberal Federation grew 
unsatisfied with the narrow mission of “helping their hus-
bands,” and demanded that they themselves be given voting 
rights. In 1911 the Manchester Guardian proclaimed that the 
exclusion of women was “an outrage. . . . No Government call-
ing itself Liberal could so far betray Liberal principles without 
incurring deep and lasting discredit and ultimate disaster.”48

Some women asserted that it was precisely their special “na-
tures” that made their full political participation so important to 
the state. An example is the German feminist Gertrude Bäumer, 
who in 1910 was invited to deliver a keynote address titled 
“Women and the Future of  Liberalism” to a conference of Ger-
man progressives. Women’s uniqueness, she said, made it im-
perative for them to have the vote. Women’s suffrage would en-
sure the influence of “feminine talents and energies” on society. 

This, however, is precisely what Bäumer’s adversaries wor-
ried about: the effeminization of the state. The official National 
Liberal position in 1908 rejected her arguments, continuing 
the charge, endlessly repeated for over a hundred years, that 
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granting women the vote was to deny “the difference between 
the sexes that Nature intended.”49

Rights- based arguments remained rare among late  
nine teenth- century campaigners for female suffrage. American 
suffragettes Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton had 
been true pioneers— and outliers— in that regard. On Novem-
ber 5, 1872, Anthony and fifteen other women in Rochester, 
New York, cast a ballot in the presidential election, although 
women were prohibited from doing so. Two weeks later they 
were arrested; Anthony was tried and found guilty of  voting ille-
gally. Her actions were said to threaten marriage, the family, the 
church, and the constitution. She, in turn, accused the authori-
ties of  “trampl[ing] under foot every vital principle of our gov-
ernment. My natural rights, my civil rights, my political rights, 
my judicial rights, are all alike ignored. Robbed of the funda-
mental privilege of citizenship, I am degraded from the status 
of a citizen to that of a subject; and not only myself individually, 
but all of my sex, are, by your honor’s verdict, doomed to politi-
cal subjection under this, so- called, form of government.” 

Such arguments, based on a woman’s individual rights, were 
rarely heard elsewhere. In his Liberal Party handbook, Samuel 
explained that it was pointless for people to speak about a “nat-
ural right” to the vote since no such right existed. Fitness was 
an absolute condition of enfranchisement. Because the English 
woman, like the English child or the Indian man, lacked the 
required “fitness,” it was ridiculous to think that she should be 
granted the vote. Likewise, the National Liberal News hoped 
that German women would avoid allowing themselves to be  
“Americanized.” Good German women rejected any “Suffrag-
ette idiocy.”50

More often, women continued to argue that they wanted a 
change in the laws so that they could better perform their duties 
as wives, mothers, and citizens and produce healthier children. 
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Most feminists did not deny their special natures or their do-
mestic vocations. They believed that men and women had dif-
ferent but complementary natures and duties; they should work 
together to raise families in ways that contributed to the public 
good. Some even used eugenic arguments to further their cause. 
The notorious American free- lover and suffragette Victoria 
Woodhull, who ran for president in the 1870, argued that more 
liberal divorce laws would regenerate “the race.” Free- lovers 
often said that making divorce easier, marriages more loving, 
and sex more pleasurable for women would translate into better 
mothers, better families, and healthier babies.

By the end of the nineteenth century, when it came to the role 
of government, there existed two varieties of liberals: the new 
and the old, the interventionists and the laissez- fairists. Both 
insisted that they were the true liberals.

Eventually, the new liberals dropped the qualifying word 
“new” and just called themselves liberals. Like Green, many of 
them thought that there was in any case little new about their 
version of liberalism. Liberals, Green said, had for fifty years 
been fighting for the same thing: the social good. Hobson in-
sisted that liberals had never subscribed to a policy of narrow 
laissez- faire or conceived of liberty in a purely negative way. 
Incorporating the views of German ethical economists was en-
tirely compatible with liberal principles, since they were con-
stantly being adjusted to deal with the problems of the times.

The battle between new and old liberals was also about 
how to read the founders of the liberal school. New liberals 
claimed that the laissez- fairists were misreading economists 
like Adam Smith. It was they who were “doing the work which 
Adam Smith began.”51 After all, Smith had been sensitive to 
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historical circumstances, wrote the Encyclopædia Britannica;  
in the fifth book of  the Wealth of  Nations, he had recognized the  
need for government interference. Likewise, Alfred Fouillée dis-
missed the “laissez- fairists’ economism”; Smith had meant noth-
ing of the sort.52 

The Fabian socialist Beatrice Webb mused over the irony of it 
all: “The Political Economy of Adam Smith was the scientific ex-
pression of the impassioned crusade of the 18th cen tury against 
class tyranny and the oppression of the Many by the Few. By 
what silent revolution of events, by what unselfconscious trans-
formation of thought, did it change itself into the ‘Employers’ 
Gospel’ of the 19th century?”53
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Ch a pter eight

Liberalism Becomes 
the American Creed

In the United States at this time liberalism is not only the  
dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition.

— LioneL triLLing, 1950

how did Liber aLism become such a key and ubiquitous 
term in the American political vocabulary? The Encyclopaedia 
Americana of 1831 did not contain an entry on liberalism, and 
the one on “liberal” explained that its political meaning came 
from France. Only half a century later did liberalism receive 
an entry in the American Cyclopaedia of Political Science, and 
it was a translation of a French article that equated liberalism 
with the “principles of 89.” During the closing years of the nine-
teenth century, “liberalism” remained a rare word in the lan-
guage of American politics and, when it was used, it was most 
often to designate a European, if not French, cluster of ideas.

How, then, did liberalism become so Americanized? Accord-
ing to the noted intellectual and political commentator Walter 
Lippman, the word first came into common usage thanks to a 
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group of reformers who were Republican Progressives in 1912 
and Wilsonian Democrats from around 1916.1 It is indicative 
that Woodrow Wilson called himself “progressive” in 1916 and 
“liberal” in 1917.2 But what did the president mean? What did 
being liberal mean to Wilson?

By 1917, the meaning of the term had evolved significantly 
from its origins in the French Revolution and its century- long 
association with French political developments. Toward the 
end of the nineteenth century, the French influence had re-
ceded and German ideas were exerting a growing influence. 

In England, this led to the conception of “new liberalism.” 
Thanks largely to the travails of the British Liberal Party, lib-
eral newspapers, and liberal theorists like Leonard Hobhouse, 
this new form of liberalism spread, and by the second decade 
of the twentieth century, its advocates felt secure enough to 
drop the “new” and just call it liberalism. Herbert Samuel’s 
liberal handbook, published in 1902 with an introduction by 
future prime minister H. H. Asquith, was titled Liberalism: 
An Attempt to State the Principles and Proposals of Contem-
porary Liberalism in England. Lyon Blease, another Liberal 
Party politician, published a book in 1913 simply titled Short 
History of English Liberalism. It was this liberalism that was 
imported into America around 1914– 17 by Republican Pro-
gressives and Wilsonian Democrats.

Herbert Croly, one of most influential public intellectuals of 
the Progressive movement and cofounder of the flagship pro-
gressive magazine the New Republic in 1914, was one of those  
responsible for dissemination of the term in America. His enor-
mously influential book, The Promise of  American Life of 1909, 
delivered a stinging indictment of laissez- faire economics and 
a strong argument for government intervention. It is more 
than likely that Croly adopted the term to show solidarity with 
the liberal government and liberal thinkers in Britain, with 



Liber aLism and the ameriCan Creed [ 247 ]

whom he sympathized. By 1914 Croly had begun calling his own 
ideas liberal, and by mid- 1916 the term was in common use in  
the New Republic as another way to describe progressive leg-
islation. After all, as Woodrow Wilson explained in his Consti-
tutional Government in the United States of 1908, Americans 
“borrowed our whole political language from England.”3

A Liberal Empire

President Wilson may also have been one of the first Ameri-
cans to use the word “liberal” to describe a certain foreign pol-
icy agenda. During his famous Peace without Victory address 
in January 1917, he claimed to be “speaking for liberals and 
friends of humanity.” While en route to the Paris Peace confer-
ence to sell his Fourteen Points, he declared that “liberalism is 
the only thing that can save civilization from chaos.”

Of course, liberalism had always been about more than do-
mestic politics. From Lafayette, who boasted that liberalism 
was a vast movement radiating outward from France, to those 
who feared a “universal liberalism” with reverberations as far 
away as India, the idea of spreading liberalism internationally 
had a long history, at least some of which President Wilson 
was surely aware. On his way to Paris, he visited Genoa and 
paid tribute to Mazzini in front of his monument. Wilson pro-
fessed to have studied Mazzini’s writings closely and to have 
derived guidance from them. The president added that with 
the end of the First World War, he hoped to contribute to 
“the realization of the ideals to which his [Maz zini’s] life and 
thought were devoted.”4

Wilson most likely also knew that liberalism was closely 
intertwined with the idea of empire. Many of the British lib-
erals with whom American progressives sympathized spoke of 
empire as a way of spreading liberal values around the world.  
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Indeed, many of them saw no contradiction in approving of 
empire and while at the same time believing that “the root 
principle of Liberalism [was] a passionate attachment to the 
ideal of self-government.”5 Empire was a “truly liberal foreign 
policy” that would spread civilization and the “arts of govern-
ment” around the world.6

It may seem curious today that they spoke this way about 
empire when they simultaneously denounced “imperialism.” To 
take just one example, John Hobson, in a highly revered book 
on imperialism, called it a “disease” spread by economic par-
asites who preyed on the poor. The liberal statesman Robert 
Lowe called it the very “apotheosis of violence . . . the oppres-
sion of the weak by the strong, and the triumph of power over 
justice.”7

In Britain, during the election campaign of 1872 that pitted 
the Tory Benjamin Disraeli against the liberal William Glad-
stone, the subject of empire became highly politicized. Liberals 
repeatedly accused Disraeli of imperialism in a concerted at-
tempt to besmirch and defame him. In return, Disraeli exploited 
the empire’s popularity with the British people to denigrate the 
liberals. He suggested that they were weak and unpatriotic and 
could not be trusted with safekeeping Britain’s colonies. Liber-
als, he warned, would ruin the empire. In his famous Crystal 
Palace speech of June 24, the aspiring prime minister claimed 
that throughout British history there “has been no effort so con-
tinuous, so subtle, supported by so much energy, and carried on 
with so much ability and acumen as the attempts of Liberalism 
to effect the disintegration of the Empire.”

Disraeli’s rhetoric was clearly a winning tactic. During his  
premiership, he engineered the purchase of the Suez Canal 
shares, took his government into Egyptian affairs, supported 
Turkey against Russia, and adopted an aggressive stance in 
both southern Africa and Afghanistan. In 1876, he proclaimed 
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Queen Victoria empress of India. Liberals vehemently attacked 
his imperialism. It was hypocritical, immoral, and contrary to 
British values.

It is easy to misinterpret these liberal denunciations of 
imperialism without an understanding of the word games in-
volved. As curious as it may seem to us today, it was entirely 
possible for British liberals to denounce imperialism while 
favoring “genuine colonialism.” The terms did not mean the 
same thing.

The word “imperialism,” like so many other isms, had been 
introduced into political discourse as a pejorative. It was used 
to vilify despots like Napoleon III and Bismarck and shared 
certain characteristics with Caesarism, which, as we know, was 
coined around the same time. Consider, for example, an arti-
cle in the Fortnightly Review in 1878 carrying the telling title 
“What Does Imperialism Mean?” Its author explained that it 
meant the exertion of brute force over others. It was founded 
on selfishness and a complete disregard for moral duty.

Imperialists like Napoleon and Bismarck, it was frequently 
said, used the allure of empire to divert the attention of their 
poorer populations from the need for reform at home, while 
they increased their own power and allowed a small group of 
supporters to amass wealth at the expense of the public. In 
other words, imperialism was one of the ways in which dic-
tators, in cahoots with aristocracy, plundered society and, by 
harnessing the support of the ignorant mob, tried to stop or 
even reverse liberal reforms. By accusing Disraeli of imperial-
ism, British liberals were thus suggesting that he was deliber-
ately misleading the public to further his own interests, those 
of the Crown and the English aristocracy. To make matters 
worse, he was appealing to the public’s basest instincts in pur-
suit of his goals. His imperialism was called un- English; it was 
a pernicious form of Caesarism.
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But such statements should not be taken to mean that liber-
als wished to disband their empire. To disapprove of one kind of 
empire did not necessarily mean disapproving of another. Glad-
stone spoke well of an empire that allowed for self- government 
and contrasted such an empire with what he called the selfish 
form of empire advocated by Disraeli. He could oppose imperi-
alism but favor colonies.

Gladstone did not oppose the projection of British power 
and influence; he just professed to oppose the use of violence 
that often accompanied it. (His record as prime minister during 
the 1880s shows that he hardly lived up to these sentiments, 
however, as his armed intervention in Egypt in 1882 illustrates.) 
He believed that the British had a duty to spread their civiliza-
tion and therefore the right to do so. About British rule over 
Indians, Gladstone said, “It is them and their interests that we 
are defending, even more, and far more, than our own.”8 Many 
liberals agreed. The Manchester Guardian stated that “liberal-
ism stands, as it has always stood, for the humanitarian princi-
ples, for justice to the more backward people in India and Africa 
under our control, for fair dealing with foreign peoples, weak or 
strong, and for a helping hand for those who are struggling for a 
freedom which we have long since won for ourselves.”9

American admirers of Gladstone concurred that countries 
like their own had a mission to colonize. They should not, 
however, follow what one writer called “the path of barbarism.” 
In the 1890s, Charles Norton, editor of the North American 
Review, denounced the arrogance, militarism, and selfishness 
that underpinned imperialism. He admired Gladstone, whom 
he thought was the proponent of a truly “liberal foreign pol-
icy.” American publications like the Nation and Harper’s sec-
onded such views. To them, Disraeli was seducing supporters 
with appeals to a wrong- minded form of national glory, all 
the while distracting the British people’s attention away from 
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pressing domestic issues. It seemed clear to Disraeli’s critics 
that the main objective of his imperialism was to divert people 
from problems at home through aggrandizement abroad.10

Key liberal theorists like Hobson and Hobhouse also dif-
ferentiated between good and bad forms of empire, between 
the positive “genuine colonialism” and base “imperialism.” 
Imperialism, they said, benefited only a small group of “eco-
nomic parasites,” while it provided no long- term benefits for 
the lower classes. It diverted their attention from the need for 
reform at home.

Both men also argued that there was a better form of em-
pire, namely one that furthered the “civilization of the world.”11 
It did so by promoting the improvement and elevation of the 
character of the people under control. Like other liberals, they 
defended settler colonialism, which they both took to be a 
noncoercive and voluntary arrangement for mutual benefit. 
The goal, said Hobson, was “the elevation of humanity.” Co-
lonialism was genuine and benevolent if “it extend[ed] the 
bounds of civilisation, and lift[ed] the level of material and 
moral conduct in the world.”12 For James Fitzjames Stephen, 
the liberal judge, scholar, and member of the Colonial Council 
in India, who helped to frame and pass many legal reforms 
there, liberalism meant fulfilling an obligation to rule justly 
and to spread European civilization to the governed. This 
meant bringing peace, order, and law to India. Joseph Cham-
berlain explained that Britain’s empire could be justified only 
if it made the people happy and improved their prospects.

Virtually all European advocates of empire— whether Brit-
ish, French, or German— believed that it would spread civiliza-
tion and that Europeans had both a right and a duty to do just 
that. In France they spoke of a mission civilisatrice; in Ger-
many the spreading of Kultur. Americans of course had their 
White Man’s Burden. Last but not least, liberals frequently 
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said that genuine colonialism would teach the lower races “the 
arts of government.” The central principle of liberalism, wrote 
Hobhouse, was self- government,13 and genuine colonialism 
should spread this principle around the world. Liberals fre-
quently said that England was seeking to teach her native sub-
jects to be self- dependent and to give them “in the fullness of 
time, and under the aegis of her own flag, a new and a better 
freedom.”14 This is also what it meant to spread civilization.

Somewhat paradoxically, Europeans also believed that the 
acquisition of empire would civilize and moralize their own 
populations. It would do so by turning unemployed and de-
generate urban workers from Europe into productive farmers, 
thus making them more healthy, manly, and patriotic. Herbert 
Samuel believed that the empire fostered the “ennoblement of 
the [English] race.”15 In France, it was thought that colonies 
would encourage large families and thereby be a remedy for 
the country’s declining birthrate, a pressing problem after its 
defeat in the Franco- Prussian War. Acquiring an empire would 
also go a long way toward restoring the country’s honor.16

Such lofty words cannot mask the fact that liberals often 
whitewashed horrific violence. Even settler colonialism fre-
quently involved the expropriation of property and cruelty. 
Many liberals were well aware of the atrocities being commit-
ted,17 but seem to have chosen to denounce them and move on 
rather than seeking an end to empire. Samuel argued that de-
spite the “occasional abuse of power,” on balance empire was a 
force for good. One shouldn’t take the missteps out of propor-
tion.18 In France, political economist Charles Gide suggested 
that European colonizers should confess their past sins and 
try to do better in the future. It was the duty of a great people 
like the French to colonize, but it should be done lovingly and 
peacefully.
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Racialization of  the Anglo- Saxon Myth

Pro- colonial liberal discourse was saturated with overtly racist 
language. References to the “lower races,” “subject races,” and 
“barbarian races” abound. And although the purpose of genuine 
colonialism was ostensibly to promote their self- government, 
how long such lower races should expect to wait until they 
were permitted to govern themselves was often left vague. 
It depended on the level of their social development, how far 
they had been “civilized.” “A barbarian race may prosper best 
if for a period, even  for a long period, it surrenders the right of 
self- government in exchange for the teachings of civilization,”  
wrote Samuel. It would happen “in the fullness of time.”19

Since the very beginning, liberals had linked the right to vote 
to the possession of  “capacity.” Although women were often said 
to lack capacity for reasons of biology, when it came to men it 
was more often described as something that could, at least in 
principle, be gained. If you made enough money, acquired the 
requisite education and leisure time, you could acquire the vote. 

During the last decades of the nineteenth century, this  
changed. Political capacity became progressively racialized and 
transformed into a matter of heredity. To a significant number 
of influential liberals, the capacity to vote now became the ex-
clusive property of the “Anglo- Saxon race,” sometimes also re-
ferred to as the “Teutonic race.”

The Anglo- Saxon myth was, of course, centuries old. The 
legend held that England owed its notions of freedom and 
self- government to German tribes who had migrated from 
the forests of Germany to England in the early Middle Ages. It  
was widely disseminated in the nineteenth century, including 
by liberals such as Madame de Staël, in On Germany, and by 
writers of the Staats- Lexikon. In fact, many liberals continued  
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to believe that the “Saxons” had brought to Britain their  
spi  rit of independence and knowledge of self- government. The 
Magna Carta and Bill of Rights, they said, were only a devel-
opment of the “germs of liberty” brought to England by the 
German tribes.

In most of these instances, however, the term “Anglo- Saxon” 
referred mainly to a cultural inheritance. The tribes had brought 
their ideas, values, or a certain spirit to England. Now, during 
the closing years of the nineteenth century, the meaning of the 
word began to change. Under the impact of “race science,” it 
came increasingly to designate a matter of biological heredity. 
John Burgess, founder of the Political Science Quarterly and 
one of the most influential political scientists of his period,  
wrote that the United States, Great Britain, and Germany—the 
“three great Teutonic powers”—shared not only an ethical and po-
litical bond, but a racial one. “If Great Britain is our motherland,” 
he wrote, then “Germany is the motherland of our motherland.”20

It is important, of course, not to oversimplify or general-
ize. The word “race” still had somewhat of a muddled mean-
ing. Sometimes it appears to have been used as a simple 
synonym for “English- speaking,” suggesting that, at least the-
oretically, once the colonized races learned English and were 
civilized, they would no longer be inferior. But sources also 
show that it was often assumed that white areas of the world 
would be more easy to civilize than others. In fact, nonwhite 
areas might never reach the level of civilization required for 
self- government.

Anglo- Saxons, on the other hand, were thought to have 
a special aptitude for democracy. Anglo- Saxon men, it was 
often said, were the possessors of superior political genius and 
therefore particularly well suited to teach the world good gov-
ernment. It is what entitled them to rule those parts of the 
world inhabited by the “unpolitical and barbaric races.” It was 
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their mission and manifest destiny to rule the world. World 
domination was “the birthright of the Anglo- Saxon race.”21

If the Anglo- Saxon race occupied the top of the political ca-
pacity ladder, the black or “barbaric races” always occupied the 
bottom rung. Black skin, wrote Burgess, meant “membership 
in a race of men which has never of itself succeeded in subject-
ing passion to reason, has never, therefore, created any civili-
zation of any kind.”22 Even more stunningly, in his History of 
American Political Theories, the progressive historian Charles 
Merriam wrote that “Barbaric races, if incapable, may be swept 
away,” and that “such action violates no rights of these pop-
ulations which are not petty and trifling in comparison with 
its transcendent right and duty to establish political and legal 
order everywhere.”23

From an Anglo- Saxon to an  
Anglo- American Liberal Empire

Some began to say that the superior political capacities of the 
Anglo- Saxons meant that they should cooperate in bringing 
their civilization and culture to other parts of the world. On 
this issue, a bond grew between Britain and the United States 
during the period leading up to World War I. Many Americans 
were moved by Gladstone’s 1878 article in the North Ameri-
can Review, titled “Kin beyond the Sea,” in which the British 
prime minister proposed a rapprochement between the two 
countries in the interest of world peace, prosperity, and “self- 
government.” Gladstone called their Constitution “the most 
wonderful work ever struck off at a given time by the brain 
and purpose of man” and praised America’s “splendid service 
to the general cause of popular government throughout the 
world.” Soon, he predicted, the United States would surpass all 
other countries in wealth and power. 



[ 256 ] Chapter eight

Stressing the resemblances between the two nations’ forms 
of government, and their shared commitment to the princi-
ple of self- government, Gladstone noted that England and 
America would shortly be the two most powerful nations in 
the world. They should use their combined strength for the 
“highest purposes.” They were the “two greater branches of a 
race born to command.” Together, they would combat savagery 
and inhumanity while bringing peace, progress, and prosper-
ity to the world. Having acquired great power, they had also 
acquired great responsibility to help advance the cause of 
civilization.24

Some went further, suggesting not only cooperation but 
the actual merging of Britain and America into “one con-
federacy . . . governed by a race speaking the same language, 
of superior intellect and energy.”25 Andrew Carnegie, in an 
essay published in the North American Review, spoke of a 
“Re- United States,” a “race confederacy” that would dominate 
the world through its moral ascendency.26 Another author in 
the same journal suggested that Britain should create “a new 
United States of the World.”27

With a considerable amount of trepidation, the idea of an 
Anglo- Saxon imperial superiority was recognized abroad. The 
sensationalist work by the French pedagogue Edmond Demo-
lins, titled Where Does the Superiority of the Anglo- Saxons 
Come From? (1897), triggered heated debate— and even a 
sense of panic— in France. Demolins produced statistics with 
which he predicted a world in which American, Canadian, 
South African, Australian, and English products would swamp 
all markets unless France reformed itself along Anglo- Saxon 
lines. Prominent writers responded to the book with equally 
polemical articles and books.28 Those who believed in the su-
periority of Anglo- Saxon mores were always in a minority, but 
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they had a considerable impact on French political thinking at 
the time, intensifying the perceived need for positive eugenics.

As World War I approached, American and British liberals 
increasingly felt the need to distinguish themselves and their 
political traditions from Germany. In a series of articles for the 
New Republic in 1915, philosopher and essayist George San-
tayana expounded on the differences between the British and 
German notions of freedom. England, he explained, had par-
liamentary government, whereas in Germany government was 
bureaucratic and authoritarian. In Germany the government 
promulgated sets of rules regarding the conduct of individuals 
toward each other and then compelled individuals to observe 
them. In Britain individuals were free to make their own de-
cisions. The future would decide whether German or English 
notions of freedom would win.29

This trend was only magnified as the First World War ap-
proached and the menace of authoritarianism became more 
palpable. During the war itself, anti- German hostility grew. As 
the California Board of Education argued when it banned the 
teaching of the German language in public schools, German 
culture was steeped in “the ideals of autocracy, brutality, and 
hatred.” Wartime propaganda personified the enemy as the 
“Prussian cur” and “the German beast.”30 The terms “Anglo- 
American” and “English- Speaking” increasingly replaced 
“Anglo- Saxon.”

After the war, there was considerable embarrassment over 
the idea that there could be racial bond between Germany 
and America, or that American political thought might owe 
something of importance to Germany. Irving Fisher made 
sure to distance American traditions from German ones in his  
presidential address to the American Economic Association 
in December 1918, a speech that was then published in the 
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American Economic Review. As we know, the American Eco-
nomic Association had been founded by a group of Americans 
who had studied in Germany and came back full of ideas about 
how the state could help the poor. 

In his speech, Fisher acknowledged the importance of Ger-
man political economy to the formation of the association. He 
added, however, that its members had now come to the reali-
zation that German economics had served a “criminal” state. It 
would be better, he concluded, for Americans to borrow from 
English economics, which was more liberal, more democratic, 
and healthier for the world.31

World War I thus tightened the sense of an Anglo- American 
alliance, and Germany’s contribution to the history of liber-
alism was progressively forgotten or pushed aside. Soon the 
French contribution would be minimalized too. Meanwhile  
liberalism, democracy, and Western civilization became virtu-
ally synonymous, and America, because of its rising strength, 
was cast as their principal defender. 

The equation between liberalism and America was fur-
ther solidified and disseminated through Western civilization 
courses that were invented after the war and taught on US 
college campuses. Their purpose was to teach students what 
America had fought for in the Great War and what the country 
stood for.

During the 1920s and 1930s, European fascists, Nazis, and 
their progenitors and supporters agreed that liberalism was 
closely intertwined with Western civilization, democracy, and 
America, and it was precisely because of this that they defined 
themselves against it. Prominent German intellectuals, like 
Oswald Spengler, Friedrich Junger, Carl Schmitt, and Moeller 
van den Bruck, denounced liberalism as a foreign philosophy 
and the very antithesis of German culture. Liberalism, they said, 
was Germany’s archenemy, which is why the patron saint of 
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National Socialism Moeller van den Bruck so happily claimed, 
incorrectly of course, that “there are no liberals in Germany 
today.”32 It is also why the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini 
held up fascism as the very “negation of liberalism,”33 while  
Adolf Hitler declared that the chief goal of Nazism was “to 
abolish the liberalistic concept of the individual.”34

Of course the claim that liberalism was somehow un- 
German was completely false, as this book has shown. The 
contention was forcefully refuted by the antifascist Italian 
writer Guido de Ruggiero in his History of European Liberal-
ism of 1925. Ruggiero wrote that the crisis of liberalism (also  
the title of the epilogue) should not be taken to mean that 
there was no European liberal tradition. His book devoted 
a chapter each to Italian, German, and French liberalism to 
make his point. He did however admit that the “Anglo- Saxon” 
version of liberalism was stronger.

It is a curious fact that it was only in the late 1930s that lib-
eralism as a political philosophy began to appear in American 
textbooks. George Sabine’s A History of Political Theory, pub-
lished in the 1930s, and used in most American undergradu-
ate and graduate programs at the time, was the first major US 
textbook to discuss it. He described it as a British 19th century 
tradition and worried that it was a diminishing force.

The Second World War only fortified and spread the view 
of America as the prime representative and defender of lib-
eralism, democracy, and Western civilization, which by now 
in many people’s minds were virtually the same thing. Henry 
Luce’s famous editorial “The American Century,” which ap-
peared in the February 17, 1941 issue of Life, called for “the 
most powerful and vital nation in the world” to assume world 
leadership. “We are the inheritors of all the great principles of 
Western Civilization,” Luce wrote. “It now becomes our time to 
be the powerhouse.”
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The Question of Government Intervention

It would be wrong to conclude from the growing association of 
liberalism with America that there was a consensus over what 
the word actually meant: how, for example, liberalism differed 
from democracy, or what it meant in terms of a government’s 
role in the economy. While the progressives around the New 
Republic called themselves liberal, so did Herbert Hoover, but  
he meant something different. Sounding quite like Herbert 
Spencer, Hoover, who served as president of the United States 
from 1929 to 1933, insisted that liberalism’s main concern was 
the protection of individual freedom. It stood for the idea that 
government should involve itself as little as possible in the eco  n-
omy. As president, Hoover oversaw the stock market crash of 
1929 and the onset of the Great Depression. Despite the eco-
nomic catastrophe, he continued to defend the laissez- faire 
version of liberalism well into the 1940s.

In continental Europe, powerful voices continued to spread 
the idea that liberalism meant laissez- faire. Those who meant 
something else had to add a qualifier such as “progressive” or 
“constructive” or speak of “liberal socialism.” In his book Lib-
eralism, published in 1927, the influential Austrian economist  
Ludwig von Mises lamented the disputes over the meaning 
of the word. True liberalism, he insisted, was not about any 
humanitarian objectives, however noble they might be. Lib-
eralism had nothing else in mind than the advancement of 
a people’s material welfare. Its central concepts were private 
property, freedom and peace. Anything beyond that was “so-
cialism,” for which Mises had only disdain. Those who thought 
that liberalism had something to do with spreading humanity 
and magnanimity were “pseudo liberals.”35

Soon, however, the American philosopher John Dewey 
entered the fray, and put in a herculean effort to seal the 
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progressive meaning of the term once and for all. Dewey  
received his doctorate in 1884 at Johns Hopkins University, 
where he studied under Richard Ely. In 1914, he became a regu-
lar contributor to the New Republic. Over the course of his long 
career, he taught mainly at the University of Chicago and Colum-
bia and published over forty books and several hundred articles. 

In the 1930s Dewey published numerous articles carrying ti-
tles such as “The Meaning of Liberalism,” “The Meaning of the 
Term: Liberalism,” “A Liberal Speaks Out for Liberalism,” and 
“Liberalism and Civil Liberties”; there was also his book, Liber-
alism and Social Action, published in 1935.

According to Dewey, there were “two streams” of  liberalism. 
One was more humanitarian and therefore open to govern-
ment intervention and social legislation. The other was beholden  
to big industry, banking, and commerce and was therefore 
committed to laissez- faire. But American liberalism, he wrote, 
had nothing whatsoever to do with laissez- faire, and never 
had.36 Nor did it have anything to do with the “gospel of indi-
vidualism.” American liberalism stood for “liberality and gen-
erosity, especially of mind and character.”37 Its aim was to pro-
mote greater equality and to combat plutocracy with the aid of  
government.

The person most responsible for making this meaning of  lib-
eralism dominant in America was Franklin Delano Roose velt, 
president from 1933 to 1945. Like so many liberals before him, 
Roosevelt claimed the moral high ground for liberalism. Liber-
als, he said, believed in generosity and social mindedness. They 
were willing to sacrifice for the public good. Over the course of 
his years in office, President Roosevelt spoke often of the im-
portance of human cooperation. The faith of a liberal, he said, 
was a belief in the effectiveness of people helping each other. 

Roosevelt also solidified a link between Liberalism and 
the Democratic Party. He distinguished between this “liberal 
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party,” which favored government intervention, and a “con-
servative party,” which did not. The liberal party, he said, be-
lieves that “as new conditions and problems arise beyond the 
power of men and women to meet as individuals, it becomes 
the duty of the Government itself to find new remedies with  
which to meet them.” “The conservative party,” by contrast, be-
lieves that “there is no necessity for the Government to step 
in.”38 The Democratic Party, he said, was the liberal party 
while the Republican Party was conservative.39 

To emphasize the point, in his speech nominating Roose-
velt as the Democratic candidate for the presidency in 1944, 
Henry Agard Wallace, who served as vice president from 1941 
to 1945, secretary of commerce from 1945 to 1946, and editor of 
the New Republic from 1946 to 1947, used the word “liberal” no 
fewer than fifteen times, in one instance calling the president 
the “greatest liberal in the history of the United States.”40

Roosevelt’s meaning of the word was close to that of the 
British economist, social reformer, and member of the Liberal 
Party William Beveridge. Beveridge authored the so- called 
Beveridge Report of 1942, which served as the basis for the 
post– World War II British welfare state. In a 1945 pamphlet 
titled Why I Am a Liberal, he declared, “Liberty means more 
than freedom from the arbitrary power of Governments. It 
means freedom from economic servitude to Want and Squalor 
and other social evils; it means freedom from arbitrary power 
in any form. A starving man is not free.”41

As it turns out, however, the battle over liberalism was not 
yet over, especially not in Europe. The Austrian- born econo-
mist Friedrich Hayek, a disciple of Mises, vehemently contested 
Beveridge’s and Roosevelt’s use of the word. Hayek joined the 
London School of Economics in 1931, where he became a vir-
ulent critic of FDR- style liberalism and the New Deal. Hor-
rified by political developments on the European continent,  
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Hayek warned that embarking on “collectivist experiments” 
would put countries on a slippery slope to fascism. It was nec-
essary, therefore, to return to “the old liberalism,”42 by which 
Hayek of course meant government nonintervention. He grew 
more insistent and radical about this over time.

In 1944, Hayek published the best- selling Road to Serfdom. 
“It is necessary,” Hayek wrote in his impassioned introduction, 
“to state the unpalatable truth that it is Germany whose fate 
we are in some danger of repeating.” Liberal socialism was a 
contradiction in terms. It was not the role of government to 
be kind or generous. Rather, the government’s role was to pro-
tect the freedom of the individual. Western civilization was “an 
individualist civilisation,” and true liberal principles derived 
from the ideas of English individualism. Liberal socialism, on 
the other hand, was a German import, stemming from the 
ideas of Bismarck’s advisors, and was a danger to Western civ-
ilization. It would invariably lead to “serfdom” and “totalitari-
anism,” a relatively new word at the time.

Despite such efforts, only two years later Hoover acknowl-
edged defeat. With discernible bitterness, he conceded: “We do 
not use the word ‘liberal.’ The word has been polluted and raped 
of all its real meanings. . . . Liberalism was founded to further 
more liberty for men, not less freedom.”43 

Similarly, in a 1948 speech titled “What Is a Liberal?,” Re-
publican senator Robert Taft complained that a word “which 
used to be a sound Anglo- Saxon word with a clear meaning, has 
lost all significance.” Contrary to the administration’s use, “the 
word ‘liberal’ in the political sense certainly does not connote 
‘generous.’ ” The basic meaning of the word remained pure and 
simple: “someone in favor of freedom.”44 

It seems that Hayek eventually gave up on the word too. In 
1950, he moved to the University of Chicago, where he accepted 
a position as professor in the Committee on Social Thought. 
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There he inspired, among others, the American economist 
Milton Friedman and eventually became a favorite of those we 
now call “libertarians.”45 Many of his followers to this day claim 
that they are the true, that is “classical” or “orthodox,” liberals.46 
Meanwhile Hayek called himself at various points a “consistent 
liberal,” a “neoliberal,” or a “radical” because liberalism no longer 
meant what it once had.47

Remarkably, these battles over the meaning of the word 
“liberal”— as pitched as they were— did not involve liberalism’s 
origins. Both streams of liberalism claimed that their version 
lay in English history. To Hayek liberalism owed its origins to 
English individualism, while to Dewey it owed them to English 
humanitarianism. Neither man mentioned France or Germany.

This was only the beginning of the ejection of France and 
Germany from the history of liberalism. Over time, any French 
contribution receded to the background and Germany was 
seen as a source of illiberalism. By 1947, both versions, Dew-
ey’s as well as Hayek’s, had, for better or worse, become “the  
American creed.”48 Liberalism was, as Lionel Trilling remarked 
in 1950, not only America’s dominant tradition, but even its 
sole intellectual tradition.
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Epilogue

Constant often sounds as if he were speaking of Hitler’s  
Germany.

— John Plamenatz, 1963

today, the Polemics over liberalism continue. A word 
that began as an insult is still used that way by its right- wing 
critics. We have only to recall Ronald Reagan’s famous refer-
ence to the “dreaded L- word” to recognize the word’s polemical 
force. American Democrats avoid using it to describe them-
selves for fear that it will render them unelectable. Right- wing 
pundits call it a disease and a poison; it’s a danger, they say, to 
moral values.

We’ve heard this all before. Since its genesis, liberalism has 
been subject to a barrage of similar attacks. The fact that liber-
als today disagree among themselves is also nothing new. Lib-
eralism has never been a fixed or unified creed. Since the very 
beginning, it has encompassed lively debates. What is new is 
the way liberals today describe themselves and what they stand 
for. They overwhelmingly stress a commitment to individ-
ual rights and choices; they rarely mention duties, patriotism, 
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self- sacrifice, or generosity to others. These terms are conspicu-
ous by their absence in the contemporary liberal lexicon. Liber-
als have conceded the high ground to their adversaries.

The scholarship on liberalism reinforces and confirms this 
liberal self- definition. Countless works repeat the same mes-
sage: liberalism is a doctrine whose core principle is the pro-
tection of the individual, his and her rights, interests, and 
choices. Any book, article, or essay, whether it is scholarly or po-
lemical, and whether it approves or disapproves of liberalism, 
claims that its core principle is that governments exist to pro-
tect these rights, interests and choices. One renowned scholar 
of lib eralism even asserts that it is founded on the “animal 
needs” of human beings.1 From such self- descriptions it is only 
a short way to conclude, as one critic has, that liberals “explicitly  
rejected any notion of a common good. They wished to pri-
vatize and diminish, although not eliminate, the contents of 
human life.”2

While they argued over many things, the great majority of 
liberals discussed in this book certainly did not defend animal 
needs or reject the common good. That is what their enemies 
said about them, not what they said about themselves. Over 
the course of the centuries, liberals consistently described their  
values as patriotic, selfless, and meant to promote the public 
good. When liberals fought for individual rights, it was be-
cause they thought that such rights enabled individuals to bet-
ter perform their duties. Liberals constantly looked for ways to 
promote civic values. Morality was central to their goals.

All the liberals we have encountered in this book also be-
lieved that the purpose of governments was to serve the public 
good. At first this meant dismantling aristocratic impediments 
that kept wealth, power, and opportunity in the hands of a he-
reditary elite. Later it entailed intervening to fight plutocracy 
and the exploitation that accompanied it. At every point their 
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underlying object was to promote the material and moral well- 
being of all.

From Benjamin Constant and his concern about fostering 
self- sacrifice to Alexis de Tocqueville, who worried about selfish-
ness, and Leonard Hobhouse and Herbert Croly, who agonized 
about plutocracy, liberals were virtually obsessed with morality 
and the building of character. Early liberals, as we have seen, 
even shunned the word “individualism” because of its negative 
connotations. Constant, and many others after him, endorsed 
“individuality” instead; still others spoke of  “personhood.” “Per-
sonhood” and “character” were words that suggested the ability 
and need of individuals to cultivate their moral and intellectual 
potential, to understand their interconnectedness with others, 
and to understand their civic duty.

Liberals were far from perfect. Although they saw them-
selves as disinterested agents of reform, this was, at best, wishful 
thinking. Often it was a result of blindness. They were capable 
of excluding entire groups of people from their liberal vision: 
women, blacks, the colonized, and those they referred to as the  
“unfit.” When they did this, however, there were always other 
liberals who accused them of betraying their liberal principles. 
They were urged to be true to the core meaning of being “lib-
eral,” which meant being not only freedom- loving and civic- 
minded, but also generous and compassionate. Being liberal 
was an aspirational ideal— something to live up to.

Why has this history been lost? Where did our focus on 
rights and interests come from? How and why were duties, 
self- sacrifice, and the common good downplayed or even writ-
ten out of our histories of liberalism?

In this epilogue I venture some answers to these questions. 
I propose that an “Anglo- American liberal tradition” based so 
centrally on individual rights was a construction of the middle 
of the twentieth century, if not even later. Borrowing from the 
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work of others, I argue that the “turn to rights” happened as 
the consequence of the two world wars and the Cold War. Two 
interrelated processes were involved. First, as we have seen, 
liberalism was Americanized. Second, it was reconfigured into 
a doctrine that prioritized individual rights. As the US histo-
rian Alan Brinkley has shown, liberals lowered their sights and 
adjusted their goals.3

Liberalism and the Totalitarian Threat

Originally published in 1944, Friedrich Hayek’s Road to Serf-
dom both profited from and helped amplify a growing fear of 
totalitarianism. Liberalism’s association with a strong state 
and government intervention began to be seen as a liability. 
It was important to be aware, Hayek wrote in his surprise best 
seller, that “it is Germany whose fate we are in some danger of 
repeating.”4 The “social liberalism” toward which Britain and 
America were heading would invariably lead to totalitarianism. 

In America, supporters of New Deal liberalism were la-
beled socialist or even communist, words which took on in-
creasingly ominous meanings. Robert Taft, Republican sena-
tor from Ohio, in 1948 accused New Deal liberalism of having 
“acquired Russian overtones.” Liberals who accepted John 
Dewey’s or FDR’s conceptions of liberalism were not really 
liberal; they were “totalitarian.”

In this anxious and pessimistic climate, people became re-
ceptive to the ideas of several religious thinkers, both Catho-
lic and Protestant, who blamed liberalism itself for the eth-
ical crisis in which the West found itself. Among the most 
important of the Catholic theorists were Waldemar Gurian, 
a Russian- born German-American political scientist, and 
Jacques Maritain, a French philosopher. The most prominent 
Protestant theorist was Reinhold Niebuhr. Gurian, Maritain,  
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and Niebuhr all spread the idea that liberal societies them-
selves had a tendency to become illiberal. “Antiliberalism,”  
wrote Gurian, was nothing but the “completion of liberalism.” 
The “totalitarian state” was not the rejection of  liberalism, but 
“its last and most radical consequence.”5

Catholic and Protestant arguments overlapped in significant 
ways. When you banish God from the world, these Christian 
theorists said, every foundation of morality is undermined. The 
loss of faith in God leads to a moral relativism that makes people 
vulnerable to demagogues and dictators. Totalitarianism, which 
these theorists were among the first to analyze, was the result of  
liberal disenchantment with the world.

Niebuhr was one of the most influential American intel-
lectuals of his generation. In articles carrying titles like “The 
Pathos of Liberalism” or “The Blindness of Liberalism,” he 
weighed in on the dangers lurking within. Totalitarianism was 
the logical outcome of human arrogance, a danger that threat-
ened any place where the reality of original sin was denied and 
Christian principles rejected.6 Niebuhr cautioned Americans 
about their liberal culture’s failure to understand the depth of 
evil to which they may sink when they tried “to play the role 
of God in history.” Given what had occurred in Germany, he 
recommended that American liberals temper their plans for 
social reform and view all collectivist answers to social prob-
lems with trepidation. Almost every experiment in social en-
gineering, he warned, contained “some peril of compounding 
economic and political power.” Hence “a wise community will 
walk warily and test the effect of each new adventure before 
further adventures.”7

Knowingly or unknowingly, these Christian theorists re-
peated an old accusation: liberal secularism was to blame. 
By attacking religion, liberals had brought this calamity on 
themselves. We have heard this argument over and over again.  
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But we have also heard that throughout history, Christian lib-
erals disputed such allegations. They insisted that liberalism 
had nothing to do with rejecting God or attacking religion. A 
liberal form of Christianity, that is, one more focused on morals 
rather than sinfulness, would help improve the world and is what 
God intended.

Niebuhr was very critical of liberal Christianity. He thought 
it projected a dangerously naïve and utopian idea of human 
goodness and educability. In an article titled “Let the Liberal 
Churches Stop Fooling Themselves!,” he chastised their opti-
mism and idealism, which he claimed had helped cause the 
European crisis.8 Men were not naturally good, but sinful, ir-
rational, violent, and selfish. Without recognizing that fact, no 
moral society was possible.

By 1945, the position of Pope Pius XII on the question was 
more than clear. In his Christmas Message that year, he re-
peated, in an updated form, the long- established and standard 
Catholic condemnation of liberalism. Simply stated, liberals 
had banished God from the world and had thus given rise to 
totalitarianism. Liberalism’s destructive force, Pius declared, 
had brought only brutality, barbarity, and ruin.

Catholic propagandists spread this message. Jonathan Hal-
lowell’s book, The Decline of Liberalism of 1946, warned that 
the spiritual crisis out of which totalitarianism emerged was  
a crisis peculiar not only to Germany, but to all of Western civ-
ilization. Liberalism, with its rejection of transcendent truth, 
was to blame. In The Rise and Decline of Liberalism of 1953, 
Thomas Neill underlined the point. Since it destroyed all spir-
itual values, “the logic of liberalism” was to lead straight to  
totalitarianism.9 Some years later, in 1964, yet another anti-
communist Catholic crusader, James Burnham, called liberal-
ism the “ideology of Western suicide,” since it was infected 
with communism.10
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Influential émigrés to the United States from Nazi Germany 
concurred with this damning appraisal of liberalism. Hannah 
Arendt, the German Jewish political philosopher and friend of 
Gurian who would later pen the now- famous Origins of  Totali-
tarianism (1951), wrote that liberalism was the “spawn of hell”  
that gave rise to Nazism.11 For the German Catholic émigré  
Eric Voegelin, communism was only the radical expression of 
liberalism. By supplanting the “truth of the soul” and promoting 
the disenchantment of the word, liberalism was in large part 
responsible for the self- destructive politics of the West.12 Leo 
Strauss, another German Jewish émigré, accused what he took 
to be liberal relativism of opening the door to nihilism and to-
talitarianism. Liberals and totalitarians, he thought, had much 
in common.

The Turn to Rights

Such prominent and powerful attacks on liberalism in the 
intellectual climate of the Cold War bred a defensiveness in 
American liberals, many of whom felt the need to clarify and 
accentuate what made their liberalism not totalitarianism. It 
was in so doing that they toned down their plans for social re-
construction and emphasized, rather, their commitment to de-
fending the rights of individuals. Liberalism was reconfigured 
as the ideological “other” of totalitarianism, whether of the left 
or right. In the process, liberalism lost much of its moral core 
and its centuries- long dedication to the public good. Individ-
ualism replaced it as liberals lowered their sights and moder-
ated their goals. Liberalism was once again reconfigured, and 
in the process its goals were downgraded.

The American historian and public intellectual Arthur 
Schlesinger was a key figure in this development. His widely 
read and much admired book The Vital Center (1949) illustrates 
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well the change in the intellectual climate and shift in liberal 
sensibilities. A man deeply influenced by Niebuhr, Schlesinger 
regretted that so many liberals had been so slow to recognize 
the danger of totalitarianism and the threat it posed to the in-
dividual. It was imperative for them to reaffirm and reassert 
their fundamental commitment to each individual’s rights. 
Liberalism, he said, could not afford to compromise with 
totalitarianism.

Another key figure in the Cold War transformation of liber-
alism was the Russian- British Jewish social and political phi-
losopher Isaiah Berlin. In a seminal essay titled “Two Concepts 
of Liberty,” which he originally delivered at Oxford University 
in 1958, Berlin addressed what he saw as the clash of ideologies 
that dominated the world. It was, he claimed, a conflict between 
two kinds of liberty, one that was totalitarian and the other lib-
eral. The liberal kind of liberty was essentially negative. It was 
centrally concerned with shielding personal freedom, that is, 
with protecting the individual from government coercion. The 
totalitarian kind of liberty was associated with utopian projects 
promising “collective self- direction” and “self- realization.”13

One after another, self- identified American liberals now 
showed their antitotalitarianism by emphasizing their sup-
port of individual rights. Genealogies based on a canon of great  
thinkers were constructed and anthologies published. Found-
ing fathers of liberalism were discovered and many of the lib-
eral theorists, politicians, and writers discussed in this book 
were passed over or their influence played down.

“Great thinkers” were read in ways that buttressed the lib-
eral turn to rights and aspects of their thought that compli-
cated such a reading were minimized. John Locke became 
a founding father of liberalism and his defense of property 
stressed. Occasionally, non- Anglophone thinkers were made to  
fit the canon. John Plamenatz’s Readings  from Liberal Writers, 
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English and French (1965) contained excerpts from Benjamin 
Constant. He noted with approval that “Constant often sounds 
as if he were speaking of Hitler’s Germany.”14 Constant’s de-
fense of individual rights was emphasized above all his other 
concerns. His efforts at state building and constant worries 
about morals, religion, and “perfectibility” were downplayed or  
completely ignored.

Over time, then, liberalism’s staunchest defenders rallied 
around the notion that liberalism was primarily about individ-
ual rights and interests. The history of liberalism recounted in 
this book was lost. In a sense, the twentieth- century liberals 
willingly adopted the argument traditionally used to malign 
them, in other words, that liberalism was, at its core, an individ-
ualist, if not selfish, philosophy.

In 1971, John Rawls’s book A Theory of Justice appeared. 
Praised for revitalizing and enriching current debates about lib-
eralism, it showed how a liberalism based on individualism and 
self- interest would, in fact, logically entail the welfare state. For  
the sake of argument, Rawls posited a group of self- interested 
but also rational individuals and showed that such persons— 
endeavoring to maximize their advantages in conditions of 
uncertainty— would choose not a laissez- faire society but the 
welfare state. In so arguing, he was, in a sense, turning a conser-
vative and rights- based argument around against itself. In the 
process, however, he suggested that there was little need for any 
deliberate promotion of the common good for a liberal society 
to work. There was no need to worry about overcoming man’s 
selfish impulses. It had become okay to be selfish.

What came to be known as the communitarian critique now 
accused liberalism of being too individualistic and too con-
cerned with private rights at the expense of the common good. 
Liberalism, it was said, operated with a defective notion of  the 
self, one that ignored the social constitution of individuals 
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and the importance of communal bonds. It was blamed for 
undermining notions of citizenship and community, and for  
contributing to America’s moral decline. Forgotten was the 
fact that liberals had championed community and morals for 
centuries. 

Many liberals themselves began to lament the stress on 
rights and bemoan the chastened liberalism or “liberalism of 
fear” that was so impoverished that it seemed like a philosophy 
of mere damage control.15 But they mostly accepted the idea 
that liberalism was about rights.

Given liberalism’s concern with individual rights, feminists 
wondered how it could work for women. By being so individu-
alistic, they said, liberalism was negligent toward the needs of 
women as women. It ignored the fact that all human beings have 
a core of moral “personhood.” Here again, the debate about lib-
eralism was sorely lacking in historical perspective.16 As we have 
seen, liberals were almost obsessively concerned with women “as 
women” and they rarely spoke of women’s individual “rights.”

The liberal turn to rights also helped fuel a long debate 
about whether the founding values of America were liberal or  
republican, as if these two were contradictory. The question 
became another way of asking whether the United States was 
founded to protect rights (“liberalism”) or to cultivate virtue 
(“republicanism”). Scholars interested in the purported dif-
ferences between liberalism and republicanism were soon de-
scribing liberalism as “[a] modern, self- interested, competi-
tive, individualistic ideology emphasizing private rights.”17

The (Supposed) Illiberalism of 
France and Germany

The use of this individualistic and rights- based Anglo- 
American liberalism as a yardstick made it possible for many 
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to conclude that France and Germany had defective, or even 
nonexistent, liberal traditions. The many ways in which both 
countries in fact contributed to the history of liberalism re-
ceded to the background or disappeared altogether.

The experience of Nazism cast a long shadow on German  
history and caused historians to focus on what they concluded 
was the failure of German liberalism. In 1953, the German his-
torian Friedrich Sell published The Tragedy of German Lib-
eralism, which set the course for future studies. The problem 
with German liberalism, he said, was that the country had been 
inhospitable to the “Anglo- Saxon tradition.” German liberalism 
was defective because it had never properly understood that the 
government’s role was to protect individual rights.18

A great number of books followed Sell’s, most of which 
spoke of the weakness, deficiency, or failure of liberalism in 
Germany.19 People asked whether Germany even had a lib-
eral tradition.20 According to Columbia professor Fritz Stern’s 
influential treatment, Germany had an “illiberal, namely an 
authoritarian rather than a liberal tradition.”21

Those who believed that a liberal tradition did exist in Ger-
many, declared it faulty because it was a “state liberalism”; it 
was a liberalism “that regarded the state as the essential in-
strument to realize the liberal program.” The market model 
remained marginal in Germany, and its general pro- state ori-
entation was said to be “the greatest weakness of early German 
liberalism.”22 

This focus on its supposed deficiencies sometimes turned 
into a search for the reasons why Germany was not England. 
Some said it had to do with Germany’s flawed view of freedom, 
others that it lacked a bourgeoisie. It became interesting to 
discuss when and where German liberalism “deviated” from 
the “normative” process of development.23 Apparently, Ger-
man liberals lacked political ambitions.
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Something similar happened in France, although a bit later. 
What has since been called an “antitotalitarian moment” oc-
curred in the 1970s. Reacting against the post– World War II 
politics of many French intellectuals who had developed an at-
traction to communism, scholars began to look for the causes 
of  this embarrassing truth. A number of them, among whom 
François Furet was an influential pioneer, attributed it to the 
supposed proto- totalitarianism of the French Revolution, and 
the related “fact” that France lacked a healthy liberal tradition.

French liberalism, it was concluded, was not a true liberal-
ism because it lacked a strong emphasis on individual rights. 
Fundamentally an alien import, “genuine” liberalism had had 
trouble taking root in France.24 And like the German variety, 
French liberalism was flawed because of its statism. Somewhat 
contradictorily, French liberalism was also said to “refuse the  
political,” because of its purported confidence in free mar-
kets.25 No wonder, then, that historians found it so very con-
fused.26 We hear of “the apparent inability of [French] liberals 
to recognize the central elements of their own doctrine.” The 
problem is that they “did not have the philosophic resource to 
think through liberalism,” because they didn’t have a Locke.27

The French did, however, have a Benjamin Constant, who 
was now rediscovered and reread as one of the rare liberals in 
the true, individualist, Anglo- American sense. Constant’s deep  
concern with building a viable state and combating individual-
ism was ignored; and his lifelong interest in religion and inter-
est in “self-sacrifice” was left out. Instead, prominent scholars  
determined that Constant’s “master concept” was “individual in -
dependence,”28 and that he espoused a “radical individualism.”29  
Some noted that France also had a number of political econo-
mists who understood the liberal value of self- interest, the min-
imal state, and deregulated markets.
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In France, as in America, this supposedly true and individ-
ualistic liberalism came under criticism. Compared to republi-
canism, with its emphasis on citizenship and virtue, critics de-
scribed French liberalism as all too hedonistic.30 The Catholic 
philosopher Pierre Manent accused liberalism’s founders of 
rejecting any notion of a common good and, in a succinct sum-
mary of his view of liberalism, posited Machiavelli and Hobbes 
as its founders. Sounding much like the long line of Catholic 
critics of liberalism whom we have considered in this book, 
Manent reasoned that liberalism originated in an attack on 
the Christian Church. This, in Manent’s estimation, is why lib-
eralism has an ominous tendency to self- destruction and can 
lead ineluctably to totalitarianism.31 Manent’s is the now two- 
hundred- year- old Catholic critique repackaged.

Although liberalism today is widely regarded as the domi-
nant political doctrine of the West, a kind of triumphalism co-
exists with pessimism. We often hear that liberalism is suffering 
from a crisis of confidence, a crisis made more intense by the 
recent rise of “illiberal democracy” around the world.32 It is sug-
gested that the problem could be solved if only liberals would 
agree about what they stood for and have courage in their con-
victions. Liberalism, there are those who say, contains within it-
self the resources it needs to articulate a conception of the good 
and a liberal theory of virtue.33 Liberals should reconnect with 
the resources of their liberal tradition to recover, understand, 
and embrace its core values. This book is meant to relaunch that 
process. If it manages to reset and stimulate the debate on the 
history of liberalism, it will have served its purpose.
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