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Series Introduction

The Major Conservative and Libertarian Thinkers series aims to show that there is a rigorous, scholarly tradition of social and political thought that may be broadly described as ‘conservative,’ ‘libertarian’ or some combination of the two.

The series aims to show that conservatism is not simply a reaction against contemporary events, nor a privileging of intuitive thought over deductive reasoning; libertarianism is not simply an apology for unfettered capitalism or an attempt to justify a misguided atomistic concept of the individual. Rather, the thinkers in this series have developed coherent intellectual positions that are grounded in empirical reality and also founded upon serious philosophical reflection on the relationship between the individual and society, how the social institutions necessary for a free society are to be established and maintained, and the implications of the limits to human knowledge and certainty.

Each volume in the series presents a thinker’s ideas in an accessible and cogent manner to provide an indispensable work for students with varying degrees of familiarity with the topic as well as more advanced scholars.

The following twenty volumes that make up the entire Major Conservative and Libertarian Thinkers series are written by international scholars and experts:

The Salamanca School by Andre Azevedo Alves (LSE, UK) and José Manuel Moreira (Universidade de Aveiro, Portugal)

Thomas Hobbes by R. E. R. Bunce (Cambridge, UK)

John Locke by Eric Mack (Tulane, UK)

David Hume by Christopher J. Berry (Glasgow, UK)

Adam Smith by James Otteson (Yeshiva, US)

Edmund Burke by Dennis O’Keeffe (Buckingham, UK)

Alexis de Tocqueville by Alan S. Kahan (Paris, France)

Herbert Spencer by Alberto Mingardi (Istituto Bruno Leoni, Italy)

Ludwig von Mises by Richard Ebeling (Northwood, US)

Joseph A. Schumpeter by John Medearis (Riverside, California, US)

F. A. Hayek by Adam Tebble (UCL, UK)

Michael Oakeshott by Edmund Neill (Oxford, UK)

Karl Popper by Phil Parvin (Loughborough, UK)

Ayn Rand by Mimi Gladstein (Texas, US)

Milton Friedman by William Ruger (Texas State, US)

Russell Kirk by John Pafford (Northwood, US)

James M. Buchanan by John Meadowcroft (King’s College London, UK)

The Modern Papacy by Samuel Gregg (Acton Institute, US)

Murray Rothbard by Gerard Casey (UCD, Ireland)

Robert Nozick by Ralf Bader (St Andrews, UK)

Of course, in any series of this nature, choices have to be made as to which thinkers to include and which to leave out. Two of the thinkers in the series – F. A. Hayek and James M. Buchanan – have written explicit statements rejecting the label ‘conservative.’ Similarly, other thinkers, such as David Hume and Karl Popper, may be more accurately described as classical liberals than either conservatives or libertarians. But these thinkers have been included because a full appreciation of this particular tradition of thought would be impossible without their inclusion; conservative and libertarian thought cannot be fully understood without some knowledge of the intellectual contributions of Hume, Hayek, Popper and Buchanan, among others. While no list of conservative and libertarian thinkers can be perfect, then, it is hoped that the volumes in this series come as close as possible to providing a comprehensive account of the key contributors to this particular tradition.
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Series Editor’s Preface

Herbert Spencer was one of the foremost intellectuals of the Victorian era, his works widely read and debated by his contemporaries. But in the twentieth century Spencer’s reputation suffered a dramatic decline, so that today his work is often seen as being of purely historical interest – an example of a particular mindset that has long been consigned to history.

In this book, Dr Alberto Mingardi of the Istituto Bruno Leoni makes a compelling case for the continued relevance and significance of Spencer’s work. Spencer was a thinker who engaged with the big philosophical and practical issues of his day and ours: the relationship between the individual and the state; the nature of majoritarian democracy; the legitimacy of private property; the consequences of the transition from relatively simple, feudal communities to complex, industrial societies; and the causes of war and the prospects of international peace. In all these areas Spencer made important and original contributions that reward engagement with his work and ideas.

As Dr Mingardi sets out, Spencer’s analysis of these issues makes him an important originator of the evolutionary classical liberal or libertarian approach that was exemplified in the twentieth century by F. A. Hayek. Much of Spencer’s work develops the proposition that human civilization is on a progressive, evolutionary course towards a future in which government will provide only a minimal framework of the rule of law and the enforcement of property rights, allowing individuals to meet one another’s needs in the marketplace. Hence, for Spencer, the future was individualist. But as the scope of state action expanded and classical liberal ideas became increasingly marginalised during the course of his life, Spencer grew evermore pessimistic about the future prospects for liberty.

By setting out Spencer’s thought in a highly lucid and accessible manner, this volume makes a crucial contribution to the Major Conservative and Libertarian Thinkers series. It presents Spencer’s intellectual contributions in the context of his life and times, considers the reception of Spencer’s work by his contemporaries, notes its long decline in influence and argues for its continuing relevance to those scholars seeking to grapple with the proper relationship between the individual and the state. As such, this volume provides an excellent introduction to Spencer’s work and engages with the more advanced debates that his thought addresses. Dr Mingardi shows that the neglect of Spencer by so many contemporary scholars has been to the detriment of political and social theory; Spencer is a scholar to be returned to the libertarian and conservative canon.
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Introduction

‘The reports of my demise have been greatly exaggerated.’ Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) has long been considered nothing more than an archeological relic of the Victorian era. In his classic The Structure of Social Action (itself now somehow a forgotten work), the great sociologist Talcott Parsons (1902–79) claimed Spencer as a victim of the very God he constantly preached: Evolution. It was ‘the vengeance of . . . evolution’ which led to the ‘evolution of scientific theory’ and evidently killed Herbert Spencer (Parsons 1937, p. 3).1

Parsons, himself a ‘liberal’ in the modern sense, was quoting Crane Brinton’s (1898–1968) English Political Thought in the Nineteenth Century. Brinton defined Spencer as ‘the intimate confidant of a strange and rather unsatisfactory God, whom he called the principle of Evolution. His God has betrayed him. We have evolved beyond Spencer’ (Brinton 1949, p. 227).

Brinton was surely echoing what many thought in the 1930s, when he asked:

Who now reads Spencer? It is difficult for us to realize how great a stir he made in the world. The Synthetic Philosophy penetrated into many a bookshelf which held nothing else quite so heavy. It lay beside the works of Buckle and Mill on the shelf of every Englishman of a radical turn of mind. It was read, discussed, fought over. And now it is a drug on the second-hand market. (Brinton 1949, p. 226)

In a nutshell, it seems the fate of Herbert Spencer was very much the reverse of the destiny of Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche (1844–1900). Twenty years Spencer’s junior, Nietzsche was not widely recognized in life but exerted a lasting influence on the development of twentieth-century thinking. On the other hand, Spencer was seen by his contemporaries as a major thinker for most of his adult life. Though his nervous breakdowns, poor health and idiosyncratic character seemingly did not allow him to enjoy this celebrity status, he was indeed discussed and much thought of by the educated man of his age. His popularity went beyond the boundaries of the Anglo-Saxon world as he developed a growing following in continental Europe. He was ‘on the edge’: he provided his readers with the impression that he was one of the very few masters dominating the intricacies of the time, and casting light on the obscurity of the future. There was hardly a subject he did not write on, and his Synthetic Philosophy seemed to embrace all the span of the knowable. He was perhaps the only philosopher to sell one million copies of his work while still alive. Robert Nisbet (1913–96) noted that

his relentless rationalism, his unquenchable faith in the individual and in voluntary cooperation, and his conviction of the necessity in the entire world of human progress toward ever higher levels of freedom, gave him an influence in social and economic areas that has been exceeded only by Karl Marx. (Nisbet 1980, p. 236)

In a way, he was the philosopher of his time. ‘If the Victorian age was pre-eminently the age of self-made men, Spencer was pre-eminently its self-made philosopher’ (Taylor 2007, p. 144).

Alas, posterity can be a hard judge. The tides turned very rapidly for Spencer.

When the British people mourned his death in 1903, memorial activities were readily set up with no economies of pomp. Among others, ‘a sum of £1000 was presented to the University of Oxford by Mr Shyamaij Krishnavarma to found a Herbert Spencer Lectureship’ (Duncan 1904, II, p. 483). If Spencer would have approved of his friend Auberon Herbert (1838–1906) giving a lecture in this series in 1905 and Sir Francis Galton (1822–1911) delivering it in 1906, he would have been distinctly less pleased with many of the subsequent lecturers. His intellectual legacy was quickly dispersed, and looked irrelevant as the world moved towards more government intervention rather than less in the many areas of social life.

Talking of metaphors, the fate of Spencer is best epitomized by the fact that Beatrice Potter (1866–1943), the daughter of dear friends who grew up literally at his knee, turned out to be perhaps the most vocal and effective promoter of Fabian socialism, a set of ideas that Spencer identified as inimical to his own.

Therefore, it is hardly surprising that such an unforgiving dismissal of Spencer as Brinton’s dates back to the New Deal era, when the events seemed destined to march in a very un-Spencerian direction. Herbert Spencer’s political convictions were constants throughout his life. If he was attacked for minor self-corrections over the years, his consistency was remarkable. Ever since his youth, he preached the gospel of smaller government, believing that the evolution of human cooperation was leading us in the way of freedom. In his first, major work, Social Statics, he came to postulate ‘the right to ignore the state.’ Later in time, he stopped to bend over anarchism, but never surrendered to the idea that any step towards a bigger state could be anything less than a form of atavism. He was an adamant pacifist and must not have been pleased to see the first steps toward what later came to be the modern welfare state in Britain. In the face of rising public expenditure both on the ‘social’ and the ‘military’ front, he opposed the warfare–welfare state to the bone.

Very soon after history gave birth to the twentieth century, in England as well as in the United States as much as anywhere else in the world ‘in the transition from war mood to the disillusionment of the 1920s, the philosophy and practice of liberalism was the chief victim’ (Ekirch 2009, p. 243).

There are many reasons why Spencer could not be popular in the twentieth century. One was his adamant faith in the progress of human society ‘from status to contract,’ to quote Henry Sumner Maine (1822–88), from archaic face-to-face societies dominated by coercion to impersonal, freer societies driven by private contracts. Mercilessly the day after day developments of politics were contradicting the pattern of evolution he sketched in all his writings: less spontaneous cooperation, and growing coercion, seemed to be the inevitable consequences of progress. As free markets did not enjoy great popularity for
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