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British Liberalism and the French invasion of Mexico

Alex Middleton

Abstract Napoleon III’s 1860s intervention in Mexico mystified some British spectators.
For many others, however, it was a landmark experiment, which raised urgent questions
about the duties of European civilization and the future of global order. This article asks what
attitudes towards the affair can tell us about mid-Victorian Liberalism. It makes the case that
France’s Second Mexican Empire split British opinion, throwing light on wider disputes
about the parameters of legitimate imperial intervention; about the reach of the principles of
“nationality” and self-determination; about the political needs of disordered multiracial
polities in less developed parts of the world; and about Europe’s proper relations with
Spanish America. The article argues that most politically Liberal commentary condemned the
enterprise, and suggests that this emphasis helps to illuminate the shifting balance of power
between “liberal imperial” and “non-interventionist” arguments in the 1860s. The article
concludes, however, that the most significant effect of the episode was to affirm influential
narratives about French politics, which helped to buttress the Liberals’ electoral ascendency.

Gladstone, looking back on Napoleon I1I’s Mexican intervention during his first term as
Prime Minister, described it as “a compound mass of blunders, like a huge agglomerated
iceberg rising high to heaven and sinking far into the deep”.! The Saturday Review called it
“perhaps the maddest scheme which in modern times ever tried to cloak itself under the guise
of practical statesmanship”.? As another periodical put it, more succinctly, “[g]reat men make
great mistakes”.® With the benefit of hindsight, after the expedition had run its course
between 1862 and 1867, the project undoubtedly appeared quixotic. The plan of erecting an
imperial throne in Spanish America, filling it with an underemployed Austrian Archduke, and
maintaining order with French bayonets, could be dismissed as doomed and fevered.* This
retrospective disdain probably helps explain why the intervention has remained almost
entirely obscure in the literature on nineteenth-century British politics and ideas.®

It was not obscure at the time. Nor was it obviously hopeless. Certainly, despite the presence
of a large British commercial and banking community in Mexico, writers in Britain did not
debate the invasion of the country with the same intensity as did the political classes in
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France and the United States, whose national interests were more immediately involved.® But
while the outcome of the great political experiment that was the Second Mexican Empire
remained uncertain, the British treated it as a problem of obvious importance, and one with
potentially vast ramifications for the future of global politics. To some observers, the fate of
half the world seemed to hang in the balance, as the forces of ‘Imperialism’ squared off
against the partisans of republican institutions and constitutional self-government. For others,
the summoning of a Habsburg prince from the fastness of an Adriatic castle to assume the
dormant throne of the Aztecs transformed the affair into a great political romance. As James
E. Sanders has argued, the eventual execution of the Emperor Maximilian by a Mexican
firing squad became “a world-historical event that ignited a firestorm of debate”.” There was,
in other words, more to British thinking on the Mexican affair than amused complacency.

This article examines British public attitudes towards Napoleon III’s intervention in Mexico,
and attempts to connect them with broader patterns in Victorian politics and thought. It asks,
in particular, what the episode can tell us about the relations between British Liberalism and
imperial expansion. This is a well-worked subject, especially in the history of political
thought.® Intellectual historians have looked in detail at the “liberal imperial” arguments
made by nineteenth-century scholars, theorists, and political philosophers, which premised
claims for the legitimacy of European imperial rule on its capacity to improve, to reform, and
to civilize.® Some have argued that the spirit of imperialism was inseparable from the basic
assumptions behind nineteenth-century Liberalism, while others point out that not all self-
defined “Liberal” intellectuals thought the same way about empire.2 All this work sits, quite
consciously, at some remove from the activities and opinions of the Victorian Liberal Party,
and of its journalistic outriders. There is no ambiguity about the fact that party Liberalism
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embraced conflicting views on imperial expansion and rule.!* This was in part because of the
breadth of the Liberal coalition; in part because of the fast-changing and sometimes
contradictory imperatives of partisan politics; and not least because Liberal spokesmen, when
in power, were often left to rationalise doubtful actions taken by “men on the spot”. It is on
this arena of mainstream political debate, and mainly on press and periodical commentary,
that the present article concentrates.? This focus is partly a matter of necessity, since the
invasion of Mexico did not seize the attention of Britain’s most celebrated political theorists.
The aim, however, is to distil wider visions of politics, and to chart their relations with more
rarefied schemes of political thought.

In particular, examining attitudes towards the French invasion of Mexico helps us to see how
far the writ of “liberal imperial” arguments ran in 1860s Britain, and how those arguments
intersected with other ideological imperatives more securely attached to party Liberalism.
The case is especially significant for these purposes, because it raised problems about empire
and imperial expansion distinct from those prioritised in the existing literature. It was an
exercise in commentary on another European nation’s imperial projects, a theme about which
we still know strikingly little.*® It demanded close consideration of the relations between
domestic “Imperialism” in Second Empire France, and expansionist “imperialism” overseas,
an issue which historians have touched only lightly. And it raised complex questions about
the political condition of the Spanish American republics, and about the desirability of re-
imposing European tutelage upon that region of the globe, on which the historiography is all
but silent.!* The article suggests that a defining complexity of the case lay in the ambiguous
status of Mexico as a possible target for imperial intervention. The country’s politics were
universally represented as dangerously disordered, and in ways which affected European
interests. But it could not be denied that Mexico had stood as a self-governing republic for
nearly half a century, and whether or not it possessed a “nationality”” was at least arguable.
Arguments for the imposition of disinterested, civilizing foreign rule were met, as a result,
with invocations of the doctrine of non-intervention, and of respect for national sovereignty.

Most Liberal commentary ranged itself on the latter side of that fence, and condemned the
invasion of Mexico. That this was the case tells us something important about how the
parameters of legitimate imperial intervention were negotiated in the 1860s. But the broader
significance of the Second Mexican Empire in British political and intellectual history lay in
its spectacular failure. The implosion of the project cut the ground from under Conservatives
who had sympathised with the scheme, and worked to bolster and extend narratives about the
French Second Empire and Napoleon 111 which — as Jonathan Parry has shown — contributed
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importantly to the electoral ascendency of the Liberal Party.® France’s Mexican enterprise
highlighted the terminal dysfunction of a polity in which one man could pursue his own
unsound policy in the teeth of massive opposition; underlined France’s inadequacy as a
governor of other peoples; and demonstrated the impracticability of exporting Imperial
institutions and technologies beyond France. In providing an occasion for expressions of
principled hostility to Napoleon 111 on new terrain, and in authorising celebration of Britain’s
own institutions and approach to empire, the intervention helped to buttress powerful Liberal
narratives. The episode also did much, in the process, to confirm the perceived wisdom of
Britain’s “informal” methods of fostering its political and trading presence in Latin America.

The rest of the article is divided into four main sections. The first examines British attitudes
towards Mexican politics in the decades prior to the invasion. The second outlines some of
the political and diplomatic frameworks which helped to shape British attitudes towards the
intervention. The third and fourth sections then deal with how the British, and British
Liberals especially, dealt with the two major problems raised by the expedition: respectively,
the legitimacy of the Second Mexican Empire, and the policy of Napoleon I11 and France.
The conclusion reflects on the intellectual consequences of the intervention’s collapse.

Mexico did not emerge from the ether as a subject of controversy in the 1860s. It was, in fact,
already firmly established as the most egregious case of the radical failure of government and
civil society which British commentators saw as afflicting nearly all of Spanish America. The
reasons for Mexico’s alleged political disintegration, and proposals for its reconstruction, had
been canvassed in more specialist writing for decades before Napoleon made the issue urgent.

These are corners of the Victorian political mind we know little about, and to which imperial
historians and Latin Americanists have yet to be drawn.'® There is a large literature on
nineteenth-century Britain and Latin America which deals with commerce, diplomacy,
imaginative literature, and the practical realities of “informal empire”.}” The dynamic ways in
which ideological and economic struggles in the Spanish republics became connected with
broader international issues and networks are becoming increasingly well understood.'® So
too are the ways in which British officials and travellers in Latin America portrayed the
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region’s political culture, and the purposes those representations served.'® But historians have
never paid much attention to how politicians and political writers in Britain approached
Spanish America, at least after the celebrity Utilitarians Jeremy Bentham and James Mill
finished pronouncing on the region.?® In fact the relevance, interest, and intellectual
significance of the subject stretched well beyond a handful of canonical thinkers, and the
excitement of the revolutionary period. Throughout the Victorian era, the Spanish American
republics were treated in British intellectual culture as testing grounds for political theories,
and as straws in the wind hinting at wider tendencies in global politics. They also raised more
specific political questions: about the capabilities of the “Latin” races, about the relations
between Roman Catholicism and republican politics, about the problems faced by post-
imperial successor states, and about the influences and responsibilities of the United States.

In the period between the 1820s and the 1860s, however, the central question in British
writing on Spanish American government was why it was so endemically unstable. It was
generally argued that most of the new republics were trapped in a state of oscillation between
anarchy and despotism.?* They were painted as endlessly fissiparous, while the class of
military caudillo presidents were accused of corruption, incompetence, and an inability to
maintain their positions for more than a few months. Representing Spanish America in this
way served both practical and ideological purposes. Not least among which, it displaced
responsibility for bad investments; highlighted the dangers of manhood suffrage; and
buttressed arguments about the political incapacities of non-white races. British explanations
for the governmental sorrows of the region tracked broader shifts in nineteenth-century
political thinking, with institutional arguments about the legacies of arid, corrupt, arbitrary,
obscurantist, and self-interested Spanish colonial administration increasingly complemented
after mid-century by claims about race and “national character”.?? Blame was also laid on a
notably enervated and dissipated branch of the Roman Catholic clergy, which was accused of
helping to forestall the development of habits of self-government.?® These obstacles to
stability were all presented as formidable, and British commentators argued vigorously about
what institutional arrangements might best serve the needs of the multiracial polities of
Spanish America. Even political Liberals like Herman Merivale were prepared to suggest that
benevolent dictators might do more good in the region than the finest constitution Bentham
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could devise.?* As early as the 1830s, some British political writers began to ask whether the
new republics would ever summon the moral resources to stabilise and prosper without
foreign intervention.

Mexico was always a leading case study within these wider debates about Spanish American
politics.Z> This was in part because it had been the jewel in the Spanish imperial crown, a
point reinforced by recapitulations of the romantic history of Hernan Cortés and the Incan
Empire in W.H. Prescott’s seminal History of the Conquest of Mexico in 1843, and in Arthur
Helps’ volumes of the 1850s.2® It was also, in significant part, because of Britain’s
commercial and banking interests in the country, which were on a larger scale than those of
any other European power.?” After independence a substantial community of British
merchants and businessmen grew up in Mexico City, alongside the diplomatic
establishment.?® These groups funnelled home more information about Mexican government
and society than was available for most other Spanish American republics, some of it
packaged into popular travel accounts.?® The issue which served most efficiently to focus
British attention on Mexico, however, was the fact that it bordered the United States. The
internal and external politics of North America was a subject of much greater sustained
interest to the Victorian political classes than anything connected with Spanish America.*
But arguments about the US’s territorial ambitions necessarily involved paying close
attention to its policy towards its southern neighbour, especially following the separation of
Texas from Mexico in the 1830s, and its admission to the Union in 1845. The Texas question,
on which the futures of slavery and sectionalism in North America seemed for a time to
pivot, was intensely debated in Britain, and prompted more focused discussion of what had
happened in Mexico to make such a partition possible.®

The result of these connections and considerations was that early- and mid-Victorian writers
developed a sharper image of Mexico than of virtually any other contemporary Spanish
American republic.3? The dominant impression was that it was the most tortured of all the
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Spanish successor states.* Mexico, it was argued, had experienced all the difficulties of post-
revolutionary Latin America in their most acute forms. It had suffered particularly badly
under the tyranny of Spain; its independence struggle had been one of the bloodiest and most
drawn-out; and its racial antagonisms were especially profound.®* As a result, the country
was racked with constant revolutions and civil wars. It was hard to be precise about what
counted as a revolution in such a disordered condition of society — partly because nobody
understood the main political tool involved, the pronunciamento — but it was claimed in the
1860s that there had been more than two hundred of them since independence.*® By one
count the country had enjoyed twenty-seven constitutions and fifty-eight Presidents in the
half-century after 1810.%" It was conceded that numbers like these were almost necessarily
misleading, however, since the authority of most nominal Presidents barely extended beyond
the capital.3® Whether or not the revolving door of national leadership reflected divisions
around political ideas and principles, or whether the Mexican state was simply a plaything of
faction and self-interest, was a subject of considerable debate, and we will see that these
disputes assumed new significance in the 1860s.® But what seemed clear was that the
country had become a vagabond’s paradise.*® As the Times put it in 1860, Mexico was
“altogether without example”: there was “no element of stability in the people which could

enable the State to survive a casual disorder”.**

Early- and mid-nineteenth-century British writers on Mexico differed about the root causes of
the country’s alleged disorder. Some focused more on questions of race, some on the clergy,
some on the machinations of the United States. What was not in dispute, however, was that
Mexico was a polity in an outstandingly grim condition. This interpretation was not seriously
challenged in the debate over Louis Napoleon’s intervention. The question was what could
legitimately and usefully be done about such a state of affairs, in a Spanish American context.

The rhetoric around Mexico’s political instability was ratcheted up even further during the
1850s, and especially after the beginning of Mexico’s “Reform War” in 1857, during which
there were rival claimants to the country’s presidency. Two themes become increasingly
powerful in British discourse at this time. First, British bondholders and merchants began to
pressure the government to intervene more directly for the protection of their lives and
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property.*? This was a difficult task. As the Liberal Foreign Secretary Lord John Russell
remarked in a parliamentary response in 1861, “it is frequently found in South America that a
Government which commits an injury is dissolved and another in its place before redress can
be obtained”.*® Second, an increasing number of British writers started to make the argument
that Mexico’s best chance — and the best chance for British commerce — would be to have
some form of stronger government imposed from outside.** The country had no future, as one
article put it in 1859, “until it falls into the hands of a higher-principled race of people”.*® For
most commentators, the clear expectation was that it would be the United States that became
master of Mexico, either directly, or via some sort of protectorate or treaty arrangement.*®
Many assumed that the processes by which chunks of Mexican territory had already been
detached and incorporated into the Union were readily repeatable. These visions, of course,
were riven with their own difficulties and contradictions, given the existence of sharp
disagreements about the political and moral fitness of the United States to assume such a role,
as a (partially) slaveholding society, a turbulent democracy, and increasingly an arena of
vicious sectional conflict.*” An extended series of debates around these issues spanned most
of the nineteenth century. For present purposes, however, the point is that prospect of foreign
rule was firmly part of British thinking about Mexico by 1861. But few imagined that rule
would be French.

The invasion of Mexico began as a strictly limited exercise in gunboat diplomacy. It was
framed by its architects as a response to repeated outrages on the property of European
residents in the country and, more immediately, to the government of Mexico suspending
payment of its debts in July 1861. Schemes of European intervention in Mexico were not
new: France had blockaded a number of its ports and seized the fortress of Veracruz on a
similar pretext in 1838-9. But the collapse of the United States into civil war in 1861, leaving
it unable to enforce any version of its Monroe Doctrine prohibiting European incursions into
the Americas, made the prospect less diplomatically awkward.*® Following a complex series
of negotiations, a joint expedition between Britain, France, and Spain was despatched to the
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Mexican coast late in 1861.° For Lord Palmerston’s Liberal administration, it was a show of
force calculated to compel restitution for losses suffered by British traders and bondholders.

Britain sent only a handful of ships, and one detachment of marines. France’s contribution to
the expedition was considerably larger, and the British press soon suspected ulterior motives.

The story of the rise and fall of the Mexican Empire has been frequently told.>® But the bare
bones are these. Britain and Spain withdrew from the intervention as soon as a semi-
respectable accord could be concluded guaranteeing some financial recompense, the Foreign
Under-Secretary A. H. Layard insisting that while the regeneration of Mexico was a desirable
object, Britain could take no active part in bringing it about.* France forged ahead, sending
over thousands more troops hardened in the Algerian kiln, and pressing into the interior,
claiming to act in support of local discontent with the government of the Indian-born Liberal
President Benito Juarez. Despite military reverses, notably at the gates of Puebla, the French
forces ultimately succeeded in occupying large enough swathes of the country to represent it
as pacified. Napoleon 111 offered its throne to a younger brother of the Austrian Emperor
Franz Josef I, Maximilian, who had served as the last viceroy of Lombardy-Venetia. After a
hastily stage-managed plebiscite designed to indicate that he was the free choice of the
Mexican nation, Maximilian assumed the throne of the Second Mexican Empire in 1864.%2
His attempts to rule in a reforming and modernizing manner quickly alienated much of his
Conservative and clerical power-base, while guerrilla resistance to his regime grew rapidly in
scale. The most fundamental problem, however, was the conclusion of the civil war in the
North in 1865. The reunited United States pressured France to withdraw its troops, which it
did in 1866. With this military shield removed, the Empire had lost its reason for existing.
Aided by the United States, Juarez soon regained control of the country. Maximilian was
arrested and sentenced to death by a court-martial in 1867. News of his dignified execution
reached Napoleon 11 as the surviving Emperor welcomed visitors to Paris’s Great Exhibition.

These developments challenged deeply entrenched assumptions about the proper premises of
European policy towards Latin America. As far as British policymakers were concerned, the
priorities asserted by George Canning in the 1820s had held ever since: Britain’s main
interest was in trading with the region freely and safely.>® So markets had to be kept open,
and the assertion of undue political influence by the United States and France was to be
resisted. Quite how these broad strokes were filled in, and how they had to be rationalised
afterwards, depended on a complex interplay between the impulses of the “official mind” and
the inevitably murkier situations on the ground. In practice, Britain was prepared to intervene
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coercively in this period to see justice done to British subjects operating in the region, hence
its participation in the initial 1861-2 expedition to Mexico; on occasion it acted with more
sustained force to secure desirable political outcomes, as in the lengthy Anglo-French
incursion into the Rio de la Plata in the 1840s.>* Such activities were represented as part of
the necessary cost of doing business with less stable and developed parts of the world, as for
the most part were France’s counterpart actions.> But formal territorial acquisitions were
never part of the formula, for Britain or its rivals. Napoleon III’s unexpected conversion of
Mexico into a French garrison state was thus a radical break with established lines of policy.

The invasion did not, however, destabilise how British commentators read British interests in
Spanish America. In the first place, Britain’s own policy towards Mexico did not become a
subject of serious controversy. There was some sharp criticism of its participation in the
initial expedition, but little of its withdrawal. Almost nobody argued that Britain had missed
an opportunity in not itself trying to impose order on Mexico by force: public appetite for
further territorial acquisitions in the Americas seems to have been minimal. So criticism of
the French initiative does not seem to have been driven by jealousy.*® That Britain in due
course recognised the Emperor Maximilian, in line with its conventional policy of
acknowledging established governments, also attracted little dissent. Second, because
Britain’s interests in the form of Mexico’s government were limited, few commentators
feared that the country’s translation into a French satellite state would have much impact on
Anglo-French relations.®” Some argued that Mexico was “outside the sphere of diplomacy”,
meaning that assessments of Louis Napoleon’s policy were “free from the influences of
national rivalry”.5® Speculation about what the invasion meant for the future of American
politics was rife — would Mexico become a Confederate slave state, would a Mexican
monarchy re-absorb Texas, would it become embroiled with Cuba? — but in the short term,
Britain’s own position seemed secure.

British debate about the French invasion of Mexico was less about trying to influence British
policy, then, than it was about discerning the political meanings and implications of the
episode. But it was also about curiosity and spectacle. The intervention inspired widespread
bafflement, with one article of 1862 introducing it as “the oddest episode in recent history”.%°
For Disraeli, writing the next year, Napoleon III was embarked on “a Quixote adventure”.%
These interpretations arose because the operation was so obviously so difficult, and seemed
unlikely to result in tangible gains. The comprehensive military occupation of a country as
large as Mexico was clearly a practical impossibility, especially when pursued by a foreign
power whose troops had to cross the Atlantic. More than that, it was generally assumed in
Britain that the enterprise must fail if the Confederacy did not succeed in establishing its

independence from the United States.®! The seemingly chimerical, unsustainable, and (from
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some angles) romantic character of the project, however, only served to increase the interest
of working out why it had been set in train, and what it might say about modern politics. The
Spectator’s lofty reflection in 1863 that it was “difficult to exaggerate... the importance of
the Mexican expedition”, and that if Louis Napoleon succeeded “he will have changed the
face, perhaps the fate, of the Western world”, was widely echoed.%?

Mexico attracted accordingly close attention in the British press during the five years of the
intervention. Special correspondents and residents in the region supplied copy for periodicals
including the Saturday Review and the Spectator; newspapers eagerly consulted the Spanish
American despatches for news of the French armies and, later on, for the activities of the
Emperor Maximilian’s government; the Illustrated London News kept British readers up to
date visually with engravings of important Mexican sites and individuals; and periodicals
responded in detail to an unprecedented flood of new works on the history and condition of
Mexico, put out to capitalise on the invasion, including in due course various memoirs of the
intervention.%® Some of this coverage was scared up deliberately by Maximilian, who was
determined to influence British public opinion and hence the British government in his
favour. Before his accession the Emperor-to-be contracted agents and supporters to insert
letters and articles into British publications, to cultivate sympathetic politicians (including the
Radical-turned-Conservative J.A. Roebuck), and to hold meetings urging the British to
recognise his regime, but they gained little support from a sceptical business community.®* It
does not seem that Maximilian’s efforts to cultivate public opinion managed to shift the dial,
and other parties in Mexican politics do not appear to have emulated his strategy. Little was
heard in Britain about the controversies in the United States over how to respond to this new
imperial neighbour, but the counterpart debates in France were given wide coverage in the
British press, and various relevant French speeches and pamphlets were translated into
English and republished.® Particularly close attention was given to those produced by the
French statesman and political economist Michel Chevalier, who had travelled to Mexico in
the 1830s, and who was one of the main intellectual architects behind the concept of “Latin
America”.% Chevalier was widely assumed to be writing at Louis Napoleon’s behest, and
thus to offer special insight into the drivers of French policy towards the Americas.®’ In the
1860s, in short, Mexico became a subject of major importance in mainstream political debate.

Once it emerged that Napoleon I11 intended to overthrow the Mexican republic, institute an
imperial monarchy, and impose his own candidate on its throne, Mexico acquired new
dimensions as a problem in politics. The first set of questions the intervention raised for
British observers centred on its legitimacy, and on what it signalled about the tendencies of
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modern politics. The invasion forced commentators to reflect from an unfamiliar angle on the
fundamental dilemma of “liberal imperialism”: the extent to which “advanced” states had the
right to impose themselves on other countries for the ostensibly desirable ends of stabilising,

civilizing, and reforming them.%® For many British contemporaries, moreover, the erection of
the Second Mexican Empire came to appear a possible inflection point in the global histories
of empire, republicanism, and European interference with farther-flung parts of the world.

As these interpretative priorities suggest, the British understood the intervention primarily in
terms of Napoleon I11 deciding to impose an imperial and monarchical project on Mexico,
and not — as modern historiography more often treats the episode — as a spectacular success
for Mexican Conservatives in securing outside aid to further their domestic political ends.5®
This is not to say that British writers were ignorant of the deeper causes of the invasion. That
the enterprise was to some extent indebted to the Conservative party in Mexico, and
especially to the machinations of Miguel Miramoén and Juan Almonte, the generals who had
travelled to France to lobby the Emperor, was widely acknowledged.”® There was some
recognition also in the 1860s that enterprising Frenchmen had been feeling, practically and
ideologically, towards an expansion into Mexico in previous decades.’* But once the Empire
was in place, these considerations played a relatively minor role, as did the notion that the
Emperor Maximilian himself might have had any hand in guiding the policy of Napoleon IlI.

British analyses of the intervention were, nonetheless, often impressively measured.
Arguments about whether it was advisable dwelt variously on the issues presented by the
American Civil War and its conclusion, on the capacities of the races of Mexico for self-rule
or at least for the reception of civilization, and on the shifting objectives of the parties in
Mexican politics.”? British commentators did not draw many comparisons between the
project and Britain’s own imperial successes and failures, despite much reflection on the
histories of Spanish and French colonial rule, and on philosophical generalities about
empire.” In particular, the analogy with the strikingly similar strategy Britain had pursued in
the First Afghan War (1839-42) — in which a more sympathetic ruler was forced on
Afghanistan at the point of British bayonets, and supported by a continued British military
presence, before collapsing ignominiously — does not seem to have occurred to
contemporaries. There was, however, substantial common ground across British writing on
Mexico. The provisional character of the conquest, the fragility of the Mexican Empire, and
the scale of the political challenges which faced Maximilian, were obvious to all. So too was
the fact, conceded by even the sharpest critics of the invasion, that French bayonets were sure
to bring order temporarily, and that ending half a century of alleged ruinous misgovernment
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would be in some sense in Mexico’s interests.’* For Conservatives, as we will see, it was easy
to find reasons to approve of the project. But among Liberal writers, there was far more
tension.

This was because the intervention sat at an awkward intersection between strands of Liberal
politics. One powerful thread of Liberal thinking in mid-Victorian Britain was relaxed about
the deployment of European power to promote civilization, spread “liberal” institutions, and
create safe conditions for remunerative trade and investment overseas. Whether or not the
conversion of Mexico from a republic into a monarchy was a constitutionally progressive
move in the abstract — and opinion differed — the country’s stabilisation through French
influence could, in these terms, be justified as a positive move. But there was also an
increasingly assertive strand of Liberal political argument which was anxious about, if not
actively opposed to, entanglement in foreign adventures, and predisposed to assert the
principle of “non-intervention” as a cardinal rule in international affairs. These varieties of
Liberalism could co-exist relatively comfortably when there was agreement on whether
politically controversial parts of the world belonged properly within the arena of “foreign” or
of “colonial” policy — or, in the terms J.S. Mill had set out in grappling with these issues in
1859’s A Few Words on Non-Intervention, to the categories of “civilized nations” or
“barbarous” societies.” The difficulty was when regions and states did not fit those boxes.

Mid-Victorian Liberals accepted that once countries had reached a certain stage of political
development, the imposition of external control was out of the question. They argued
increasingly, in particular, that states which possessed a developed and vigorous “nationality”
lay beyond the proper bounds of foreign dominion.” The issue was on which side of these
lines Mexico fell. The case was a trickier one than most nineteenth-century episodes of
European transoceanic expansion threw up, often confined as they were to parts of the globe
which could plausibly be represented as “tribal”, “Asiatic”, or even vacant. Mexico’s position
within the hierarchy of civilization was eminently debatable. In some hands it appeared
almost as benighted and savage as sub-Saharan Africa; in others, it looked more like southern
Europe, particularly given its Roman Catholicism and recently invented “Latin” identity. SO
Louis Napoleon might be founding a new India, or propping up a government with bayonets
as in Rome.”” These competing representations lay at the centre of British debate about the
invasion of Mexico. But they were not, in most cases, based on dispassionate examination of
the internal workings of the Mexican polity. Clashing portrayals of Mexican society served
political purposes, and reflected wider assumptions about the duties of European civilization
and the future of global order. France’s intervention in Mexico, ultimately, became more
rhetorically useful to Liberals whose attitudes towards foreign affairs had more in common
with Gladstone than Palmerston, and who could benefit from turning the Second Mexican
Empire into a parable about the political costs of international knight-errantry. So it was the
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principles of self-determination which were articulated more powerfully in Liberal
journalism.

Defending the invasion of Mexico, then, involved demonstrating that it lay outside the sphere
of “civilized” politics. Conservative commentators were impressively unified in their
propagation of this analysis, and in their assessment of its logical consequences. Looking
from Britain to republican Mexico, they insisted, was to be confronted with a “wearisome
narrative of endless intrigue and treachery”, or with the most “prolonged and disreputable
political anarchy” in history.”® Mexico had spent recent decades being plundered rather than
governed by its incapable and impermanent rulers. The country’s politics was entirely devoid
of principle, resting only on faction and individual ambition, while the Mexican people were
too degraded to possess any patriotic feeling, or anything approaching a nationality. The
country was disfigured by loose sexual morals, disregard for the sanctity of human life, and
religious rituals barely distinguishable from Paganism.”® Its Indian races, moreover, had made
far less progress than those of Chile or Peru, which states had relatively stable governments.&
For the Times, seeking to establish the abstract legitimacy of the original intervention,
Mexico had exceeded the privileges of independence, abandoned shared public conceptions
of right, and offered no indication that it contained any seeds of political or social self-
renewal. As such, the country “called peremptorily for interference”.8! There were even
suggestions in 1861 that it ought to be handed back over to a now-rapidly-advancing Spain.®

The Empire, in this context, represented a potential return to order from chaos. It promised to
restore to the world a country which had fallen into barbarism. For the Illustrated London
News, France had put itself forward as the “agent of European civilisation for the subjugation
of a semi-barbarous community and the regeneration of a beautiful country”.8® The
Conservative Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine insisted that every sane man in Mexico
“prayed for a strong man to rule over them”, and argued that France was bestowing political
order on a people who had proven unable to create it for themselves.®* In other words, the
case here was that if foreign intervention in a disordered society was the only way to secure
the blessings of security, regular taxation, and the rule of law, then it was surely to be
welcomed. This was, in intellectual-historical terms, “liberal imperialism” at its most
uninhibited. The pursuit of such arguments was, broadly speaking, of a piece with wider
later-nineteenth-century Conservative assumptions about empire and international relations.
But it also served more specific political purposes. Tories had argued since the earliest stages
of the independence struggles that monarchy rather than republicanism would better suit the
peoples of Latin America.®® For decades they had traded on the fact that one of the few oases
of stability and prosperity amid what they represented as general convulsion was Brazil, a
constitutional Empire.®® As a slaveholding power, however, Brazil was only moderately
serviceable as an institutional model. But if the Mexican experiment were to succeed, then a
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great and less obviously blemished advance would be made towards the establishment of
monarchical principles in the New World as well as the Old. If a European emperor could
foster stability, order, and social prosperity, as republican revolutionaries continued to be
dashed on the rocks around him, then this would not only be a valuable symbolic victory for
Conservatives, but it might also help to arrest the expansion of North American democracy.®’

These sorts of arguments also appealed to certain sorts of Liberals. At the apex of the party,
Lord Palmerston supported the establishment of the Empire for essentially pragmatic reasons,
reasoning that it was in the interests of British subjects operating in Mexico to have a stable
government, and that impediments to the extension of the influence of the United States were
desirable.®® Earl Russell was less enthusiastic about the French intervention, holding to the
line that the Mexicans were the best judges of the form of government which suited them,
though he was willing to countenance a monarchy brought about from within the country.®°
Avrticulate public support for the invasion, however, was mainly the province of Liberals who
strongly approved of Britain’s own expansion and rule overseas, and especially of those who
aligned themselves with the rationalistic, anti-democratic strand of mid-Victorian Liberalism.
This would have its most celebrated outing in the debates over the Second Reform Act, which
also reached their climax in the mid-1860s.% For those who argued that educated judgement,
scientific inquiry, and elite leadership ought to retain a leading role in determining the path
forward for Britain, it was not unnatural to argue that these things were even more necessary
in states where there was not yet any sign of the enlightened public opinion so essential to the
generation of progress within more advanced states. This standpoint was represented most
forcefully, with regard to Mexico, by the prolific Liberal commentator William Rathbone
Greg.® Greg was not discriminating on these issues, arguing elsewhere that China and Japan
would benefit from being brought under British tutelage. But he was satisfied that despite the
defects of the French as colonisers, they were suited for the particular kind of pacification
which was required in Mexico. And their talents were much needed. Greg’s concluding line
on the intervention was that ‘[i]f ever there was a case in which foreign imposition was
imperatively needed, was dictated by every generous as well as by every selfish motive, was
certain to do much good, and could not possible make matters worse, this was such a case”.%
Greg’s intimate friend Walter Bagehot, who often thought along similar political lines, also
looked forward to “the conversion of a wretched republic into a possibly great empire”.%® As
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the Economist under Bagehot’s editorship summed up: “[w]e love constitutional liberty, but
we prefer organised justice to the liberty of rape, robbery, and murder”.%

Liberal condemnations of the invasion, however, were more numerous, vigorous, and
developed. This was as might be expected. The intervention was naturally a more powerful
subject for those who saw it as a provocative and violent contravention of the international
order, or as a new instalment of an aggressive form of empire premised on military conquest
and alien rule, than for those who saw it as routine and pragmatic.®® Because the enterprise
did not raise the questions about British duty, responsibility, and policy which shaped so
much Victorian discourse on questions of empire, there was less need to protect previously
invested political and intellectual capital by defending it. So critics were largely able to make
the running. Their central contentions were that Napoleon 111 had ignored general principles
of international relations which mattered more than the disordered condition of Mexico did,
and that attempts to civilize by the sword in circumstances such as Mexico presented were
illegitimate and futile.

Attempts to rehabilitate Mexican politics were a fundamental part of making this case. If it
could be demonstrated that Mexico contained the elements of a civilized political community,
then it would follow that it deserved to be insulated from the political whims of Louis
Napoleon. This could only plausibly be pushed so far: even Richard Cobden, long one of
Britain’s most prominent and enthusiastic opponents of imperial adventurism, wrote that “the
people of that Country are sunk in a state of degradation & demoralization which
incapacitates them for self-government”.%® Nonetheless, Mexico was widely presented as a
country which had had in practice enjoyed self-government, liberty of the press, and liberty
of conscience.®” The emphasis on these more hopeful principles was accompanied by
numerous attempts to re-describe Mexican party politics in terms of meaningful motivating
principles: liberalism versus conservatism, federalism versus centralism, the Church party
versus everyone else. Liberal commentary hostile to the intervention also dilated on the
sophistication of the country’s press, and tried to show that Juarez’s Liberal government had
possessed redeeming features which indicated that Mexican self-renewal was a possibility.*

The crucial rhetorical move, however, was the insistence that Mexico possessed a nationality,
which Napoleon Il was attempting to undermine. Against claims in the Conservative press
that the Mexican forces were no more than brigands and mercenaries, Liberal commentators
argued that the available narratives of the battles with the French — which involved Mexican
troops willingly sacrificing their lives in the face of overwhelming odds — proved that they
must have been fighting for the life of their country.®® This being the case, the Empire was
sure to prove unavailing as a means of teaching Mexico to respect or to govern itself. As the
refrain increasingly ran in more advanced Liberal commentary on foreign polities across the
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globe, peoples could not be drilled and dragooned into a capacity for self-rule.!® So the
intervention could be presented as an atavistic move, and one at odds with Britain’s professed
public values. As Alexander Kinglake, the historian, travel writer, and Liberal MP
complained in parliament in response to Britain’s promise to recognise the Emperor of
Mexico, “[h]e had always thought that one of the great objects which England aimed at was
the independence of nations”.2%! Maximilian’s fall, according to the Peelite-turned-moderate
Liberal Abraham Hayward, was a powerful confirmation of the baleful consequences of “the

calculated and interested suppression of independence and nationality”.1%?

From this angle, the intervention had violated international right and policy. This argument
did not rest on the moral force of the Monroe Doctrine, which was widely regarded in Britain
as an unenforceable piece of presumption. It gained the purchase it did because, by the 1860s,
the principle of non-intervention in the internal affairs of other “civilized” nations had
become an article of faith for many Liberals.'% For some, like W. E. Forster, this had
included even the initial joint expedition to Mexico of 1861.1% But the point made most
frequently in Liberal commentary on the advanced stages of the Mexican intervention was
that, however depraved the political condition of the country, the choice of government and
rulers should still have been left with its people.1® Claiming to represent the cause of “good
government” was not an acceptable alibi for occupation, as much in the Mexican case as in
the partition of Poland.!%® For the Spectator’s correspondent, an especially vigorous critic of
the intervention, the exercise was simply “a robbery on a large scale”, a “shameless farce” in
which the Mexicans had been “conquered, humiliated, and manacled”.'%’ The principle of
non-intervention, from this point of view, was as sound in the New World as in the Old.1%®

Liberals also expressed considerable anxiety about the wider political implications of
Napoleon III’s schemes. In the first place, it seemed to suggest a shift in the spirit of the age.
The Westminster Review called the Mexican expedition “the most extraordinary event of our
day”, on the basis that it was “the most entirely out of keeping with the character, spirit, and
circumstances of the time which produced it”.2%° It had resurrected ideas of international
aggression, and of conquest for the sake of conquest, which had seemed long dead. Cobden
commented that at a time when non-intervention had become the guiding philosophy of
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European relations, Louis Napoleon had returned to the policy of his uncle, Napoleon
Bonaparte.!® Some suggested that the Emperor had reached even further back into history, to
the sixteenth century, or even to the expansionism of imperial Rome.'*! In this scheme,
France was not engaged in a programme of civilizational uplift among a grateful people, but
in an unprincipled and brutal war against a country that would not stop fighting. Rumours of
atrocities against innocent villagers were raised in parliament, while it was widely reported
that coarse, brutal, ignorant French officers had engaged in acts of petty tyranny.'*2

For most Liberal commentators, then, condemning the French intervention in Mexico was an
exercise in reinforcing and extending a certain set of principles of international order,
especially the primacy of “nationality”, and in distancing themselves from a particular kind of
militaristic, conquering form of imperialism, which (with significant presentational
differences) was endorsed by most organs of domestic Conservative opinion. The version of
Imperialism British Liberals were primarily concerned about, however, lay closer to home.

v

The second set of questions raised by Louis Napoleon’s intervention in Mexico were about
France and the French. For what reasons had the Emperor chosen this unanticipated course,
and what did it say about the condition of France’s domestic politics and institutions? These
issues were of far greater immediate significance, as far as British partisan politics was
concerned, than were reflections on the future of Mexico. France was by some distance the
most significant foreign country in the Victorian political imagination. It was the main
external foil for claims about British identity, and the nation with which the British forged the
closest social, political, and intellectual links.'*® Historians have shown that arguments about
politics over the Channel, and about the interfaces between the foreign policies of Britain and
France, held even more political significance than usual in the era of the Second Empire.*!*

Even so, existing historiography does not adequately stress the sheer amount of time and
energy devoted by the mid-Victorian press to divining the motivations behind Napoleon III’s
complex external policy, probably because most scholarship on Britain and foreign affairs
during the 1850s and 1860s continues to focus on the high-political and diplomatic arena.®
British public discourse throughout this period was bowed down under the weight of
theorising about what the Emperor of France wanted to achieve on the global stage, and how
those goals were connected with his domestic ambitions.!'® The Mexican intervention took
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place far enough into his reign that it could be understood mainly in terms of extant, and to
some extent competing, conceptions of the internal dynamics of Napoleonic Imperialism.’

Napoleon III’s stated aims for the expedition represented the Emperor as a quasi-philosophic
system-monger on a grand scale. They attracted extensive discussion, and among Liberals,
almost equal quantities of scepticism. The Emperor’s proclaimed objective, to propitiate the
Latin race in a putative struggle for mastery with the forces of Anglo-Saxonism, could be
made to fit relatively comfortably with his wider schemes. Conservative sympathisers argued
that as Europe continued to remodel itself around the principle of nationality, an intervention
which might help to set France at the head of a powerful Continental “Latin” triumvirate
alongside Italy and Spain was not necessarily bad policy.'!® There were those who saw
wisdom, too, in the Emperor’s more detailed explanation for the intervention, in which he
claimed that its purposes were to stop the United States from dominating the Americas, to
secure France’s West Indian colonies, to establish a friendly and well-disposed influence near
the centre of the continent, and to promote commerce. On this analysis, the Emperor of the
French had engaged in “a bold and Utopian design” to create a balance of power in the
Americas, and to erect a barrier to the progress of the Anglo-Saxon race.!*® Others detected
similarly grand unspoken aims to the invasion. For those who identified the Second Empire
with the interests of the Roman Catholic Church, the Mexican expedition could be read as a
bold stroke of piety. The Emperor, it was suggested, was attempting to arrest to decline of
Catholicism in America, to check the spread of (Anglo-Saxon) Protestantism, and to reflect
lustre on the Church with which the moral greatness of France was indelibly connected.!?

Liberals, however, largely preferred to explain the expedition in terms of longer-standing
French (and Napoleonic) habits. The first, simplest, and most popular explanation offered for
the intervention in the Liberal press was that it was a typically French tilt for greatness and
glory. The pursuit of military success overseas had long been understood by the British as a
necessary part of pacifying and inspiriting France, but this strategy was seen to be resorted to
more readily than ever under the rule of Napoleon Ill. In providing an outlet for France’s
surplus animal energies, the intervention in Mexico was designed to reduce political
restlessness at home, and to produce a healthier social condition.*?! North Africa had served
this purpose in the 1830s and 1840s; French troops had been despatched on a series of
missions in Europe in the 1850s; and now it was the turn of the Americas.*?? Some writers
saw the expedition as calculated to channel domestic pressure for another Continental war.?®
Given everything that was known about Mexico, it was easily possible to make a case for the
country as an appropriate sink for energies of this kind: it had “contributed so little to the
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benefit of the world that it may fitly be employed as a drain or conductor for unemployed
ambition”.12* So Mexico had presented itself as a convenient answer to a perennial question.

Developing these arguments, Liberals often saw the invasion of Mexico as following out the
same flawed logic as earlier French colonial projects.'? For the soon-to-be Liberal MP
Charles Dilke, who visited Mexico in the declining days of the Empire, the dismal trajectory
of the intervention saw French colonial history repeating itself, with matters going bad in
much the same way as in Canada, India, Egypt, and New Zealand.'?® It was widely thought,
mainly in the early stages of the invasion, that Louis Napoleon’s plan was turn Mexico into a
“Transatlantic Algeria”, funded by the extraction of its mineral wealth.*?” Given the robust
critiques which had been directed at the Algerian enterprise by both British and French
political commentators since the 1830s, many in Britain found it difficult to understand why
this seemed an attractive prospect, or at least why the Emperor thought it likely to succeed.?®
There were suggestions that the invasion represented an opportunity for France to apply the
hard lessons they had learned from their perplexities in North Africa: maybe in this case they
would seek to attract the support of influential native chiefs, rather than impose their
procrustean bureaucracy in defiance of indigenous traditions.'?® But these expectations were
quickly disappointed. Here Mexico became a link in the chain of a longer-running debate
about whether France as a nation possessed the ability to colonise effectively, as distinct from
being able to institute the fundamentals of political order under expensive military shields.*

The more intriguing and disquieting prospect, however, was that Mexico represented a new
phase in Napoleon III’s schemes to reorder the world. France’s habit of intervening in the
internal affairs of foreign polities in order to direct their politics in more congenial directions,
of course, went back long before Louis Napoleon’s coup d’état.’3! But the Second Empire
had been exceptionally active in seeking to impose its will on the governments of otherwise
independent states, both inside and outside of Europe. It was widely taken for granted that
propagandism was inherent to the Emperor’s plebiscitary despotism: the historian and self-
described Manchester Liberal Goldwin Smith argued that Imperial absolutism could not bear
“the moral rebuke of neighbouring freedom”.'*> Mexico was slotted neatly into these
schemes. Some joked that the Emperor could not stand the idea of a republican government
in a growing country only a fortnight’s sail from Paris; others suggested that the invasion was
a resumption of a role which the French had recently abandoned in Syria.**® But for some
critics of the expedition, Mexico instead looked like a field test for the imposition of Imperial
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institutions and governing technologies — most prominently, the plebiscite — overseas. The
intervention, interpreted in this way, signalled that Napoleon 111 had gone beyond simply
looking to prop up foreign regimes sympathetic to his own, to wanting to project facsimiles
of the constitutional and administrative arrangements he had established in France across the
globe. The experiment undertaken in Mexico was widely portrayed as a “scientific” exercise
in constructing a mirror of the Second Empire over the Atlantic.*** The Economist argued
that the purpose of the expedition was “to propagate and extend... the Imperial system of
bureaucracy”.?*® As the Examiner newspaper described in greater detail, the Bonapartist
strategy of suppressing popular government, forcing imperial institutions on an unwilling
people at the point of a bayonet, and ruling by priestcraft and police, was being followed to
the letter.®*® It presented the early decrees issued by the provisional government of Mexico in
1863 as “literal reproductions of fundamental principles of despotism placarded on the walls
of Paris” during Louis Napoleon’s coup d’etat in 1851. The creation of another state based on
these principles was cause for “joy in the dark places of cruelty”.*®’ Liberals watched the
Mexican experiment as eagerly as they did because, among all its other sources of interest, it
came to be understood as a test of whether Imperial institutions on the French model could
take root and reproduce themselves on foreign soil .13

The other great point of interest about the Mexican intervention, in relation to France, was
that it brought to the boil all the simmering tensions in French domestic political life. For all
that they supposed the invasion to have been intended as a “safety valve” for military and
national energies, British writers were under no illusions that the invasion was popular in
France. Some commentators suggested during its early stages that Louis Napoleon might
profit domestically by demonstrating the power to create and give away empires, and from
showing how civilization could be carried across the globe on the wings of imperial eagles.**°
But it rapidly became established, rhetorically at least, that the project was peculiarly the
Emperor’s own, commenced and continued in defiance of the rest of his country.!*® As early
as 1863, the French newspapers seemed to reveal that every major party in French politics
was against the expedition, and that their opposition held out an unmistakeable electoral
appeal.}*! Even the army was apparently discontented, while the French commercial classes
predictably opposed the astronomical cost of the expedition.!*? Reports circulated that some
Parisians even wished disaster on the French forces.!*® Henry Reeve, editor of the Edinburgh
Review, confirmed that the mistaken Mexican expedition had contributed significantly to the
domestic unpopularity of Napoleon III’s government.'** As represented in the British press,
then, the fallout of the Mexican enterprise in France exposed fundamental disharmonies
between the Emperor, his politicians, and the French people. In this way, Mexico underlined
the profound systemic failings of a French Imperial regime which could persist irresponsibly
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in a despised line of policy against the (ostensible) will of the political classes and of public
opinion, and helped knit together criticisms of French domestic, foreign, and imperial policy.

\

However the Mexican intervention looked to the British in hindsight, at the time it seemed
much more than a moment of madness. The enterprise might have been chimerical, but its
implications were clearly serious. Louis Napoleon’s incursion into Mexico invited the British
to look through a new lens at major political questions which were usually treated separately:
about the parameters of legitimate imperial intervention, about the reach of the principle of
“nationality”, about the political needs of disordered multiracial polities in less developed
parts of the world, and about Europe’s proper relations with Spanish America. Arguments on
all these points turned, to a considerable extent, on competing interpretations of the state of
Mexican politics. But British contentions about Mexico owed more to broadly applicable
doctrines, principles, and desires, than they did to forensic, dispassionate examinations of the
country’s history and society. They were shaped by clashing opinions on the relative merits
of monarchies versus republics; on the virtues of “order” versus “liberty”; on the global rights
and duties of European civilization; and on the abstract justice of imperial warfare. That the
intervention was taking place at arm’s length, in French rather than British hands, eliminated
some of the political complexities attached to arguments about Britain’s own imperial efforts.
But it also introduced other difficulties, not least making sense of Napoleon III’s objectives.

In these ways, France’s invasion of Mexico encouraged the British to look from an oblique
angle at some of the main ideological issues raised by Britain’s own foreign and imperial
policies in the 1860s — and at questions of premeditated imperial interference and conquest
which would become increasingly significant during the 1870s and 1880s.1%° It arrested the
attention, in particular, of Liberals who were enthusiastic about the principle of “non-
intervention” and the rights of nations to choose their own governments, and who disliked
imperial aggression. Commentators and politicians of this stamp offered a forceful rebuttal of
the Conservatives and conservative Liberals who argued that the invasion was a legitimate
and promising piece of “liberal imperialism”; and they drowned out those within the party
who, like Lord Palmerston, were prepared to tolerate the Second Mexican Empire for
pragmatic reasons.'“® Mexico became, as such, an important tool in the rhetorical armoury of
the wing of the Liberal Party that was more “advanced” on international and imperial affairs.

From the point of view of British Liberalism more broadly conceived, however, the most
important thing the Second Mexican Empire did was to fail. British debate about the invasion
of Mexico had a lot of moving parts, and as we have seen, not all political Liberals agreed on
what the enterprise meant while it remained a going concern. Analogous dissensions over the
validity of other European countries’ programmes of imperial expansion, and over Britain’s
own, would continue to bubble away within the party for the rest of the nineteenth century.
The ignominious end of the Second Mexican Empire, however, could be factored in to more
straightforwardly unifying arguments about the institutional and moral failings of Second
Empire France, which played a crucial role in the success of the mid-Victorian Liberal Party.
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The outcome of the invasion did nothing to reconcile clashing readings of Mexican politics.
Maximilian’s execution was widely described as a tragedy, but it had become obvious by
1866 that his position was untenable.'*” The expulsion of the French did not make it any
clearer to the British whether Mexico was capable of rational self-government, or whether its
people really possessed a nationality.*® Charles Dilke, who visited Mexico during the dying
days of the Empire in 1866, treated Maximilian’s fate as a demonstration of the fact that
white and “red” men could not inhabit the same soil.**® The historian, Catholic, and political
Liberal Lord Acton, by contrast, argued that the still-parlous condition of Mexico in 1868
was down to an array of problems in the social, intellectual, and material state of the country,
but insisted that the basic issue was that an intensely aristocratic society, under the thumb of a
powerful Church interest, could not support a democratic polity.'*® The same familiar points
about the incapacities of Mexico’s constituent races, and about the depressing influence of
the country’s corrupt priesthood, continued to be repeated in British commentary into the
1870s and beyond, until the stabilising regime of Porfirio Diaz finally began to shift public
narratives.! But there was less such writing after the death of Maximilian.'>? As the Times
noted in 1868, Mexico had “passed out of sight and out of mind without regret or inquiry”.*>
The intervention in Mexico was not a transformative moment for British thinking about
Spanish American politics: a few years of excited rumination on what a radically different
institutional future for the region might look like does not seem to have left a lasting impact.

As far as the British were concerned, the essential thing was what Mexico had done to, and
what it revealed about, the French Second Empire. As Jonathan Parry has argued, the
Liberals’ vigorous negative stereotyping of Napoleon III’s regime made a vital contribution
to the political and electoral success of a Liberal Party which was badly divided on many
domestic issues in the 1850s and 1860s, and helps to explain the dominance in this era of a
particular type of Liberalism, which privileged constitutional, moral, and patriotic issues.***
We have already seen that the Mexican expedition was readily connected with established
critical narratives about Imperial France’s militarism, despotism, and taste for foreign
adventures. While there was still some prospect of the intervention succeeding, criticism
necessarily focused on the unattractive political principles it incarnated. But with its
breakdown, which turned the episode into probably the single most spectacular failure in the
history of the Emperor’s external policy, the affair could be turned to greater advantage.
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Mexico’s rejection of the French attempt to impose “order” and “civilization” at the point of
a bayonet became an unambiguous demonstration of France’s failings as a colonising power,
and of the fatal flaws of a political system in which one man conducted foreign policy by
prerogative.>® Even more significantly, the attempt to propagandise French Imperial
institutions had failed in embarrassing circumstances, exposing their essential fragility when
transplanted beyond domestic soil, in stark contrast to the success of representative
government in the British settler colonies. Here the intervention’s failure contributed
importantly to developing arguments about the differences between “Continental”
transoceanic empire-building, in which “exotic” forms of government were forced on
unpropitious terrain, and England’s own more “natural”, rational, and successful approach to
expansion.® It emphatically underlined the wisdom of Britain’s own repeated refusals to be
drawn into territorial entanglements in Latin America, highlighting another point of superior
British political wisdom. And, in the end, its misguided militarism and imperial infatuation
brought down Napoleon III’s imperial regime — or at least played a significant role in doing
s0.®" It had put the Emperor in an impossible position. Gladstone, writing in 1870, argued
that the intervention had damaged the influence of France, compromised what remained of
the political halo around Napoleon 111, and forced him on to further abortive attempts to
recover his lost position.!®® Mexico came to be widely described as “the Moscow of the
Second Empire”, and as a leading symbol and symptom of the “corruption and greed” which
had “struck their fatal fangs into the very heart of the Imperial system”.1* After 1870, then,
Liberals could make the case that the Mexican scheme had proven not only ineffective, naive,
and fundamentally wrong in principle, but also fatal to the stability of the French Imperial
state. As such, the invasion of Mexico ended up as one of the more unexpected of the
services rendered by Louis Napoleon to mid-Victorian Liberalism.
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